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Gabor Maté (pronounced GAH-bor MAH-tay) is a retired physician who, after 20 years of 
family practice and palliative care experience, worked for over a decade in Vancouver’s 
Downtown East Side with patients challenged by drug addiction and mental illness. 

The bestselling author of four books published in twenty-seven languages, Gabor is an 
internationally renowned speaker highly sought after for his expertise on addiction, 
trauma, childhood development, and the relationship of stress and illness. His book on 
addiction received the Hubert Evans Prize for literary non-fiction.

For his ground-breaking medical work and writing he has been awarded the Order 
of Canada, his country’s highest civilian distinction, and the Civic Merit Award from 
his hometown, Vancouver. His books include In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close 
Encounters With Addiction; When the Body Says No; Exploring the Stress-Disease 
Connection; Scattered: How ADD Originates and What You Can Do About It; and (with 
Gordon Neufeld) Hold on to Your Kids: Why Parents Need to Matter More Than Peers. 
Gabor’s next book, The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness & Healing in a Toxic Culture is 
due in Autumn, 2022. 

To learn more, join his e-news here:    www.drgabormate.com

Trauma is much more widely experienced 
than the narrow medical definitions would 
allow. The term itself comes from the 
Greek word for wound. When you think 
metaphorically of a wound, what happens? 
Either it’s raw and painful, or you develop 
scar tissue over it. Scar tissue is thick, rigid, 
inflexible, and without any nerves to feel. 
Additionally, scar tissue cannot grow.

Take the present COVID crisis, for example. 
Many people have responded with extreme 
fear. Fear is a natural response to a threat, 
so nothing is surprising or wrong about 
this response. However, it’s interesting to 
note that, as individuals, we don’t share 
this extreme response to the same degree.

When people are hurt in childhood, they 
have fear built into their nervous and 
immune systems. If something happens 
later in life with connotations of past 
experience, fear is triggered. 

Many of the emotions that people 
experienced due to the pandemic had 
to do with the triggering of childhood 
fear, rather than just a response to what 
has been happening. One of the aspects 
of trauma is that we lose flexibility in our 
responses. This gives way to programmed 
reactions rather than consciously chosen 
responses. 

http://www.drgabormate.com
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AN INFODEMIC? COVID PANIC 
AND THE PAST 

OVERVIEW

The World Health Organization has widely 
discussed what they call an ‘infodemic.’ 
The media and the internet have allowed 
information to be delivered to many people 
instantaneously as is necessary. 

While the ease of access to information 
is advantageous, I find that the constant 
engagement with the social and emotional 
inflammation the virus spreads has a viral 
significance of its own - panic and fear are 
also spreading virally. Technology at this 
moment is showing its potential for good, 
but also its potential as a carrier of viral fear.

You may think that these emotions and 
stresses didn’t exist before the pandemic. 
The more likely possibility is that we 
have always carried these concerns 
and discomforts, but we could distract 
ourselves from them. Before the events 
of 2020, I would be traveling, speaking, 
teaching, and engaging with people. These 
distractions were excellent ways for me to 
separate myself from my internal distress. 

As we became unable to go out and have a 
drink, join our friends at the football game, 
go to the pub, or gather around the water 
cooler at work, it became harder to distract 
ourselves, even with work. Faced with 
a novel virus, it has been an interesting 
time for us all. It has also provided the 
opportunity to take note of the emotions 
arising within us and question whether 
what we have been feeling is genuinely 
unusual. 

Much of my work considers that any mental 
psychopathology, and much physical 
pathology, can be traced to childhood 
experiences and how we adapt to cope 
with these. These experiences affect 
our physiology, genes, and emotional 
apparatus functioning. In turn, we behave 
in specific ways that either promote illness 
or protect us from illness.

Much of what we physicians see in 
clinical practice is not traced exclusively 
to genetics. It also comes into our lives 
through other factors, experiences in life, 
and early childhood. 

We’re not separate physiological 
organisms; we’re part of a much larger 
system. This includes the entire family, the 
multi-generational system we are born into, 
and the culture we grow up and function 
in. It is narrow reductionism to understand 
disease purely through physical biology. 

It is more helpful when we talk about 
healing disease to approach health as the 
outcome of a unified system of mind, body, 
individual, and environment. 

http://www.drgabormate.com


Finding a Flexible Response to Our Present

6 7

www.themasterseries.comwww.drgabormate.com

In my case, I was writing my book and 
needed to remain at home anyway. I 
could go for walks and bicycle rides, and, 
as a result, I believe I wasn’t as personally 
affected as many other people. Even so, I 
experienced a strange feeling in my chest. 

At first, it felt abnormal, like something was 
present that wasn’t usually there. I started 
to wake up and question, “well, is that really 
new, or does it go back to my infancy?” As 
a child, I experienced an extraordinary and 
threatening time in the world - Second 
World War, Eastern Europe, Jewish family - 
that would have put stress on my nervous 
system before I was even born. 

More recently, I have been focusing on 
prenatal stresses to understand how 
strain on the mother can translate into 
physiological changes in the brain structure 
of their infants once they are born. By the 
time these children reach preschool, their 
behavior is already noticeably affected. 

The pandemic offers an opportunity to 
observe what is happening. Let’s be curious 
about our reactions and experience our 
bodies. If you feel some tension in your 
chest, for example, don’t distract yourself. 
Pay attention to it, look at it with curiosity, 
and sit with it. When we can be present 
with our own fear, we can do the same for 
our children and the people we care for. 

DISAPPEARING 
DISTRACTIONS
We live in a global culture, which, certainly 
in North America and the United Kingdom 
(UK), intends to distract. When you go 
out to a restaurant, you’ll hear loud music 
playing, and you’ll see multiple TV screens 
on the walls, all showing different programs. 
Rather than just sitting there quietly and 
being with one another and ourselves, we 
want to be distracted. 

With the COVID pandemic, the internet is 
still available, and we have cell phones and 
television sets. However, the possibilities 
for distraction have been diminished.

For a lot of people, even watching the news 
about the pandemic was a distraction. How 
much time in a day does a person have to 
spend reading about the virus to find out 
what’s going on? Five minutes? That’s all it 
took to get the latest information. 

But still, it was possible to spend three 
hours a day churning through the various 
news agencies. “What does the Guardian 
say about it? The New York Times? What 
does this newspaper say? This editorial?” I 
was guilty of this myself, and I was using 
information and global stories to distract 
myself from how the COVID pandemic felt 
for me and the emotions it triggered.

http://www.drgabormate.com
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STRESS TESTING THE 
SYSTEM

LESSONS FROM THE 
VIRUS

When you suspect that somebody has 
heart disease, or you want to rule out 
that they don’t, you put them through a 
‘stress cardiogram.’ This includes placing 
them on a treadmill, having them run, and 
recording a cardiogram to determine how 
the heart responds to the extra oxygen 
demand. This test reveals the true state of 
the heart by pushing it towards a limit in a 
way that lying in bed or walking down the 
street does not. 

That’s what happened to all of us during 
the pandemic; we had our emotional 

The current pandemic poses a unique 
situation with little in common with the 
large-scale crises we have experienced 
before. Those of us who have lived through 
war and conflict find that not only is 
the enemy invisible this time, but your 
compassionate and forgiving next-door 
neighbor, who brought you groceries, may 
be carrying the enemy straight onto your 
porch. 

In my new book, I want to explore the large 
cultural pieces. In the context of the UK, that 
means asking questions surrounding how 
cutbacks in the National Health Service 
have impaired the country’s capacity to 
respond to the current crisis. 

For example, how does a society with vast 
divergences of wealth and power and high 
levels of inequality suffer uniquely from 
the virus? People who have underlying 
health conditions are the ones most prone 
to falling victim to this disease. That’s not 
just a viral effect; it’s also a social effect. 

We should be interrogating how what 
we have learned from the pandemic can 
be applied individually. We also need 
to examine what it means on a social 
level. Once we have dealt with the acute 
crisis, these conversations need to begin 
profoundly and in earnest. 

oxygen supply tested. Snapping at kids, 
being critical of ourselves, and the tension 
between spouses and partners all fulfilled 
the role of the stress test. 

I find that the best approach in situations 
where we feel stress-tested is to allow 
ourselves space to engage with our sad 
emotions without taking them out on the 
people close to us. 

Rather than giving a child a punitive time-
out, this means going out to the balcony to 
take a few deep breaths or doing something 
that calms the autonomic nervous system 
by checking in with yourself without 
making it your child’s problem.

http://www.drgabormate.com
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For one thing, the pandemic has pushed 
us towards clarifying what our values 
are. What we engaged in and viewed 
as essential in our lives in 2019 seems 
relatively trivial compared to how we feel 
about ourselves and one another now. 
The communality and solidarity that we 
learned to receive and generate, and the 
love and compassion that we realized we 
could experience for ourselves and others, 
came into sharper focus. 

Another thing that emerged from this 
pandemic is a greater perspective on the 
internal resources we need to contact to 
get through emergencies.

ONE: INEQUALITY AND 
HEALTH
We live our lives as though we can avert 
our eyes from what’s happening in the 
rest of the world. If I told you there’s a 
preventable illness that kills eight hundred 
thousand people in Europe every year, tens 
of thousands in the UK, fifteen thousand 
in Canada, and eight million around the 
world, most people would want to know 
more. 

The thing is, this preventable ‘disease’ is air 
pollution. It claims more lives than COVID 
does each year. This is not to minimize 
the threat posed by the novel virus but to 
illustrate how we live our lives oblivious to 
the reality of global health inequality most 
of the time. 

The virus has woken us up to the fact that 
we’re all living in the same world. What 
happens in one country affects what 
happens in the next. We can be grateful for 
this new awareness, but it is crucial to keep 
in mind that this is not true all the time.

The second thing to remember is that 
around the world, there are many areas 
where illness is rampant because of 
poverty, lack of health services, food, and 
so on. While these illnesses claim many 
lives, we are shielded from this suffering in 
the West. 

The third level of imagery is darker. There 
are places on the planet where illness is 
imposed because of war, intervention, 
occupation, or exploitation. I have visited 
Gaza, and, in that small area, there are 
tonnes of people crammed together. 

Because of the political situation and 
blockade, which is supported mainly by 
the West, only 5% of the water in Gaza is 
potable. We needed, and still need, to lift 
the sanctions on Gaza and the sanctions 
on Iran that make it difficult for them to 
import medical equipment. We can go 
back to politics later if desired, but for 
now, we need to be at least asking these 
questions and remembering them when 
the virus is gone.

http://www.drgabormate.com
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TWO: LOSING OUR 
COMMUNALITY

THREE: ISOLATION 
IS A THREAT

The early pandemic exposed how resources 
and survival are seen culturally as individual 
concerns. Here in Vancouver, a couple 
went around clearing out the shelves of 
the major stores of much-needed cleaning 
fluid and cleaning wipes in the early days 
of the pandemic. They would then go on to 
sell them for a profit.

Of course, the immediate response to this 
was, “who would do that?” but there are 
two ways of asking this. One response is 
outrage or judgment. The other is closer 
to curiosity. How insecure must they feel 
in the world, or how cut off must they be 
from their communal sense of humanity?

There’s such a thing as healthy shame. 
In the new book that I’m writing, I will be 
looking at aboriginal societies that still live 
in similar groups to the hunter-gatherer 
bands that we evolved in. Those societies 
still carry vestiges of our ancestor’s ways of 
life - be they fewer and fewer. 

Many of the measures taken to limit the 
spread of the virus, such as physically 
isolating humans from one another and 
preventing them from going about their 
everyday lives, were rules that had never 
been seen in most places before.

A friend of mine, another retired physician, 
called me early in the pandemic. Delivering 
food to people such as the elderly and 
those less mobile for an organization 
called Meals on Wheels, on one occasion, 
my friend was with a client, a Hungarian 
lady, who could not speak, nor understand 

English. On the phone, my friend told me 
that the woman wanted her to come closer 
than usual, but she couldn’t because of the 
pandemic. This caused the older women 
to become distressed. 
She asked me to explain in Hungarian 
why she couldn’t get closer to her. As I 
did, it became clear that this woman had 
never heard of the pandemic. She spoke 
no English, and the media around her 
meant nothing to her at all. Imagine her 
bewilderment in those moments as she 
discovered that not only had the rules 
changed, but even the person who brings 
her food is unable to get close to her 
anymore. 

Individual accumulation is often seen as 
a weakness and sometimes as an illness. 
In one case, when a group of people goes 
hunting, and a young man shoots his 
first kill, in some contexts, everybody else 
will begin to criticize and make small of 
it. The social fabric isn’t about individual 
achievement and accumulation. Wealth 
lies in communality. 

In many cultures, including here on the 
west coast of Canada, celebrations involve 
people giving away their wealth to others, 
and growth lies in how the rest regard you, 
how well you connect to them. The crisis 
has demonstrated how far we have come 
away from our roots.

http://www.drgabormate.com
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The isolation has affected a lot of people. 
I found myself frequently wondering 
whether the social and economic 
disruption, the anxiety that is so widely felt 
about the pandemic, could become more 
than we could bear. Is saving lives more 
important than a functioning society in 
the long term?

I hesitate to address this point because 
I have no desire to undermine anybody’s 
commitment to participating fully and 
precisely in following the Government’s 
advice. However, I hope that once we have 
the freedom to look at this pandemic in 
retrospect, we will learn from questions 
like these and the outcomes encountered

FOUR: PHYSICIANS’ 
TRAUMA
When a lot of us go into medicine, we have 
this messianic mission to save the world. It’s 
different from a conscious decision to help 
people. Instead, it’s a deeply felt pressure of 
a responsibility that is too great to achieve. 
For many, “if I’m not doing enough, then 
I’m not enough” is a common thought.

It’s something rooted in trauma. In my 
case, the childhood programming stems 
from having a very unhappy and depressed 
mother when I was extremely young. It was 
my job to make her feel better, and when I 
failed to do this, I was not fulfilling my role.

It is essential to understand that the pressure 
we put on ourselves is different from our 
genuine desires to communicate, be there 
for people, and assume responsibility. We 
create ourselves as healers, not just in the 
individual sense but also in a larger sense - 
and people look to us. 

This part has nothing to do with pressure; 
it is a conscious choice that we make. With 
trauma, there’s this other part that still 
believes that to validate our existence, we 
have to put pressure on ourselves to do 
more than our bodies can take. 

Between all my years of training and in 
medical practice, nothing in the traditional 
education of physicians prepared us for 
this pandemic. It has ignited that drive 
to self-criticize, but instead of giving in to 
this tendency, we should assign attention 
to that voice within ourselves. Sit with 
these feelings up to three or four times 
a day as you would with a child that is 
feeling panicked. It’s not a sign that there’s 
anything wrong with you. 

http://www.drgabormate.com
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AND WHAT NEXT?
Humans have a tremendous capacity 
for transformation, depth, and spiritual 
and emotional growth. They also have a 
remarkable capacity for denial, forgetting, 
and distraction. When considering what’s 
next, I think it will play out both ways. 

On an individual level, we will remain a 
community of people who have learned 
many valuable lessons about what’s 
important. On a social level, I’m rather 
pessimistic. We seem quite content to 
allow people to die in significant numbers 
of other causes, so I struggle to think 
why this would teach us when other 
catastrophes have not. 

FINDING A FLEXIBLE RESPONSE 
TO OUR PRESENT - GABOR MATÉ 
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