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Your own soul is nourished when you are kind  

it is destroyed when you are cruel. 

Solomon 

Proverbs 11:17  

Consciousness 

I am writing about this subject because I have wrestled with cruelty, my own and others’, 

personally and professionally.  Core Energetics has helped me look at cruelty in my life and to 

accept my part in it.  There is more to learn.  

A short time ago I received a wonderful gift from a friend.  The gift was delivered in 

person with a lot of passion, trust and love.  I did not like the gift at first.  For one thing, my 

friend’s passion was wrapped around a lot of hurt and anger.  For another, my friend said that I 

was responsible for causing him considerable pain.  I felt embarrassment and shame and I 

wanted to disappear, but I recovered quickly enough to find some fault in his understanding and 

perception of me.  I decided that I had been unjustly attacked; that he was the perpetrator, I, the 

victim.  Then, justified, I in turn attacked, verbally, with a loud, demanding voice and 

accusations of my own.  

What great wrong had I done?  After all, I thought, I was only teasing him and trying to 

draw him out; doing so was for his own good.  We had spent the evening with close friends and I 

decided impulsively that this would be a great time for my friend to share some personal good 

news that he had shared with me in confidence.  I was teasing him to get him to reveal his secret, 

leading him on, laughing at his consternation and helplessness in front of my oh-so-clever self.  I 

was relentless, enjoying the edge I had gotten on my friend.  This was what buddies did, right? 

Joke around and tease?  Before the evening ended, we had a loud, old-fashioned argument.  We 

made up the next day, but several more conversations were required before we regained our 

former easy friendliness and intimacy.  It took some time for me to understand the gift of this 

experience as a very useful mirror for me and to value the trust and love with which it had been 

delivered.  

My friend had trusted me and our relationship enough to let me see his pain and anger.  

He loved me enough to go against his own desire to pull back and possibly lose our friendship.  

In common, everyday language I had treated my friend with cruelty.  I did not see it at first, did 

not want to see it and even tried to reverse the arrow and stick my friend.  This experience was a 

very simple example of common cruelty, the kind that people often inflict on those they claim to 

love.  In fact, I carefully explained to my friend how all of this had really come out of my love 

for him and out of my basic interest in his well-being and advancement.  In response he quite 

patiently explained to me just how painful and frightening this “love” of mine felt to him.  (Peck, 

1983, p. 69)  

My recognition of my own cruelty shocked me; the shock went beyond my shame at our 

friends’ seeing it and at my having exposed what I was doing.  It came from seeing the picture of 

myself as a perpetrator.  Before being confronted with my friend’s discomfort, then his hurt, then 

his anger, had I not been sailing along jovially in conversation, enjoying the game, oblivious to 

the painful impact of my actions?  How could anyone have thought of me as intentionally 

inflicting cruelty, especially on a friend?  After all, was I not the one with an undeniable history 

of being on the receiving end of cruelty?  Other people were the perpetrators, not me, I thought.  

Yet there was a certain and familiar feel to this scene:  the “fun” part of it for me felt very 
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familiar, a repetition of the kind of fun we had at home growing up.  (Miller, 1983, p. 144)  How 

was it that I must continue to be vigilant over my desire to be cruel?  

Most people I talk with about cruelty share a one-sided perception.  Cruelty, we believe, 

is practiced by others, usually out of pure meanness or as an expression of conscious evil intent.  

(Baumeister, 1996, p. 376)  Life is filled with examples we can summon up that confirm how we 

or others we know were treated unmercifully and were victimized for no apparent reason.  The 

nearly universal belief in pure evil and its companion, cruelty, seems patently reflected in 

literature, movies, and life.   

The following case history is a good example of how we as victims and perpetrators may 

see as we believe.  I have chosen this case because, from the beginning, I was able to see part of 

myself in it.  I have learned that it is a valuable gift to be able to see something of myself in even 

the most violent and tormented of our fellows.  

Perpetrator 

For several years I worked as a supervisor, then as acting director, in an experimental 

parole program for a large city.  The unit I led and trained had as its mission the task of creating 

drug and alcohol dependency treatment programming and treatment techniques for clients 

(parolees) and of creating training programs and methods for the staff. 

Michael Barnes, age 25, who was assigned to our unit for evaluation, had substance 

abuse problems.  He had been convicted of carrying out a particularly cruel and seemingly cold-

hearted murder.  The sordid details of the killing and the facts that the act occurred less than one 

block from our office and that the chief homicide judge assigned us Michael’s pre-sentencing 

investigation made this a high-visibility case for our team.  

The facts of the murder suggested a perpetrator who fit the stereotype of a cruel, evil 

person:  that is, someone using friendship as a means to create the illusion of safety as an 

opportunity to practice extreme forms of torture and to inflict pain purely for his own enjoyment.  

The case attracted media attention with news stories reporting enough painful-sounding details to 

elicit reactions of disgust from the public and calls for revenge in letters to the editor.  Michael 

was found guilty by a jury of the crimes of sodomy with various wooden and other instruments, 

rape, torture by burning and assault, acts he had committed under the influence of drugs.  Over a 

period of two days the victim, Michael’s former male lover, suffered several broken bones and 

many other injuries before being thrown out of the window of a downtown single-room 

occupancy hotel.  

Our investigation followed the required procedure of interviews with family, teachers, 

friends, associates and employers as well as a review of Michael’s juvenile court record.  We 

quickly learned that this incident was not Michael’s first experience of cruelty.  In fact, Michael 

had endured various forms of pain, torture, burning and sexual abuse; he had even been buried 

alive and died briefly but had been resuscitated.  Michael had experienced all this from infancy.  

The perpetrators had been parents and grandparents.  

As this picture developed, first one source then another added details to and 

corroborations of what seemed at first an unbelievable tale.  Could what we were hearing and 
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learning be part of an attempt by someone to garner sympathy for Michael, who faced a possible 

death penalty?  The final corroboration came with our review of Michael’s history in Juvenile 

Court.  Since the age of eight, Michael had appeared frequently in Juvenile Court.  Caseworker 

after caseworker had documented his many crimes of theft, his sexual acting and truancy and 

incidents of being beaten up and sodomized.  The record contained the repeated accounts of 

siblings, cousins and other family members of the tortures and trials Michael had endured at the 

hands of his closest family, parents and grandparents from the first year of his life until after 

puberty.  It also established the utter and complete failure of the Health and Human Services 

system to help Michael in any meaningful way all of those years.  Efforts had been made for 

placement in safer surroundings, but very little help came and, even then, only long after he had 

already endured the most brutal acts.  Michael never stayed long in any one home, placement or 

other safe haven.  He often migrated back to his family and sought to be taken in.  Meanwhile, 

Juvenile Court had taken the view that Michael’s antisocial acts defined him as a troublesome 

child who needed a combination of punishment plus stretches of observation in various juvenile 

jails.  

Our team, pressed for a recommendation by the judge in the case, felt a combination of 

confusion, ambivalence, disgust at Michael’s act of murder and torture and deep sadness at the 

torment and hopelessness of his history and life.  Our assessment described Michael as a victim, 

distorted beyond any hope of ever having a normal life.  Our report noted the punishing failure of 

the courts and social services to assist Michael over his years of extreme difficulty.  Finally, we 

prepared a report advocating leniency for Michael:  we asked the judge to consider psychiatric 

care and a life term, not the death penalty.  Given the relative inexperience of our team and our 

youthful idealism, our recommendation did not surprise our superiors.  

Victim’s View 

The big surprise came from the judge.  Where the evaluation team and I saw a victim in 

Michael, the judge saw the embodiment of evil.  In a telephone exchange the judge raged at me 

for providing a copy of the report to Michael’s defense attorney without having waited for him to 

do so himself.  This was an honest, if thoughtless error.  I apologized for not understanding 

procedure.  Then I mentioned our recommendation.  The Judge, enraged, responded with, 

“Treatment!?  Goddamn right he’ll get treatment!  That faggot is going to burn and burn in hell!”  

In hindsight, the judge’s homophobia aside, I see the stunning difference in our respective 

viewpoints.  The judge, taking the view of the victim and standing in for him, raged at the cruel 

and evil perpetrator.  

My team and I had done our job properly.  Our exposure to the horror of Michael’s life 

and its emotional impact on us had affected our perceptions and placed us in opposition to the 

judge’s view.  There is a distinct and sometimes unsettling difference between the perpetrator’s 

and the victim’s experience.  That is one of the connections between my two stories as well.  

Both my garden variety tale of cruelty and Michael’s story illustrate beliefs most of us share, and 

they contain valuable lessons in the realm of cruelty.  

Roots 

Cruelty and evil are companions; they are sometimes indistinguishable.  Inherited moral 

codes and values in our society define evil and tell us how to manage it.  Authoritative and 
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ancient roots describe, in often bloody, dramatic and clear terms, an interactive role between 

family, community and cruel evil:  

[T]hen you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, eye for eye, tooth 

for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for 

wound, bruise for bruise.  (Exodus 21: 23-25)  

God’s word as quoted by Moses the prophet defines family relations and remedies for problems 

between the generations:  

[I]f any man has a stubborn and rebellious son who will not obey 

his father or his mother, and when they chastise him, he will not 

even listen to them, then his father and mother shall seize him, and 

bring him out to the elders of his city at the gateway of his home 

town.  And they shall say to the elders of his city, “This son of ours 

is stubborn and rebellious; he will not obey us; he is a glutton and a 

drunkard.”  Then all the men of his city shall stone him to death; so 

you shall remove the evil from your midst, and all Israel shall hear 

of it and fear.  (Deuteronomy 21: 18-21)  

Similarly, the laws of God as quoted by the ancients define good and evil in sexual relations.  For 

those who are married:  

If a man is found lying with a married woman, then both of them 

shall die...thus you shall purge the evil from Israel.  (Deuteronomy 

22:22) 

For those who are unmarried:  

If there is a girl who is a virgin engaged to a man, and another man 

finds her in the city and lies with her, then you shall bring them 

both to the gate of that city and you shall stone them to death; the 

girl, because she did not cry out in the city, and the man, because 

he has violated his neighbor’s wife.  Thus you shall purge the evil 

from among you.  (Deuteronomy 22:23-24) 

Moses’ ancient path to salvation, with its instruction to name evil and without pity to 

purge evil from the family and community, has worn deep ruts that remain even now in modern 

family and community life.  Where we continue to see in our community a self-righteous need to 

blame the rape victim for “not resisting enough,” where parents continue to see the need to “beat 

the devil out of children,” we as a community and as families continue to walk in that ancient 

trek toward salvation by purging externalized evil.  This kind of cruel purging is done with 

justification and support from “an idealistic higher” law.  (Baumeister, 1996, p. 169)  

Lessons from Moses’ ancient trek played a part in my own life and helped prepare me for 

my encounter with Michael Barnes.  Michael and I are members of the same Judeo-Christian 

society; both of our parents had some powerful beliefs in common.  Michael’s parents, the record 

showed, believed they were acting as judgmental and purifying authorities.  My parents held 
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similar, if less well defined, beliefs.  The actions of both sets of parents toward their sons reveal 

a remnant of an ancient trail of belief:  the idea of the impure child, the tainted product of 

original sin, whose journey toward responsible adulthood requires a painful and punitive 

purging.  The need for parents to punish and purge the child “for [his] own good” provided a 

driving force for our parents as they “raised us” up.  Both pairs of parents carried out, and the 

grandparents condoned and supported, highly punitive and painful “purifying” acts on their 

children.  

The Process  

Over several years of childhood through adolescence Michael Barnes and I each heard 

the refrain, “we are doing this because we love you; it’s for your own good; this is hurting me 

more than it hurts you.”  I had difficulty acknowledging, until well into adulthood, that the 

measures used in my upbringing were extreme.  Socialization and “common knowledge” over 

hundreds of years support the idea that subjugation, obedience training and humiliation are the 

best way to raise a child.  (Miller, 1983, p. 115)  

Clearly, with Michael Barnes’s family the parents’ behavior far exceeded what the 

ancient remnant of orthodoxy required.  The root idea of purifying the sinful child clearly had 

run amok among severe distortions.  My own childhood experience, while not as severe as 

Michael’s, followed an amazingly similar route.  

I wrote the following memoir of family life a few years ago.  It was my first written 

expression of my childhood training.  The memoir sums up my experience of the mixture of 

purification and distortion applied to child rearing.  The internal process I used to manage my 

feelings is also revealed here.  

At Home 

 

Dad coming home from the War and ordering me out of Mom’s bed. 

Mom holding me down, laughing, spitting on my face, tickling me until I pee my pants. 

Touching my Mom around her cesarean scar. 

Wanting to feel close. 

 

Mom: Rubbing dirty underwear in my face. 

Showing my stained underwear to relatives and friends. 

Not speaking to me for days at a time. 

Saying she could be dying and that I would not care. 

Wanting to just get away, hide. 

 

Being beaten for peeing in my bed. 

Beaten for peeing in my pants. 

Beaten for pooping in my pants. 

Beaten for not eating and just staring out the window. 

Feeling out of control. 

 

Feeling loving with my new little sister. 

Feeling crushed when my mother smashed the toy I gave my sister. 
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Peeling impatient with my sister. 

Fighting with my sister. 

Wanting to ignore my sister. 

 

My Dad telling me he is beating me because it’s for my own good. 

Whipping me with leather knotted “cat-o-nine-tails.” 

Putting me in the coal shed and furnace room until I say, “I’m sorry.” 

Wanting to kill them. 

 

Mom getting really angry about my peeing in the bed. 

Telling me I should be ashamed. 

Telling my Dad. 

Taking me to doctor for peeing in my bed. 

Having boils on my stomach. 

Having my aunts in to lance my boils with hot needles. 

Feeling ashamed, exposed. 

 

Having Mom and Dad hold me spread-eagled, naked 

down on the cold bathroom floor. 

My mother putting the big scissors blades on my penis 

and telling me she is going to cut it off. 

Feeling terror. 

 

Dad rapping my knuckles for anything. 

Rapping my head for anything. 

Beating me for carving with my penknife on the kitchen cabinet. 

Sending me to the cellar to punish myself 

by carving up my toys with my own knife. 

Feeling helpless. 

 

Having my Dad kick and beat me for swallowing a marble. 

Having to shit in a saucepan for two days and stir it around with a soupspoon. 

Having to find the marble in the shit, then, clean it off and give it to my Dad. 

Having to apologize for my carelessness in swallowing the marble. 

Feeling covered with shit. 

 

Trashing a neighbor’s property on Halloween. 

Lying about it. 

Having my lie revealed to the neighbors. 

Having to work months chopping up an old apple tree into 12” sticks. 

Feeling humiliated. 

 

Working to keep the lawn, shrubs, and garden; clean sidewalks and porches. 

Working to wash dishes, do the laundry, wash windows, dust, vacuum, iron. 

Help scrape and paint the house; help in the upholstery shop. 

Help collect and sell scrap metals; help my Dad. 

Feeling overwhelmed; being good. 
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My Dad telling me I should give him things. 

Telling me people are saying I’m a pantywaist. 

Knocking me down with a punch to the face. 

Having to apologize and say, “I’ll be good.” 

Feeling unwanted. 

 

My mom and dad fighting. 

My sister and I fighting. 

Fighting with my teachers. 

Fighting with my friends. 

Fighting with strangers. 

Feeling alone. 

 

Capturing and torturing a girl my age, five. 

Killing small animals for fun. 

Pointing a gun at a man who chased my dog. 

Burning a farmer’s field; lying about it. 

Beating up my friend who told the truth. 

Accidentally touching a girl’s breast; praying about it for several days, age 12. 

Taking a live round to school to scare the teacher who beat me. 

Burning my arm to feel something. 

Feeling very scared. 

 

Being in a house with two frightening people. 

Having to be about them. 

Having no fun in the house. 

Expecting the hammer to fall on me. 

Escaping on the inside and on the outside. 

Not being able to think. 

Both sets of parents, Michael’s and mine, excelled in pain and cruelty through a pattern 

that nearly permanently distorted the meaning of love.  

As a victim I experience cruelty in a very personal, one-sided way.  Someone hurts me in 

very painful, usually humiliating ways.  I feel alone, abandoned, shamed beyond measure.  I may 

be physically hurt, and I believe the message delivered with the pain:  I am bad, defective, 

undeserving of love.  From my point of view as a victim, cruelty is very personal.  I take 

considerable time, however, to acknowledge and to name the experience as cruelty.  I take a 

longer time to notice the interconnections that cruelty has to my larger family and to all of 

society.  

For me and, as my investigation showed, for Michael Barnes the lifelong processes of 

placing in context, of making sense of, and of sorting out the feelings and meaning of relating to 

others is in themselves a cruel puzzle.  Love for both of us, after all, had been indelibly defined 

as pain.  The questions in this puzzle seem to be myriad; they seem to repeat themselves 

endlessly, with minor variations in each new relationship and interaction.  Why am I not good 
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enough?  How can I show enough love to get what I need?  Am I lovable?  Why am I constantly 

enraged?  What is wrong with me?  What should I do to make everything ok?  What did I do 

wrong?  How should I apologize?  How can I get through this?  Will they like me?  Will God 

forgive me?  Later, questions are distilled to more essential queries:  when do I get to feel good?  

When do I get to be “normal”?  I have begged God for help; where is the help?  What do I have 

to do to make myself better?  

Discovery 

Alice Miller, the self-renounced psychoanalyst, discovered and wrote about what she 

calls “poisonous pedagogy,” which parents inflict on their children from infancy.  (Miller, 1983, 

p. 79) Miller describes from intimate knowledge as well as scholarship how parents themselves 

are trained to use disapproving looks, then whipping and other deprivations and humiliations to 

teach their child to submit to authority.  Miller describes carefully how, from distorted and 

mistaken ideas of love, these methods were instilled in earlier generations.  Miller’s work 

carefully documents how a child’s natural strong emotion, the child’s life force, is quieted, 

broken and deadened.  Miller found roots for this mistaken belief system in the authority of Old 

Testament directives.  “From Solomon:  “Thou shalt beat him [the child] with the rod, and shalt 

deliver his soul from hell.  Proverbs 23: 14”  (Miller, 1983, p. 29)  

Miller’s description of the use of harsh systems to achieve good upbringing and guidance 

toward the right path echoes Wilhelm Reich’s observations on the “emotional plague” as it 

applies to childhood education.  (Reich, 1972, p. 512)  For Reich, as for Miller, a strict 

authoritarian teacher will say that children are difficult to teach and that this is why harsh 

methods are necessary.  Both thinkers agree that the disruptive acting out, forgetfulness, and 

general lackluster state of a child’s curiosity is actually caused by harsh, authoritarian teaching 

systems.  

What a helpful, freeing revelation this was for me!  The unexplainable had been 

explained!  Others confirm that cruelty to a child is partly a simple pattern of authoritarian, 

manipulative, socially supported parenting.  In earlier days, neither Michael Barnes’s nor my 

parents were ever questioned about their behavior.  Miller describes the many rationalizations 

that parents use even today to justify their behavior.  Cruel parenting continues to be condoned 

and vociferously defended by those who hold the basic assumption that deadening and 

humiliating treatment is good for a child.  Miller’s main contention is that the deadening of a 

child’s inner self-spontaneity sets up the foundation for the acting out of personal cruelty and, 

later on, for the adult’s uncanny ability to “go along” with cruelty ordered by higher authorities.  

(Miller, 1983, p. 242)  The Pathwork Lectures of Eva Pierrakos provide additional insight into 

the mechanism Miller has identified.  The Guide describes a process in which cruelty arises from 

the effects of a deadened “live” center.  (Pathwork Lectures, Lecture No. 139)  

Yet parents also have personal motives for their behavior, which is unconsciously 

designed to break the natural God-given will of their children.  Parents always do these things for 

their own psychological reasons.  As Miller states, “in beating their children they are struggling 

to regain the power they once lost to their own parents.   . . . [T]hey see the vulnerability of their 

own earliest years, which they are unable to recall.” (Miller, 1983, p. 16)  Similarly, Reich states 

that a person suffering from what he calls “emotional plague” always operates from a mask of 
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social responsibility in order to justify the worst actions.  “The real motive is concealed and a 

sham motive is given as the reason for the action.” (Reich, 1972, p. 506)  

What is the force that tries to deaden the life center in a child?  These roots have evil in 

them.  I am excited to learn that there are others who know this.  I feel confirmed in my 

understanding of my own experience, and I find comfort in having strong allies as my awareness 

and sense of strength evolve.  Reich and others recognize that the same spirit that killed the joy 

in the parent continues in cycles, generation after generation, killing the child’s loving and 

creative heart.  My heart and mind thrill to read M. Scott Peck’s empowering injunction to 

acknowledge and name the cruel, destructive behavior that is evil.  Evil must be named as evil, 

says Peck, in order to treat the disease.  (Peck, 1983, pp. 67-69)  

Cycle 

My delight in finding intellectual comrades-in-arms is dampened by one nagging and 

recurring theme.  In all of my reading on this subject I am constantly reminded of my own 

cruelty.  This part of my journey, as I was researching and writing on the subject of cruelty, was 

triggered by my friend’s exposing my own rather pedestrian, commonplace and insensitive act:  

a perverse torment, which I had been thoroughly enjoying.  There is pleasure in cruelty for me, I 

had to admit.  My personal experience is undeniable.  I cannot avoid concurring with the 

Pathwork Guide: my pleasure in negative creating can be thrilling indeed.  (Pathwork Lectures, 

Lecture No. 176, pp. 2-4)  

For there is part of this story I have not been able wholly to tell.  There is still mystery in 

it for me.  There is in me a hidden, lingering urge toward cruelty, toward others and toward 

myself.  The seductive power of this urge tricks me, as when I find myself viciously toying with 

my friend’s most private feelings in a blind way that is a delight to me and a cruelty to him.  This 

susceptibility of mine warns me to be on my guard.  

My urge to reenact cruelty has at times been powerful almost beyond description.  I 

remember, with a sense of shame even now, my first sexually charged encounter with a girl.  It 

was early summer; she and I were both five years old; in the fall we would begin kindergarten 

together.  My buddy and I managed to lure her into the woods, where we tormented and terrified 

her until we all walked home together.  I did not understand that anything at all was wrong until 

the next day, when her Dad, seeing me walking toward the house, began screaming and chasing 

with me with a rake.  I thank God today that we did not seriously harm her physically, and I pray 

that all other harm has healed.  

The urge in me to behave cruelly is diminished and muted, but the remnants of it are well 

concealed in my mask.  The urge remains to this day.  Despite the revelations in therapy, the 

prayer and the spiritual gifts received; despite challenges to my mask of congeniality; despite 

discovery and exposure; despite my ownership of my deep pleasure in cruelty; despite my 

gratitude following energetic release of my lower self in conscious expression, my secret urge to 

punish and re-enact cruelty remains.  I experience a tender longing for contact with the energy of 

that cruelty.  An amazing thing about reenacting cruelty is the deeply felt, compelling need to do 

it.  Michael Barnes likewise experienced a compulsion to reinflict on others the most painful acts 

that had been committed on his infant body.  
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The psychotherapy literature (Miller, 1983, p. 66) describes the reenactment process and 

its connection to early family relationships, and there are popular self-help books that focus on 

reenactment in relationships.  Readers try to become conscious of repeated patterns and heal by 

not beginning or staying in painful, unfulfilling and destructive relationships.  Well-worn phrases 

for these patterns are “relationship addiction,” “love addiction” or “addiction to a person.”  These 

self-help books point out how these repeatedly failed relationships help cover over anxiety about 

living in a free and autonomous way.  The reader learns to consider how we may unconsciously 

reenact our pain as an attempt to heal the original unbearable family relationship.  (Halpern, 

1982, p. 59)  Repeating unhealthy relationship patterns serves a dual, cruel purpose.  In the 

reenactment one cruelly abuses both oneself and one’s partner.  

Wilhelm Reich observed and documented reenactment patterns.  (Reich, 1972, pp. 16-17)  

His conclusions eventually became part of the foundation of the Core Energetics.  Reich asserts 

that the aim of the neurotic repetition of destructive patterns is self-healing and is a powerful, 

attractive force that is driven by infantile conclusions and energized by unsatisfied sexual needs.  

According to Reich, any healing effect achieved by bringing unconscious infantile ideas to the 

surface is minimal.  He advocates instead that healing be effected through the transformation of 

pre-genital striving into the mature genital striving of a healthy personal sex economy.  The 

theme common to all these concepts is that cruelty, even the self-inflicted variety, stems from 

distorted, blocked forms of love.  

The Pathwork Lectures, the second foundation block for Core Energetics, provide 

abundant elucidation of the concept of cruelty and evil and of the unconscious urge to recreate 

and correct childhood situations that were hurtful.  (Pathwork Lectures, Lecture No. 73)  The 

Guide of the Lectures advises the use of using a conscious process to gain awareness of elements 

of unconsciously held immature beliefs called images.  These images, the Guide states, provide 

energy to forcing currents, which lead to futile attempts at self-healing through reenactments of 

childhood cruelty.  

Here is the result of one of my image-finding exercises.  The powerful compulsion 

pattern I was examining here led me repeatedly to enter and stay in love relationships that were 

worse than unfulfilling, in which I re-experienced several varieties of pain.  

An Image 

 

What have I learned? 

 

I feel her energy; I want to be near her. 

 

I show her my needy heart, seduce her into holding me, staying with me a moment. 

 

She takes me in, only up to a certain point. 

 

There is a hint, a possibility, of more. 

 

I am euphoric, helpless, in front of her. 

 



Meditations On Cruelty 

David Richards 

Page 11 

I show her more of my heart; I adore her. 

 

She is irresistible to me; I am willing to give away my life to be with her. 

 

She rejects me; I feel intense grief, loss, humiliation, shame, despair. 

 

I return again and again to receive her rejection; each time I am crushed; I collapse. 

 

I am intent on seeing her fiery eyes, her anger, and her malevolent rage. 

 

My body comes alive anticipating her attack; in my mind I provoke her. 

 

With her, I ask for little, demand nothing, expect rejection. 

 

I am so very needy to feel her cruel words, the sting of her whipping hands, her 

deadly threats, her chilling indifference, all the painful forms of her love. 

 

I dearly desire to meet her there in her rage, to take her blows with loving heart, 

and run in to say, 

 

“Hi Mom, it’s your prince come to save you again.” 

Cruel Ego 

What force is it that in the past triggered powerful urges in me to commit some violent or 

cruel act?  How was that force different from what I feel today?  I know that I am my own and 

only laboratory for learning in this life.  Experience tells me that I have within all the inclinations 

to and potential for cruelty as well as pleasure that a human being can experience.  This 

knowledge helped prepare me for my encounter with Michael Barnes and others.  Seeing a part 

of myself in Michael Barnes and other people who have been violent and cruel leads me 

constantly toward greater self-acceptance.  

As I look at these triggered, reactive scenes I see a common thread.  Michael Barnes’s 

case history revealed many incidents involving vicious attacks on others.  These occurred later in 

adolescence after his parents and family had pretty much finished with him.  The incidents 

seemed to happen when he had been teased.  By his mid-teens Michael had grown physically 

powerful, and his acts of retaliation had become unpredictable and cruel.  Michael showed 

homosexual behavior and feminine affectation before reaching puberty.  His attacks on others, 

according to the case record, followed teasing and taunting over his person, looks and sexuality.  

Feelings of humiliation seemed a likely trigger for Michael’s most vicious acts of revenge.  

The common thread running through my own patterns is likewise the theme of 

humiliation, as the following scenes illustrate:  

Age 10:  For being exposed for my part in burning the farmer’s field, I punish my friend 

with a severe beating.  We both know the truth, yet I insist that he is not telling truth.  I say that 

the beating is to punish him for his lies.  
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Age 12:  My social studies teacher beats me with a board in front of the class.  He says 

that the reason is “on principle.”  The next day, I take a live round to school for my teacher’s 

desk.  I say it’s “for principle.”  

Age 16:  An older student whose gang has taunted me for weeks embarrasses me in front 

of my friends.  I savagely punish him to the point of putting him in the hospital.  I get the bonus 

of feeling heroic and justified.  

Age 17:  A landowner in front of me kicks and stones my wandering dog.  I aim my 

loaded rifle at him.  I am self-righteously indignant about his cruelty to the animal.  

Age 17:  My high school sweetheart criticizes me and laughs at my clumsy social graces.  

In a complete rage I attempt to run her over with my car.  

Age 18:  A fellow student on my dormitory floor complains loudly that I am drunk and 

loud and that I am disturbing everyone.  I feel exposed and embarrassed.  I throw him down a 

flight of stairs.  

Age 28:  My wife has left me and taken my daughter with her.  I believe I have been 

betrayed and blocked from being with my daughter.  I believe that I have lost myself as a man.  I 

feel humiliation and embarrassment.  In a rage, I threaten great harm to my wife.  

Humiliation has been a powerful trigger for me.  Feeling exposed to ridicule, fearing to 

be diminished in the sight of others, has been an unbearable prospect.  I have repeatedly felt 

threatened by humiliation.  I sense that others will see me as weak, shamed in some way.  

Violence for me has been both revenge for the pain of humiliation and an attempt to deny the 

reality of the pain.  In every instance in which my cruelty has come into play I have felt an 

intense desire to avoid exposure, to hide my weaknesses and to defend my self-serving version of 

reality.  

Miller and Roy Baumeister, she from the perspective of psychoanalysis and he from that 

of social psychology and history, name this process precisely:  they call it “threatened egotism.”  

Each writer describes the process similarly:  one has a favorable view of oneself that someone 

else threatens, disputes or undermines easily.  Miller, Baumeister and Professor Aaron Beck all 

connect the cruelty of revenge to the humiliation and manipulations that children experience both 

in the home and in the educational system.  Baumeister proposes that the principal cause of 

violence is the threat to the ego of those with high self-esteem (in the narcissistic sense) who 

experience unflattering external evaluation.  (Baumeister, 1996, p. 143)  Miller’s work 

documents the kind of pedagogy in which humiliation, shame, lying and manipulation are used 

consciously to produce learning from children in the home and at school.  (Miller, 1983, p. 21)  

In the educational system Miller argues that a child’s sense of self-esteem is tied directly to how 

well she submits to, placates and becomes obedient to her parents’ or teachers’ demands and 

methods.  Later on, rage and other suppressed feelings are “transformed into a more or less 

conscious hatred now directed against the self or substitute persons.”  (Miller, 1983, p. 61)  The 

most insidious part of this process is that the child is usually not aware of the cause of his 

seemingly unexplainable rage.  Parents’ and teachers’ manipulations effectively hide reality from 

the child.  Beck carries the concept farther into group behavior.  Beck echoes Miller’s finding in 

his observation that “group narcissism is the antithesis of altruism in many ways.”  Beck calls 
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“group narcissism” the structure that drives ideologies and that may underlie a people’s 

willingness to resort to violence to resolve differences.  (Beck, 1999, p. 243)  

In its extreme form egotism is narcissism.  Erich Fromm uses the term “malignant 

narcissism,” which he characterizes as an extreme inability to surrender to any higher power so 

that a person’s own will, or self-will, rules, to define an extreme form of cruelty.  We may 

speculate about this characterization and suggest that cruelty is the exercise of free will beyond 

bounds, beyond surrender to God’s will.  

Malignant narcissism may also be characterized by excessive or false pride.  Excessive 

pride insists on self-affirmation, whether or not the affirmation is based on appropriate and 

realistic achievement.  The person doing cruel or evil acts insists on getting a good report from 

the world by using extraordinary willfulness.  (Peck, 1983, p. 78)  How self-will and pride form 

a fearful, easily threatened structure is spelled out in the Pathwork Lectures.  (Pathwork 

Lectures, Lecture No. 30)  The Guide posits that cruelty, as well as actual evil, rests on a three- 

legged stool of pride, self-will and fear.  Striving to get what one wants at the expense of, and 

regardless of the harm to, others begins with self-will.  Wanting what is not correct, what is not 

just, is supported by excessive pride.  The fragility of this structure derives, according to the 

Guide, from a deeply rooted fear that all one’s unjust desires and false pride cannot be fulfilled.  

There is a calculating, egocentric part in cruelty, too.  I connect to Beck’s admonishment 

to relinquish attachment to egocentric ideas of justice in order to move beyond self-serving 

morality toward a more caring orientation.  (Beck, 1999, p. 240)  I myself know the satisfying 

thrill of power when I sense the opportunity to unleash some socially and morally justified 

violence.  I wonder, was there likewise a calculating mind in Michael Barnes when he turned that 

hotel room into his personal abattoir?  My thought is of justified, righteous rage:  catching the 

burglar in the act or catching a stranger “disrespecting my woman.”  How wonderful in that 

instant to find a fellow human being so wrong!  In a millisecond I know I can get away with 

causing pain.  I make an assessment in a tiny fraction of a second:  “He is weaker than me; I have 

an advantage, I can take him” and “I will be judged well.” Cruelty does, for me, seem to arise at 

times from an unyielding egocentrism:  “It’s my way or the highway.” (Glass, 2000, p. 629)  

Ultimately, the Guide defines evil as “resistance.”  The “basic evil triad” is always self-

will, pride and fear; each one is the product of resistance to truth and unity.  (Pathwork Lectures, 

Lecture No. 197)  My own experience matches with that discussed by the clinicians I cite as well 

as with the Guide’s systematic dissection of the split between the live center and the adult ego 

that leads to cruel acts.  

The Guide’s description of “the evil triad” and my own experience lead me to believe 

that triggers of my cruelty may have begun as a kind of defense.  The normal developmental 

narcissism in a small child may be repressed and distorted to protect that tender soul against 

intolerable life situations.  So a child learns to practice cruelty, or the child/adult may even 

evolve to surpassing evil.  Many sources comment on the defensive theory.  Sufi teacher M. R. 

Bawa Muhaiyaddeen’s version reminds me that defenses, which often caused me pain, may also 

have a good purpose:  
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God Says:  

“Look how fruits are surrounded by many twigs and leaves.  I 

created them like this for a reason, to deflect the force of any 

strong winds that blow, so the fruit would not be harmed.  And just 

as I placed those twigs and leaves around the fruit to protect it, I 

gave you a body with many, many desires and cravings, so that 

whenever troubles and sufferings came forcefully to attack, the 

ones to feel the brunt of the attack would be the desires and 

cravings of your lower self, not you.  The real you lies within, 

protected and safe.  Whatever thunder and shaking comes to you 

will be felt by your desires.” (Muhaiyaddeen, 2003, p. 40)  

Healing With Grace 

You do not know what kind of spirit you are of; 

for the Son of Man did not come to destroy men’s lives,  

but to save them. 

Luke 9: 55-56  

Wrestling with cruelty, felt as an irresistible urge to hit, hurt and/or break something or 

someone, I have heard the voice of my savior.  My experience with energetic forces in my life, 

both the cruel and the loving, leaves me believing spirit can play a critical part in healing.  

For the first few years after my daughter was born, a lack of money, poor health and 

friction between my wife and me made gloom and stress part of a daily grind.  At that time I was 

driving a cab and trying to support the three of us in Philadelphia.  Our little daughter, Sarah, 

seemed to walk in a sun-lighted space.  Her love and smiles always reminded me of what life 

could be.  Yet the day came when I felt a powerful and painful urge to reenact with Sarah my 

own early days at home.  

Sarah was about three years old when her resistance to my parental control began to 

trigger a powerful rage in me.  I remember vividly how exhausted I felt the night she threw 

herself screaming onto her bed, refusing to sleep and demanding my attention.  Nothing I could 

do or say had any effect.  Suddenly, I just wanted to beat her until she shut up.  

Raising my arm to beat my child I heard God’s voice, “Stop. You can stop this, here, in 

this generation; you do not have to do this.”  I did stop in mid-swing.  In that moment I wept 

tears of sadness mixed with quiet joy.  I cried and thanked God for pulling me and Sarah out of a 

path that would have led both of us into great pain.  For me, that moment was an instance of 

grace; I call it a miracle.  Until that moment, I had not been conscious of how my frequent and 

shameful rages worked within me.  After that moment I have been on a constant journey leading 

me toward increasing awareness and greater responsibility.  

Grace entered again when I met a wise teacher who found a way to interpret God’s love 

in my own language.  “What next?” I asked.  “I’m going to beat you and make you my son,” he 

answered.  I knew then that I was loved.  
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A short time later, about 30 years ago, after a desperate appeal, grace led me to John 

Pierrakos.  John worked with me for more than two years using a method he called 

Bioenergetics.  I knew very little about my own process then, other than that I often felt 

consumed with rage and overwhelmed by despair.  Often, I worked totally nude, feeling dumb, 

numb and frightened.  John acted the complete authority:  I followed every direction.  Gradually, 

I began to feel.  I remember touching the soft silky sheen of a stuffed animal I saw in a store on 

my way home from one powerful session.  I had not felt anything like it before.  

Feeling began to change my life.  I was able to observe a gradual decrease in the length 

of time that rage dominated my senses.  I began to think love was possible.  I thanked God for all 

that was done, for all that I was led to, for all that I was feeling in my body.  Consciousness 

entered my process as I was challenged to take more and more responsibility for my life.  

Even as my own life tells me that there is a power usually called God, I wonder about 

Michael Barnes’s experience.  God’s voice came to Sarah and me on that truly wonderful day.  

There have been other occasions when that same voice came with comfort, guidance or a 

warning.  I have been blest, fortunate to have heard and to have acted.  Grace is and was an 

important part of my healing and awakening.  Why did Michael Barnes not hear God’s words 

offering a new choice?  Did Michael get grace somewhere along the line?  I think that I cannot 

guess the answer.  

Healing With Consciousness 

A provocative quality of the Pathwork Lectures for me is how themes touch my inner 

world, bringing me to an awareness of things that I had only dimly perceived.  The Lectures and 

the therapy process together created a kind of silent guided dialogue.  I said early along in my 

Core Energetics process that a healing spirit was working here.  Healing remains a mystery for 

me.  Not always having models for what I missed, I did not know how to ask for what I needed.  

Some of my therapy process has compared to wandering slowly in a dark ruined wreck of a 

building:  someone calls from outside; occasionally, I trust enough to turn toward the voice.  

Working with the Core Energetics process led me to go beyond working to ease the pain 

of rage to awaken to feel my own senses.  The Core Energetics approach asks -- no, requires -- 

that I take full responsibility for many unpleasant things.  (Pierrakos, 1990, p. 153)  For example. 

what is the foundation of the fear I have carried?  How do I use pride and self-will to maintain a 

state of cruelty and reaction in myself?  Other questions force me to acknowledge my desire to 

reenact cruelty in my life, to deny the truth of past events and to blame and to hate.  John 

Pierrakos names these steps in his method: confronting the mask; then releasing the lower self.  

The acts of intending to answer the questions posed, of repeatedly resisting physically and then 

of releasing my energy around my denials all open me to new energy in my daily life.  In 

accepting my negativity and my deeply held desire for it, I release the power held dormant and 

heavy in my lower self (Pierrakos, 1990, p. 210)  

John Pierrakos describes a transition of reaching for the core of myself beyond the 

defense of my lower self.  For me this process is horribly repetitive at times.  I accept the need to 

go back repeatedly to confront my masks:  my denials of my responsibility, my pleasure in 

causing pain, my happiness in playing the victim.  This process increases my consciousness and 

releases more and more of me into the light.  The me I feel now often has a sense of authenticity, 
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excitement and genuineness that is different from the inner deadness and forced joviality of my 

mask self.  My core flows with an energy that allows me to say, “Yes, I want to do that today” 

and really feel and mean it.  

What have I learned?  Accepting God’s goodness in myself, what I identify as my own 

goodness, is the next step.  There is something called love.  Many have been wounded in the 

heart of love.  I hope I have learned something of compassion.  

What of value can I reasonably expect to share with others out of what I have been given 

to experience and learn about cruelty and its place in our lives?  First, I believe that compassion 

is part of the answer.  As a substitute for the distortion in me that wants to judge there is a deep 

desire coming from my higher self to accept and use non-judgment.  From the experience of 

knowing intimately and sincerely the killer within myself I may truly say, “There but for the 

grace of God go I.”  

We continue to learn about how the energy powering the universe is consciousness itself.  

Consciousness offers us the gift of knowing how cruelty enjoys a shadow existence cloaked 

within ancient belief systems that are supported by half truths.  For me sleuthing out these 

ancient remnants of a different age is a rewarding and satisfying effort.  

Any client I may work with in the future gets the best part of me as a support.  Through 

my experience of its opposite I can know goodness.  I can see in many people the good and 

happy child playing hide and seek with me.  At the same time anyone who knows me will soon 

find that I am not afraid to name evil for what it is.  That quality comes out of experience and out 

of love.  For what greater support can a child receive than a knowing confirmation of the truth 

from a friend?  Hope flows as a healing balm when what is terribly, terribly wrong is in fact 

something that can be named.  

If questions remain unanswered, the greatest one for me is, “Who, or what, is the 

conscious energy that wants to kill the lively joyful center of a child?”  
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Addendum:   

Neurochemistry and Cruelty 

Michael Barnes acted his homicidal worst while under the influence of various 

substances.  Researchers believe that drugs do not cause violence; they may, however, open a 

door enough to allow destructive behavior out.  My life experience supports the idea that 

intoxicants, including alcohol, seem to lower my tolerance for threats to my self-esteem.  In the 

past, this lower tolerance may have led to my being irritable enough to act out.  My sense is that 

intoxicants and other chemicals in foods may help turn down or thin out my internal control 

system.  Some examples are sugars and allergens, which seem to have a similar effect.  Some 

allergens seem to create a kind of internal mental pain I will call “brain burn,” which goes along 

in my case with having a very short temper.  As part of supporting myself in my process, I have 

found that careful attention to my internal chemistry helps me stay more balanced, be better able 

to use my system of internal impulse controls and maintain a less anxiety-prone mental state.  

Is it possible that there is a brain chemistry that goes along with cruel acting out?  Can 

foods and other substances aggravate or heighten this tendency?  Neuroscientists are increasingly 

willing to look at brain chemistry and its effects on fear, anxiety and other emotional responses.  

Conversely, studies have also been done looking at the effect on brain chemistry and body 

organs of prolonged or excessive heightened emotional states, including fear.  Paralleling all of 

this work, the Core Energetics model places fear at the root of cruelty.  (Pathwork Lectures, 

Lecture No. 139); (Pierrakos, 1990, p. 153)   

Some recent findings concerning the neurochemistry of fear are worth considering.  

Joseph LeDoux, a New York neuroscientist, describes the chemistry of fear.  (LeDoux, 1996)  

Anatomy of Fear 

Within seconds of perceiving a threat, the primitive amygdala 

sounds a general alarm.  The adrenal system promptly floods the 

body with adrenaline and stress hormones.  Nonessential 

physiological processes switch off.  Digestion stops, skin chills, 

and blood is diverted into muscles in preparation for a burst of 

emergency action.  Breathing quickens, the heart races, and blood 

pressure skyrockets, infusing the body with oxygen while the liver 

releases glucose for quick fuel.  The entire body is suddenly in a 

state of high alert, ready for fight or flight.  (LeDoux, 1996) 

LeDoux’s work suggests that the amygdala in connection with the hippocampus actually 

begins thinking independently of the conscious brain.  It is possible that the amygdala stores its 

own memories when something traumatic happens.  The prime purpose of this process, which 

was established millions of years go, was to protect humans from the next potential threat to life.  

The amygdala’s role is thus a form of memory underlining that says, “This event and your 

reaction to it are VERY IMPORTANT; REMEMBER IT!!” 

Another way of looking at this phenomenon is to consider that a chemical circuit is set up 

by the amygdala, which puts fear into a person’s energy flow.  The chemical reality of these fear 

memories is apparently very difficult to delete.  Dr. LeDoux says, “The brain seems to be wired 
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to prevent the deliberate overriding of fear responses.  Although there are extensive neural 

pathways from the amygdala to the neocortex, the paths running the reverse direction are 

sparse.”  (LeDoux, 1996)  The brain seems to be wired to allow fear to take control in times of 

danger and to make it prevent our conscious process from overriding it.  LeDoux describes our 

human dilemma thus: “This may have been an optimal design for predator-rich environments in 

which survival was a minute-by-minute question, but it is not a good adaptation for modern 

environments in which the stressors can be job performance reviews.”  (LeDoux, 1996) 

LeDoux’s concern as a clinician is treatment.  “In that sense, you can see the battles 

between these different regions as a re-enactment of Freud’s clash between man’s civilized 

superego and his primal id.”  (LeDoux, 1996)  LeDoux’s approach seems to match both Beck’s 

cognitive psychology approach as well as the goal of body psychotherapy of reducing reactivity 

to memory triggers.  For LeDoux the treatment direction is not aimed at deleting memories so 

much as retraining the amygdala to be less reactive when traumatic, threatening memories are 

triggered.  

These violent or dramatic internal body changes include extremely elevated blood 

pressure and heart rate, corticosterone flooding and increased oxygenation of the blood.  In 

essence, the system in a traumatized and fearful person may hold more fear in the energy flow 

than is needed.  This is a self-debilitating and stressful state that may come from a chemical 

reaction that has gone on too long.  Over time the effects of persistent, chronic fear can damage 

organs and tissues and can lead to degenerative illness, according to LeDoux.  

In another recent study by Richard Davidson of the University of Wisconsin, scanners 

were used to analyze the active regions of a Buddhist’s brain.  An article on the study comments:   

The findings are “tantalizing” because MRI (Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging) analysis shows the left prefrontal lobes of Bhuddhist 

practitioners appear to “light up” consistently, rather than just 

during acts of meditation.  This is significant, because persistent 

activity in the left prefrontal lobes indicates positive emotions, 

good mood (and little fear).  The first Buddhist practitioner studied 

by Davidson showed more left prefrontal lobe activity than anyone 

he had ever studied before.  The most reasonable hypothesis is 

there is something about conscientious Buddhist practice that 

results in the kind of happiness we all seek.  (Davidson, 2001) 

The same article mentions a third study of Buddhists by scientists at the University of California 

that found that meditation may tame the amygdala, the part of the brain involved with fear and 

anger.  

Excerpts from Dr. Davidson’s NIH grant proposal are interesting for their assumptions.  

This study will evaluate the impact of mindfulness meditation on 

emotion, symptom expression, and immune and endocrine function 

in these patients.  We conceptualize emotion as the key mediating 

variable through which social influences get transduced and impact 

upon the organism to influence autonomic, endocrine and immune 
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function and thus affect health.  Emotion is instantiated in elements 

of brain circuitry that have now been characterized.  We highlight 

three regions -- the prefrontal cortex, amygdala, and hippocampus 

-- that play an important role in sub-serving emotion and in 

influencing other biological systems that have health-relevance.  

(Davidson, 2001)   

Dr. Davidson’s work included collecting “measures in patients . . . before and after they 

participate in the mindfulness meditation.”  (Davidson, 2001)  The meditation practices included 

a technique familiar to Core Energetic therapists, alternate nostril breathing.  

A therapeutic breathing technique, such as the lunar breath, and traditional spiritual 

mindfulness techniques, such as the Buddhist “So - Hun” or the Sufi “La Ilaha — Ill Allahu” 

practices, employ the alternate nostril method.  Did the ancients have some of the answers we 

seek today for better ways for minding our own amygdalae?  
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Suggested Reading for Brain Chemistry and Fear  

For a look at current research on fear, see the web page of the New York University 

Center for the Neuroscience of Fear and Anxiety at www.cns.nyu.edu/CNFA. 

Learn more about fear, specifically the role of the amygdala in post-traumatic stress 

disorder, in “Kernel of Fear” by Mark Caldwell, Discover, June 1995.  This article is available at 

www.discover.com.  

For more from Joseph LeDoux see The Emotional Brain: The Mysterious Underpinnings 

of Emotional Life (New York: Touchstone Books, 1996), or visit the LeDoux laboratory home 

page at www.cns.nvu.edu/home/ledoux.   

See also “Further Reading” below. 
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