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The Wisdom of Trauma – Documentary about Dr Gabor Mate's work 
Some highlights: 

Dr Gabor Mate – a retired medical doctor; now speaking/educating about child 
development, health, illness, stress and trauma.

Speaking about trauma is really part of the zeitgeist these days and I am very passionate 
about it for one simple reason: because in 30 years or more of medical practice and of 
addiction medicine, what I found was that the most common template for virtually all 
afflictions, mental illness, physical disease is in fact trauma. 

Trauma is an overwhelming threat that you don't know how to deal with. 

Trauma is not the bad things that happened to you, but what happens inside you as a 
result of what happens to you. 

Trauma fundamentally means disconnection from self. 

Why do we get disconnected? Because it's too painful to be ourselves. 

That then becomes a lifelong dynamic. I no longer know how to deal with emotions. It 
means that in relationships when I feel a bit hurt, I immediately withdraw, so I don't have to
feel those emotions that I don't know what to do with. So there's a disconnect. 

It also means that when I have gut feelings, I don't follow them. So I create situations of 
risk for myself. 

Trauma also affects how our brains develop. Certain key brain circuits that have to do with 
how we react and respond and regulate ourselves, how we handle stress, how we interact 
with other people, how much empathy and insight we have, how much compassion we 
have. These functions of the mid-frontal cortex are limited and constricted by trauma, 
because we now know that the brain develops in interaction with the environment. 

The brains of traumatised children don't look like the brains of non-traumatised children.

Don't ask: What's wrong with people? but: What happened to people?

Children don't get traumatised because they get hurt, children get traumatised because 
they are alone with the hurt. 

As a child we have two fundamental needs: attachment and authenticity (the connection to
ourselves!)
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An addiction is any behaviour that a person finds relief in the short term and craves, but 
suffers negative consequences and cannot give up. 
→ Not: why the addiction? but: Why the pain? 

Addiction is a normal response to trauma. When people are suffering, they want to escape
their suffering. That's normal.  

Addiction: there's always trauma.

Our society doesn't understand addiction. 

Without the addiction, they felt incomplete, they felt this huge emptiness inside. It's as if 
the addiction was to complete themselves and to somehow temporarily cover up the 
emptiness. 

Addiction is a solution to a problem.

If we understand that the addiction is not the primary problem, but really a response to 
trauma, then it becomes obvious, that in order to heal addiction, you have to heal the 
trauma. 

But it means that you see the wound that's driving that person. Underneath that 
traumatised persona, there is a healthy individual who has never found expression in this 
life, because they were never given the venue for expression, never given the 
relationships in which they – with all their authentic humanity – could be expressed. 

Illness is when part of an organism starts working against the overall benefits of the 
organism. So that say, in an autoimmune disease, the immune system attacks the host 
organism. So a system that was designed by nature to protect you, now turns against you. 

Cell division, which is meant to be co-ordination with the needs of the entire organism, 
gets out of hand and now you've got cancer. The search is always to find out what's wrong
with the individual cell or how do you kill the abnormal cells? 

So the treatment is restricted to the biological plane. We either cut it out or we poison it or 
we burn it. That's out approach to treating cancer. 

Most chronic illness is a way of the body saying “no” when the person suppresses their 
“nos” in order to fit in.

I'm saying that when the illness comes along, we can just look upon it as a nuisance to get
rid of and an enemy to fight, or we can say OK, well, it's here now. What's the teaching? 
Which doesn't mean that we don't accept treatment, or we don't do our best to heal, but 
that, as part of the healing process, we actually ask ourselves, what does this mean about 
my life and my relationships and particularly how I treat myself? What's the teaching? 

In my view, people who develop cancer tend to be nice people who are more concerned 
with the emotional needs of others than their own. They have a hard time expressing 
healthy anger and also they have this belief that they must not disappoint anybody. 

[In, for instance, arguments:] We don't respond to what happens, we respond to our 
perception of what happens. “It's with our minds we create the world.” (Buddha).



We don't respond to the present moment, we respond to the past. That is what trauma is. 
We need trauma-informed medical care, we need trauma-informed education, we need 
trauma-informed therapy. 

Underneath that traumatised persona, there's a healthy individual, who has never found 
expression in his life. If you see that then you are trauma-informed. 

It's not a question of healing the trauma, or of ever getting rid of the memory of what 
happened, but to help that person expand, so that there's space for all those emotions.

Every human being has a true, genuine, authentic self and that true, genuine, authentic 
self can never be destroyed.

It's a dynamic, emergent process of confrontation with the truth that solutions will arise. 
Trauma involves a lifelong pushing down, a tremendous expenditure of energy, and to not 
feeling the pain.

As we heal, that same energy is liberated for life and for being in the present. So the 
energy of trauma can be transformed into the energy of life. 

____________________________________________

“I really believe that the purpose of marriage is to actually go back to the original trauma, 
which comes from the family. I married a man who was so much like my father, it was my 
job to heal him, to bring out that light!”

Rae Mate 

____________________________________________

Film ended with this statement: 
Let's work together, to break the cycles of trauma and create a more compassionate 
society.

____________________________________________

I've taken every care to transcribe as accurately as possible. 


