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This book is dedicated to the memory of those who lost their lives in the tsunami in December 2004 and to all the people who worried about me while I was in India. The experience taught me a valuable lesson and reminded me of how many people love me—a lesson those of us who were abused continually need to relearn.
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Introduction

THERE ARE THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE who were emotionally abused, neglected, or smothered by their parents or other significant caretakers when they were growing up. Many of these people do not realize they were abused or neglected, and they continue to suffer from myriad problems throughout their lives because they are not getting the help they need. People who internalize the abuse manifest self-destructiveness, depression, suicidal thoughts, passivity, withdrawal (avoidance of social contacts), shyness, and a low degree of communication with others. They are likely to have low self-esteem and may suffer from feelings of guilt and remorse, depression, loneliness, rejection, and resignation. Perceiving themselves as unworthy and the world as a hostile place in which they are bound to fail, many are unwilling to try new tasks, develop new skills, or take risks.

People who externalize the abuse may be unpredictable and violent, their behavior characterized by impulsive action rather than conformity to social norms. They frequently become anxious, aggressive, and hostile. They suffer from constant fear and are always on the alert and ready to hit back. Many end up mistreating others, often in the same ways they were mistreated.

At the core of all these symptoms and behaviors is an inadequately developed sense of self and a distorted image of self based on parental negative messages and treatment. Unless adult survivors address these fundamental issues, their efforts toward recovery will be thwarted.

If you were a victim of emotional abuse or neglect as a child, this book will show you exactly what you need to do in order to heal from the damage done to your self-image and self-esteem. Healing Your Emotional Self will guide you step by step through a program that is both innovative and psychologically sound—innovative because it uses the mirror as a metaphor and a tool for healing, and psychologically sound because it combines my many years of experience specializing  in treating people who have been emotionally abused with various respected psychological concepts.

Although the primary audience for this book is survivors of emotional abuse and neglect, this book is for anyone who suffers from low self-esteem or body-image issues. People who are preoccupied with their bodies, or who determine their self-worth by how their bodies look, will find the book particularly helpful. Many suffer from a distorted body image and from negative feelings concerning their bodies, but they do not understand that the cause may be negative parental messages, emotional abuse, or neglect.

Many of you know me from my other books on emotional abuse, namely: The Emotionally Abusive Relationship, The Emotionally Abused Woman, and Encouragements for the Emotionally Abused Woman. In those books I wrote about the fact that people who are currently being emotionally abused (or are abusive) are doing so because they were emotionally abused as children. Now, in Healing Your Emotional Self, I will help readers take a giant step forward by offering a powerful program that will help them repair the damage caused by emotionally abusive parents.

Childhood neglect and emotional abuse cause many of the most serious problems people suffer from today. This is not a revelation to most professionals or to many who suffer from its effects, but in spite of this knowledge, there is insufficient help for the survivors of these types of abuse. Relatively few books have offered readers a complete understanding of how this kind of child abuse affects people, ways to heal from the damage, and how to resolve relationships with parents. This is the first book to offer a comprehensive healing program specific to the kinds of messages (mirrors) that emotionally abusive and neglectful parents give their children and to how this kind of abuse affects a child’s self-image.

Neglect and emotional abuse are the primary causes of both borderline personality disorder (BPD) and narcissistic personality disorder (NPD), which have turned out to be the disorders of our time. This is true for two major reasons: Children in the past two decades have grown up with absent, neglectful parents and parents who continued to pass on the emotional abuse they themselves sustained. In addition, both the borderline and narcissistic personality  disorders have “come out of the closet” in terms of professionals telling their patients exactly what their diagnoses are. In the past they had kept these diagnoses from their clients for fear of traumatizing them.

Those who were emotionally abused or neglected also tend to suffer from eating disorders. Many overeat as a way of soothing themselves, while others overeat out of self-loathing. On the other end of the spectrum, many become anorexic as a way of gaining a sense of control because they feel overly controlled by their parents.

People recovering from alcohol or drug abuse will also find this book helpful because many addicts suffer from severe distortions to their sense of self.

 

In Healing Your Emotional Self I offer my unique Mirror Therapy program for healing, which has proven to be highly effective with my clients and the clients of some of my colleagues. This program is highly innovative, combining what I have learned from many years of specializing with adults who were emotionally abused or neglected as children with concepts from developmental psychology, object relations, self psychology, body therapies, cognitive behavioral therapy, and art therapy. Many of the ideas in the book are uniquely my own, while others are variations on the concepts created by other people, and together they form a unique program designed specifically for the emotionally abused or neglected.

For example, according Laurel Mellin M.A., R.D., author of The Pathway and creator of the Solutions Program, research on childhood obesity from San Francisco University shows that for the children studied, most of their extra weight was rooted in the most basic internal patterns of their functioning—the inner conversations they had with themselves. Teaching the kids some very basic skills—self-nurturing (which is like having a responsive internal mother) and setting effective limits (which is like having a safe, powerful father within)—brought their minds and bodies into balance and allowed their drive to overeat to fade. These skills can be taught to people of any age and are effective for other common excesses such as drinking, smoking, overspending, and working. The skills find their way into the  thinking brain—our emotional core. I have adapted some of these skills to help adults who were emotionally abused or deprived to essentially “grow themselves up” and give themselves the skills their parents did not give them.

This book will not simply cover old ground. While I will spend some time defining emotional abuse and describing its effects, I focus primarily on healing, especially in regard to helping readers to raise their self-esteem and improve their self-image. (Refer to my earlier books The Emotionally Abused Woman, Encouragements for the Emotionally Abused Woman, and The Emotionally Abusive Relationship for more information on emotional abuse and its effects.)

I have organized this book around several themes, including “The Seven Types of Emotionally Abusive or Neglectful Parents” and “The Seven Most Common Parental Mirrors.” I provide specific advice and strategies for healing for each of the destructive parental mirrors and specific strategies for dealing with each of the seven types of emotionally abusive parents—all using my Mirror Therapy concepts and strategies.

There are other unique aspects to Healing Your Emotional Self. Most of my books on emotional abuse have been focused on the issue of relationships—how adults who were abused or neglected as children can avoid losing themselves in their relationships, how they can avoid being reabused, and how they can avoid passing on the abuse to a partner or to their children. Healing Your Emotional Self focuses on the self—how readers can become reunited with the self, how they can create a positive self separate from their abusive parents’ distorted picture of them, and how they can raise their self-esteem. In addition, the book focuses on helping readers to overcome their tendency toward self-blame, self-hatred, and self-destructiveness.

I also cover a subject that has not been focused on in self-help books: the effects on adults who experienced parental neglect in childhood. Many who were neglected will continually search for someone who will give to them what they missed out on in their childhood. This naturally sets them up to be used, victimized, or abused by their partners. Others suffer from a constant feeling of worthlessness,  emptiness, deep loneliness, and confusion, and they are unable to sustain intimate relationships.

I will also discuss another issue that is seldom if ever covered in most self-help books—the effects of parental smothering on a child—which can be just as damaging as neglect.

Many people are preoccupied with their looks and even more are critical of them. While some depend on diets, exercise regimes, and cosmetic surgery to help them like what they see in the mirror, others recognize that they will never be happy with what they see unless they raise their self-esteem. This book takes raising your self-esteem to an entirely different level. It teaches a system that can actually help heal the damage caused by negative parental messages.




PART ONE

How Your Parents Shaped Your Self-Esteem, Self-Image, and Body Image




1

Our Parents as Mirrors

Perfectionism is self-abuse of the highest order.

—ANN WILSON SCHAEF

 

I avoid looking in the mirror as much as I possibly can. When I do look, all I see are my imperfections—my long nose, my crooked teeth, my small breasts. Other people tell me I’m attractive, but I just don’t see it.

—Kristin, age twenty-six

 

I’m what you would call a perfectionist, especially when it comes to my work. It takes me twice as long as it does other people to get something done, because I have to go over it a dozen times to make sure I haven’t made any mistakes. My boss complains about my being so slow, but I’d rather have him complain about that than have him find a mistake. That would devastate me.

—Elliot, age thirty-one

 

There’s a voice inside my head that constantly chastises me with “Why did you do that?” “Why did you say that?” The criticism is relentless. Nothing I ever do is right. I’m never good enough. Sometimes I just feel like screaming—Shut up! Leave me alone!

—Teresa, age forty-three

 

I don’t know what it will take for me to finally feel good about myself. I keep thinking I need to do more, achieve more, be a better person, and then I’ll like myself. Other people are impressed with how much I’ve achieved in my life, but it doesn’t seem to matter how much I do; I’m never good enough for me.

—Charles, age fifty-five

 

 

DO YOU RELATE TO ANY of these people? Do you have a difficult time looking in the mirror because you never like what you see? Do you find that you are never pleased with yourself, no matter how much effort you put into making yourself a better person, no matter how much work you do on your body? Do you constantly find fault in yourself? Are you a perfectionist? Are you plagued by an inner critic who constantly berates you or finds something wrong with everything you do? Or are you like Charles, who believes that the way to feeling good about yourself is through your accomplishments—yet no matter how much you accomplish it is never enough?

Many of us focus a great deal of time and attention on improving our bodies and making ourselves more attractive. Yet, for all the time and money spent on dieting, exercise, clothes, and cosmetic surgery, many still do not like who they see in the mirror. There is always something that needs to be changed or improved.

People who are critical of how they look are usually critical of other aspects of themselves as well. They tend to focus on their flaws rather than their assets, and they are seldom pleased with their performance—whether at work, at school, or in a relationship. They chastise themselves mercilessly when they make a mistake.

There is nothing wrong with wanting to improve yourself; everyone suffers from time to time with self-critical thoughts. But some people have such low self-esteem that they are never satisfied with their achievements, their physical appearance, or their performance. They have a relentless inner critic who constantly tears them down and robs them of any satisfaction they might temporarily feel when they have reached a goal. The following questionnaire will help you determine whether you are suffering from low self-esteem and an unhealthy inner critic.

 

QUESTIONNAIRE: A “SELF” EXAMINATION

1. Do you suffer from insecurity or a lack of confidence?
2. Do you focus more on what you do wrong or what you fail at than what you do right or well?
3. Do you feel less than or not as good as other people because you are not perfect in what you do or how you look?
4. Do you believe you need to do more, be more, or give more in order to earn the respect and love of other people?
5. Are you aware of having a critical inner voice that frequently tells you that you did something wrong?
6. Are you constantly critical of your performance—at work, at school, at sports?
7. Are you critical of the way you interact with others? For example, do you frequently kick yourself for saying the wrong thing or for behaving in certain ways around others?
8. Do you feel like a failure—in life, in your career, in your relationships?
9. Are you a perfectionist?
10. Do you feel like you do not deserve good things? Do you become anxious when you are successful or happy?
11. Are you afraid that if people knew the real you, they wouldn’t like you? Are you afraid people will find out you are a fraud?
12. Are you frequently overwhelmed with shame and embarrassment because you feel exposed, made fun of, or ridiculed?
13. Do you constantly compare yourself to others and come up short?
14. Do you avoid looking in the mirror as much as possible, or do you tend to look in the mirror a lot to make sure you look okay?
15. Are you usually critical of what you see when you look in the mirror? Are you seldom, if ever, satisfied with the way you look?
16. Are you self-conscious or embarrassed about the way you look?
17. Do you have an eating disorder—compulsive overeating, bingeing and purging, frequent dieting or starvation, or anorexia?
18. Do you need to drink alcohol or take other substances in order to feel comfortable or less self-conscious in social situations?
19. Do you fail to take very good care of yourself through poor diet, not enough sleep, or too little or too much exercise?
20. Do you tend to be self-destructive by smoking, abusing alcohol or drugs, or speeding?
21. Have you ever deliberately hurt yourself, that is, cut yourself?
If you answered yes to more than five of these questions, you need the special help this book provides in order to raise your self-esteem, quiet your inner critic, heal your shame, and begin to find real joy and satisfaction in your achievements and accomplishments.

Even if you only answered yes to one of these questions, this book can help you because it isn’t natural or healthy to experience any of those feelings. You were born with an inherent sense of goodness, strength, and wisdom that you should be able to call upon in moments of self-doubt. Unfortunately, you may have lost touch with this inner sense because of the way you were raised and by the messages you received to the contrary.




Self-Esteem Defined 

Let’s start by defining self-esteem and differentiating it from self-image  and self-concept. Self-esteem is how you feel about yourself as a  person—your overall judgment of yourself. Your self-esteem may be high or low, depending on how much you like or approve of yourself. If you have high self-esteem, you have an appreciation of the full extent of your personality. This means that you accept yourself for who you are, with both your good qualities and your so-called bad ones. It can be assumed that you have self-respect, self-love, and feelings of self-worth. You don’t need to impress others because you already know you have value. If you are unsure whether you have high self-esteem, ask yourself: “Do I believe that I am lovable?” “Do I believe I am worthwhile?”

Our feelings of self-worth form the core of our personality. Nothing is as important to our psychological well-being. The level of our self-esteem affects virtually every aspect of our lives. It affects how we perceive ourselves and how others perceive us, and how they subsequently treat us. It affects our choices in life, from our careers to whom we befriend or get involved with romantically. It influences how we get along with others and how productive we are, as well as how much use we make of our aptitudes and abilities. It affects our ability to take action when things need to be changed and our ability to be creative. It affects our stability, and it even affects whether we tend to be followers or leaders. It only stands to reason that the level of our self-esteem, the way we feel about ourselves in general, would also affect our ability to form intimate relationships.

Many people use the words self-esteem and self-concept interchangeably, but these terms actually have different meanings. Our self-concept, or self-image, is the set of beliefs or images we have about ourselves. Our self-esteem is the measure of how much we like and approve of our self-concept. Another way of thinking about it is that self-esteem is how much respect you have for yourself, while self-image is how you see yourself. Still another way of differentiating between self-esteem and self-image is to think of self-esteem as something you give to yourself (that’s why it is called self-esteem) and self-image is usually based on how you imagine others perceive you.

Our self-image is made up of a wide variety of images and beliefs. Some of these are self-evident and easily verifiable (for example, “I am a woman,” “I am a therapist”). But there are also other, less tangible aspects of the self (for example, “I am intelligent,” “I am competent”).

Many of the ideas we have about ourselves were acquired in childhood from two sources: how others treated us and what others told us about ourselves. How others defined us has thus become how we now perceive ourselves. Your self-image—who you think you are—is a package that you have put together from how others have seen and treated you, and from the conclusions you drew in comparing yourself to others.




The Real Cause of Your Low Self-Esteem or Negative Self-Image 

The primary cause of your low self-esteem or negative self-image probably goes back to your childhood. No matter what has happened to you in your life, your parents (or the people who raised you) have the most significant influence on how you feel about yourself. Negative parental behavior and messages can have a profound effect on our self-image and self-esteem. This is especially true of survivors of emotional abuse, neglect, or smothering as a child.

Inadequate, unhealthy parenting can affect the formation of a child’s identity, self-concept, and level of self-esteem. Research clearly shows that the single most important factor in determining the amount of self-esteem a child starts out with is his or her parents’ style of child-rearing during the first three or four years of the child’s life.

When parents are loving, encouraging, and fair-minded, and provide proper discipline and set appropriate limits, the children they shape end up being self-confident, self-monitoring, and self-actualized. But when parents are neglectful, critical, and unfair, and provide harsh discipline and inappropriate limits, the children they shape are insecure and self-critical, and they suffer from low self-esteem.

When I first met Matthew I was struck by his dark good looks. He resembled a younger, taller, more exotic-looking Tom Cruise, with his chiseled features, his large, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and his straight dark hair. Because he was so strikingly good-looking I expected him to speak to me with confidence, but instead he spoke in a reticent, almost apologetic way. As he explained to me why he had come to therapy, I  discovered that he felt extremely insecure. Although he was an intelligent, talented, attractive young man, he was tormented with self-doubt and was extremely critical of himself. Why would a young man with so much going for him feel so badly about himself?

As Matthew told me the story of his life, I discovered his father was never pleased with him. No matter what Matthew did, it was never enough. He told me about a time when he got on the honor roll in school and was excited to tell his father about it. Instead of congratulating Matthew and being proud of him, his father told him that since school was so easy for him he needed to get a job after school. So Matthew did as his father suggested. But this didn’t seem to please him, either. Instead, his father complained that he wasn’t helping out enough with yard work and that he needed to quit his job. “You’re just working so you can make money to waste on girls,” his father criticized, somehow not remembering that he had been the one to pressure Matthew into getting a job in the first place. Matthew had an interest in music and was a very talented piano player. But his father wasn’t happy about his taking lessons. “You’re already too effeminate,” he scoffed. “Why don’t you go out for sports like I did in school?” When Matthew followed his father’s advice and tried out for the track team, his father complained, “It just doesn’t have the same prestige as playing football or basketball. Why don’t you try out for one of those teams?”

Because his father was never proud of him and never acknowledged his accomplishments, Matthew became very hard on himself. He became very self-critical; no matter what he accomplished he found something wrong with it. If someone did try to compliment him, he pushed their praise away with statements such as “Oh, anyone could have done that,” or “Yeah, but you should have seen how I messed up yesterday.”

By not acknowledging Matthew and by never being pleased, Matthew’s father had caused him to be self-conscious and fearful. Many parents undermine their children’s self-esteem and create in them a sort of “self anxiety” by treating them in any or all of the following ways: with a lack of warmth and affection, acknowledgment, respect, or admiration, as well as with unreasonable expectations, domination, indifference, belittling, isolation, or unfair or unequal treatment.




“Inner Critic” Defined 

Having a strong inner critic is another factor in creating low self-esteem, and it usually goes hand in hand with low self-esteem. Your inner critic is formed through the normal socialization process that every child experiences. Parents teach their children which behaviors are acceptable and which are unacceptable, dangerous, or morally wrong. Most parents do this by praising the former and discouraging the latter. Children know (either consciously or unconsciously) that their parents are the source of all physical and emotional nourishment, so parental approval feels like a matter of life or death to them. Therefore, when they are scolded or spanked they feel the withdrawal of parental approval very acutely because it carries with it the horrible risk of losing all support.

All children retain conscious and unconscious memories of those times when they felt wrong or bad because of the loss of their parents’ approval. This is where the inner critic gets his start. (I use “he” when referring to the inner critic because many people, including women, think of their inner critic as being male. Feel free to substitute “she” if it feels more appropriate for you.) Even as an adult there is still a part of you that believes you are “bad” whenever someone gets angry with you or when you make a mistake.

Your inner critic’s voice is the voice of a disapproving parent—the punishing, forbidding voice that shaped your behavior as a child. If your early experiences were mild and appropriate, your adult critic may only rarely attack, but if you were given very strong messages about your “badness” or “wrongness” as a child, your adult critic will attack you frequently and fiercely.




Emotional Abuse and Neglect Defined 

Abuse is a very emotionally powerful word. It usually implies intent or even malice on the part of the abuser. But parents who emotionally abuse or neglect their children seldom do so intentionally. Most are simply repeating the way they were treated as a child—doing to their  children what was done to them. Many do not realize that the way they are treating their children is harmful to them; few do so out of malice—an intentional desire to hurt their children.

Low self-esteem is not usually instilled in children through conscious or deliberate efforts on the part of the parents. Typically, parents of children with low self-esteem had low self-esteem themselves. And those parents who emotionally abuse, neglect, or smother their children usually do not recognize the tremendous power they have in shaping their children’s sense of self.

We need to be very specific when we use the words emotional abuse. Emotional abuse of a child is a pattern of behavior—meaning that it occurs on a continuous basis, over time. Occasional negative attitudes or actions are not considered emotional abuse. Even the best of parents have occasions when they have momentarily lost control and said hurtful things to their children, failed to give them the attention they wanted, or unintentionally scared them by their actions. Every parent undoubtedly treats their children in some of these ways from time to time, but emotionally abusive parents regularly treat their children in some or all of these ways.

Emotional abuse of a child is a pattern of behavior that attacks a child’s emotional development and sense of self-worth. Because emotional abuse affects a child’s sense of self, the victim comes to view himself or herself as unworthy of love and affection. Emotional abuse includes both acts and omissions by parents or caretakers, and it can cause serious behavioral, cognitive, emotional, or mental disorders in a child. This form of maltreatment includes:• Verbal abuse (including constant criticism, ridiculing, blaming, belittling, insulting, rejecting, and inappropriate teasing)
• Placing excessive or unreasonable demands on a child that are beyond his or her capabilities
• Being overly controlling
• Emotionally smothering a child (including being overprotective or unwilling to allow the child to create a separate life from her parents)
• Rejecting or emotionally abandoning a child (including being cold and unresponsive and withholding love)



Neglect is an even more misunderstood word and can manifest itself physically and emotionally. Physical neglect includes failure on the part of a parent or primary caregiver to provide for the child’s basic physical needs (food, water, shelter, attention to hygiene) as well as his or her emotional, social, environmental, and medical needs. It also includes failure to provide adequate supervision.

Emotional neglect includes failure to provide the nurturing and positive support necessary for a child’s emotional and psychological growth and development—providing little or no love, support, or guidance. This includes inattention to a child’s needs for acknowledgment, affection, and emotional support (being uninterested in a child’s feelings, activities, and problems).

The following questionnaire will further help you to understand emotional abuse and neglect and to determine whether you experienced them as a child.

QUESTIONNAIRE: WERE YOU EMOTIONALLY ABUSED, NEGLECTED, OR SMOTHERED AS A CHILD?

1. Was one or both of your parents overly critical of you? Were you frequently criticized for saying the wrong things or behaving in the wrong way? Did one or both of your parents often criticize the way you looked?
2. Was it impossible to please your parents? Did you get the impression that no matter what you did, your parents would never approve of you?
3. Were your parents perfectionists? Were you chastised or punished unless you did things in a certain way?
4. Did your parents tell you that you were bad, worthless, or stupid, or that you would never amount to anything? Did they call you insulting names?
5. Did your parents belittle you, make fun of you, or make you the object of malicious or sadistic jokes?
6. Did your parents ignore your physical needs, for example, failing to provide adequate clothing such as a warm coat in the winter, or not providing adequate medical care?
7. Did your parents force you to live in dangerous or unstable environments (such as exposure to domestic violence or parental conflict)?
8. Were your parents so preoccupied or busy with their own needs or problems that they didn’t take time to be with you?
9. Did your parents frequently leave you alone to fend for yourself? Were you deprived of physical nurturing (for example, being held or comforted when you were upset) or affection when you were a child?
10. Was one of both of your parents distant or aloof toward you as a child?
11. Did one or both of your parents have a drinking problem or an addiction to drugs or gambling, or any other addiction that caused one or both to neglect you?
12. Were you ever abandoned as a child (were you ever sent away to live with someone else as a punishment or because a parent was sick or could not take care of you)?
13. Was one or both of your parents overly protective of you or overly fearful that harm would come to you (for example, not allowing you to participate in sports or normal childhood activities for fear of your getting hurt)?
14. Did one or both of your parents isolate you from others or refuse to allow you to have friends over or to go over to other children’s homes?
15. Was one or both of your parents overly possessive of you (that is, did he or she appear jealous if you paid attention to anyone else or if you had a friend or romantic partner)?
16. Did one or both parents treat you as a confidante or seek emotional comfort from you? Did you often feel as if you were the parent and your parents were the children?
These questions describe various forms of emotional abuse and neglect. If you answered yes to any of questions 1 through 5, you were emotionally abused through verbal abuse or unreasonable expectations. If you answered yes to any of questions 6 through 12, you were neglected or abandoned as a child. If you answered yes to any of questions 13 through 16, you suffered from emotional smothering or emotional incest.




Psychological Maltreatment 

Although most emotional abuse and neglect is unintentional on a parent’s part, sometimes parents deliberately inflict harm on their children in these ways. Psychological maltreatment is a term used by professionals to describe a concerted attack by an adult on a child’s development of self and social competence—a pattern of psychically destructive behavior. Sometimes coming under the category of emotional abuse, there are five major behavioral forms:• Rejecting—behaviors that communicate or constitute abandonment of the child, such as a refusal to show affection
• Isolating—preventing the child from participating in normal opportunities for social interaction
• Terrorizing—threatening the child with severe or sinister punishment, or deliberately developing a climate of fear or threat
• Ignoring—where the caregiver is psychologically unavailable to the child and fails to respond to the child’s behavior
• Corrupting—caregiver behavior that encourages the child to develop false social values that reinforce antisocial or deviant behavioral patterns such as aggression, criminal acts, or substance abuse




How Children Are Affected by Emotional Abuse and Neglect 

The primary way that children are affected by emotional abuse and neglect is that their self-image becomes distorted, they lack a strong sense of self, they develop extremely low self-esteem, and their  emotional development is thwarted. Emotional abuse and neglect create a distorted view of oneself as unacceptable, unlovable, or “less than” others. Emotional abuse, neglect, and smothering can also create self-hatred in a child. Many children who are emotionally abused or neglected exhibit extremes in either passivity or aggressiveness. Children who are constantly shamed, humiliated, terrorized, or rejected suffer at least as much as, if not more than, if they had been physically assaulted. Studies have found that neglect can be more damaging than outright abuse. A survey of maltreated children found that neglected children were the most anxious, inattentive, and apathetic, and that they often tended to be alternatively aggressive and withdrawn.

There are various reasons for this outcome. Neglect and abandonment communicate to a child that he or she is not worthy of love and care. Early emotional deprivation often produces babies who grow into anxious and insecure children who are slow to develop or who have low self-esteem. This is particularly true of babies who were given inadequate amounts of physical touch and holding. Researchers have found that the healthiest children are those who were frequently held and caressed by their parents. Children who were deprived of touch became what is called “touch avoidant.” By the age of six, these children would refuse nurturing touch.

Emotional abuse often includes communicating to a child, either verbally or nonverbally, that he or she is unlovable, ugly, stupid, or wicked. Both neglect and emotional abuse can cause children to search within themselves for the faults that merit their parents’ bad treatment. Such internalized rejection can take a heavy toll on a child’s developing self, leading to poor self-image and low self-esteem. Children who are shown little empathy and given little praise and acceptance often exhibit not only poor self-esteem but also self-destructive behavior, apathy, and depression. Children who experience a chaotic environment with little security and safety tend to exhibit anxiety, fear, and night terrors. If they are threatened with the withdrawal of love from their parents or primary caretakers, they often experience severe anxiety, excessive fear, and dependency.

A literature review of the effects of emotional abuse on children conducted by Marti Tamm Loring, author of Emotional Abuse, revealed the following: Those who internalize the abuse become depressed, suicidal, and withdrawn. They manifest self-destructiveness, depression, suicidal thoughts, passivity, withdrawal (avoidance of social contacts), shyness, and a low degree of communication with others. They are likely to have low self-esteem and may suffer from feelings of guilt and remorse, depression, loneliness, rejection, and resignation. Perceiving themselves as unworthy and the world as a hostile place in which they are bound to fail, many are unwilling to try new tasks or develop new skills.





People who externalize the abuse frequently become anxious, aggressive, and hostile, may suffer from constant fear, and are always ready to “hit back.” As Louise M. Wisechild, the author of The Mother I Carry, a wonderful memoir about healing from emotional abuse, so eloquently wrote:Emotional abuse is like water dripping every day on a stone, leaving a depression, eroding the personality by an unrelenting accumulation of incidents that humiliate or ridicule or dismiss. Emotional abuse is air and piercing vibration. Emotional abuse can feel physical even though no hand has been raised. The perpetrator may seem fragile and pathetic but still be vicious. Childhood emotional abuse can define us when we are young, debilitate us as we grow older, and spread like a virus as we take its phrases and turn them on others.





Note that emotional abuse is typically associated with and a result of other types of abuse and neglect. Emotional abuse is the core of all forms of abuse, and the long-term effects of child abuse and neglect generally stem from the emotional aspects of abuse.




The Role of Shame in Creating Low Self-Esteem and Perfectionism 

Shame is a feeling deep within us of being exposed and unworthy. When we feel shamed we want to hide. We hang our heads, stoop our shoulders, and curve inward as if trying to make ourselves invisible.  Emotional abuse and neglect are very shaming experiences, and those who are victimized in any way feel humiliated and degraded by the experience. In addition, most children blame themselves for the way their parents treated them, feeling that somehow they deserved to be treated in such a way and thinking, “If I’d only minded my mother, she wouldn’t have belittled and yelled at me in front of my friends.” This is an attempt to regain some sense of power and control. To blame oneself and assume one could have done better or could have prevented an incident is more tolerable than to face the reality of utter helplessness.

Children raised by parents who frequently scolded, criticized, or spanked them whenever they did the slightest thing wrong end up feeling that their very being is wrong—not just their actions. Some people fight against shame by striving for perfection. This is a way of compensating for an underlying sense of defectiveness. The reasoning (although subconscious) goes like this: “If I can become perfect, I’ll never be shamed again.” This quest for perfection is, of course, doomed to fail. Since the person suffering shame already feels inherently not good enough, nothing he or she does will ever be perceived as good enough. Therefore, continuing to expect perfection in yourself will cause you to constantly be disappointed and constantly damage your self-esteem.




How Emotional Abuse and Neglect Affect Your Sense of Self 

I’ve used lots of words so far to identify different aspects of the self, such as self-image, self-concept, and self-esteem, but as yet I haven’t defined the concept of self. There are many definitions, but for our purposes we’ll define it as your inner core. It is the sense you have of yourself as a separate person—the sense of where your needs and feelings leave off and others’ begin.

There is another “self” phrase that needs defining: sense of self. This is your internal awareness of who you are and how you fit into the world. The ideal is what is referred to as “a coherent sense of  self,” which is having an internal feeling of solidarity. You experience yourself as a person who has a place in the world, who has a right to express yourself, and who has the power to affect and participate in what happens to you. Unfortunately, people who were emotionally abused or neglected in childhood possess a sense of self that is often characterized by feelings that are anything but empowering. Instead, they feel helpless, ashamed, enraged, terrified, and guilty, leading to feelings of insecurity.

We are not necessarily in touch with our sense of self until something happens to make us pay attention to it. If someone dismisses your accomplishments or rejects you, your focus will turn inward. You will begin to question whether you are worthy or love-able. The reverse can also be true. If someone compliments you, you might turn inward to congratulate yourself. Being self-conscious means that for whatever reason, you have become preoccupied with how you are doing or how you are coming across to other people. This self-evaluation can become obsessive and can cause you either to feel inhibited in the company of others or to put on a show for them. Either way, self-consciousness interferes with your ability to be your authentic self.

When we feel ignored or rejected by others (especially our parents), we often begin to worry about what we might have done to warrant this reaction. This begins early in life. Children are egocentric—meaning they assume everything centers around them and therefore they must be the cause of others’ reactions—and so they tend to blame themselves for the way others treat them. As we grow older we become self-conscious and we feed our self-consciousness with a lot of self-deprecating assumptions.

In order to develop a strong sense of self you needed to be raised in an environment where positive psychological nourishment was available. Positive psychological nourishment consists of the following:• Empathetic responses. When we say that someone has the ability to empathize, we generally mean she has the space inside to listen and respond to another person without getting caught up, or stuck, in her own point of view. She has the ability to put  herself in the other person’s place—to imagine how the other person feels. Unfortunately, many parents are so caught up in themselves that they have no room for anyone else’s needs or views—even their own children’s. A typical nonempathetic response from a parent may take the form of getting impatient with a baby who soils his pants when the parent is busy trying to get ready for a party. An empathetic parent will take a deep breath, pick up her toddler lovingly, and remind herself that the baby can’t help it. She’ll talk sweetly to the child and caress him gently as she changes his diaper. A nonempathetic parent may blame the child for causing a delay, handle the child roughly, and communicate displeasure toward him.
• Having your perceptions validated. One of the primary ways of encouraging a healthy sense of self is for parents to validate a child’s experience, such as when a parent agrees that something is sad when the child feels sad. This kind of validation usually causes the child to experience a feeling of being all right. She feels that she is “on target” with her feelings and probably also feels less alone in the world. If, on the other hand, a parent tells the child that a sad thing is really a happy thing, the child might suddenly feel off balance or that something is wrong with her. She will also probably feel very alone.
• Having your uniqueness respected. When a child’s uniqueness as an individual is respected, he learns to tolerate differences in himself and others. He learns that it is interesting to discover differences and to deal with them constructively. Unfortunately, in many families it isn’t considered normal for people in the same family to have different preferences. Instead, there is an assumption that when a child has a different preference or disagrees, he is trying to control his caretakers or is involved in a power struggle. Some are even punished or blamed for being different from other family members. This is translated, in the child’s mind, to the message “I am bad.” When a child’s individual preferences are respected, on the other hand, he tends to feel, “I am all right.” This in turn promotes a sense of self characterized by feeling worthwhile and loved.






How Parents Act as Mirrors 

Infants have no “sense of self,” that is, no internal knowledge of who they are as a person separate from everyone else. If an infant were to look in the mirror, she would not recognize herself. You’ve no doubt watched the reaction of infants or toddlers who look in a mirror. They often react as if they were seeing another child.

Parents act as a mirror to show a child who he is. If a baby’s parents smile at him, he learns that he is delightful and adorable. If a baby is held and comforted, he learns that he is safe. If his parents respond to his crying, he learns that he is important and effective. But if a baby is not held, spoken to, comforted, rocked, and loved, he learns other lessons about his worth. If his cries are not responded to, he learns helplessness; he learns he is not important. Later, as the child grows, his parents will act as a mirror in other ways. If they overprotect him, he will learn he is incompetent. If they are overly controlling, he will learn he cannot be trusted.

Throughout childhood there will be other mirrors that will show a child who he is. Teachers, friends, and caregivers will all perform this role, but a child will inevitably return to the reflection in the mirror that his parents held up for him in order to determine his goodness, importance, and self-worth.

In this book I focus on helping you to create a new mirror, one that reflects who you really are as opposed to how your parents or other primary caretakers defined you. Through a process I call Mirror Therapy you will be able to raise your self-esteem, improve your self-image (including your body image), quiet your inner critic, and heal your shame. Although this program is called Mirror Therapy, it involves a lot more than looking in the mirror. Certainly it is not based on the overly simplistic idea, depicted in an old Saturday Night Live  skit, of looking into a mirror and repeating affirmations like “I’m good enough,” “I’m smart enough,” and “People like me.” Instead, it is a holistic approach based on important psychological concepts, techniques, and beliefs.

I call my program Mirror Therapy for several reasons:• The mirror symbolizes our identity.
• Parental neglect, emotional abuse, and smothering all have a negative (mirroring) effect on a child’s developing identity—his or her self-concept, sense of self, and self-esteem.
• Parental emotional abuse and deprivation also have a negative effect on a child’s body image and body awareness. Thus, what the child (and later, the adult) sees when he or she looks in the mirror is distorted.
• Parental emotional abuse creates in a child a negative internal judge or critic, which acts as a warped lens that distorts reality.
• The practice of mirroring is a fundamental aspect of parenting and is absolutely necessary if a child is to grow into a healthy adult with a strong sense of self and high self-esteem.
• Mirror Therapy involves exercises and practices using mirrors as aids to reducing shame and raising self-esteem.
• Children mirror parents’ behavior.



This method focuses on how the negative view or judgment of an emotionally abusive parent defines a child’s self-image; how neglect causes a child to feel worthless and unlovable; and how emotional smothering causes a child to be unable to establish a separate self from his or her parents. Even though I created Mirror Therapy especially for the many who were emotionally abused or neglected as children, it can work for anyone who suffers from low self-esteem, a poor self-image, or a powerful inner critic, or is riddled with unhealthy shame. This includes people who were physically or sexually abused.

By taking in the information in this book and by completing the exercises, you have an opportunity to reject the distorted images you received from your emotionally abusive or neglectful parents once and for all. You have the opportunity to replace these distorted images with a more accurate reflection of who you really are. I call these two processes “Shattering Your Parental Mirror” and “Creating a New Mirror.” I encourage you to take this opportunity. While you cannot reverse all the damage caused by abusive or neglectful parents, you can regain much of the sense of goodness, strength, and wisdom that is your birthright.


Mirror Therapy Assignments 

In addition to various exercises throughout the book, I also offer you Mirror Therapy assignments at the end of each chapter. These assignments will help you to focus on important feelings and issues that may arise as you read the book.

MIRRORTHERAPY ASSIGNMENT # 1

This week take the time to notice how often you criticize yourself—whether it is because you did not perform the way you expected or because you are not happy with the way you look. Also notice how often you feel exposed, unworthy, or fearful that others will discover how flawed you actually are. If you like, record how often you are self-critical, the types of criticism you notice, and how often you feel shamed and what triggers that shame.
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The Seven Types of Negative Parental Mirrors

“Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me,” I was taught; one more lie among many. In truth words penetrate the unlidded ear and land in the spirit. Words carry hatred and passion and love and fear. Words have the power to shoot down or raise up. Sharp cutting words can whirl for years afterward like the rotating blades of a lawn mower.

—LOUISE M. WISECHILD, The Mother I Carry

 

 

DURING MY MANY YEARS of practice and study I have observed seven common types of negative parental mirrors. These include:1. The “I Am Unlovable” Mirror. When parents are neglectful or do not have time for their child, they send the message that the child is unwanted or unlovable.
2. The “I Am Worthless” Mirror. When children are physically or emotionally rejected or abandoned by their parents, the message they receive is that they are worthless.
3. The “I Am Nothing without My Parent” Mirror. When parents are overprotective or emotionally smothering, they send the message that their child is helpless without them.
4. The “I Am Powerless” Mirror. When parents are overly controlling or tyrannical, they cause their child to feel powerless.
5. The “I Am Never Good Enough” Mirror. When parents are perfectionistic, they give their children the message that they only have value if they meet their parents’ expectations—which is rare or never.
6. The “I Am Bad” or “I Am Unacceptable” Mirror. When parents are verbally abusive, hypercritical, or excessively shaming, the message they send to their child is that he or she is a bad person or is unacceptable.
7. The “I Don’t Matter” Mirror. When parents are self-absorbed or narcissistic, the message they give their children is that their needs are not important and that they do not matter.


In this chapter I will address in detail the seven types of emotionally abusive and neglectful parents. I will also describe the parental mirror each of these parents holds up and the emotional damage to a child’s self-image and self-esteem that is caused by each type of parenting. As you read these descriptions, notice which ones you identify with the most. Note that your parent or parents may fit into more than one category, and that you may have suffered from more than one type of emotional abuse. For example, parents who are overly critical are also often perfectionistic. Also note that there are similarities between some of the different types of emotional abuse. For instance, being neglected and being abandoned can have a similar effect on a child.




The Neglectful or Inadequate Parent 


 PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU ARE UNLOVABLE” 

Unlike other forms of childhood abuse, the damage caused by neglectful or inadequate parents has more to do with what they didn’t do than with what they did do to their children.

An infant learns that she is wanted and loved by watching the smiling faces of her parents as they gaze adoringly into her eyes. A toddler learns that she is loved by the way her father loves to swoop  her up in his arms and by the way her mother loves to hold her close. A preschooler learns that she is loved by seeing her mother smile as the child begins to explore the world. A grammar school child learns that she is loved when her parents scold her for doing something she shouldn’t, but minutes later forgive her as they engage her in another more appropriate activity. An older child is reminded that she is loved when her parents brag about her to her grandparents—even though she only got Cs on her report card.

Children learn that they are loved by the way their parents look at them, by how much their parents want to hug them and hold them, and by how they discipline them. When a child is not looked at with loving eyes, he comes to believe he is not loved. When his parents don’t seem to want to hug him or hold him, he comes to believe he must not be lovable. And when his parents’ affection is taken away whenever he does something they disapprove of, he comes to believe that his lovability is contingent upon his actions and deeds.

When I first met Susan I was struck by her robotic movements and her unexpressive face. As she spoke matter-of-factly about why she had sought therapy, I also noted that her voice seemed to lack any emotion. Even before I learned more about her childhood, I could already tell that she had been severely traumatized in some way and that, in response to the trauma, she had shut down emotionally.

Although Susan had blocked out a great deal of her childhood, eventually we unearthed the truth. Susan had been severely neglected when she was a child. From an older sister she learned that as a toddler she had been left alone in her crib for hours at a time. Her diapers were seldom changed and many times she went to sleep hungry. When Susan got older her parents would often go out drinking at night and leave her all alone, and she remembered that many times there was no food in the house. Her mother was far more concerned about pleasing her father than she was about taking care of her children, and Susan rarely remembered her mother hugging or kissing her. Her father was sometimes affectionate toward Susan, but usually only after he’d had a few drinks. Then he’d put her on his lap and tickle her until she cried.

As an adult, Susan was unable to experience real love. She had a few friends and some lovers, but she could not sustain an ongoing  relationship. She found it impossible to trust people and couldn’t believe anyone could really care about her. If someone was nice to her, she assumed the person must want something from her. She always managed to find a way to push people away—either by being overly critical of them or by being too aloof. In general, Susan felt alone in the world and was afraid she’d always be alone. She knew there was something missing inside her and that she desperately needed help.

By neglecting her daughter in such a severe way, Susan’s mother had sent her the message that she was unlovable. As children tend to blame themselves for their parents’ neglect and mistreatment, it was the only conclusion Susan could come to.

 

Your parents need not have ignored your physical needs in order for you to have felt neglected. This is how Megan described her neglectful mother: “My mother hardly ever touched me as I was growing up. She didn’t hug me or hold me. And she didn’t praise me or encourage me. In fact, she hardly took an interest in me. I was just a responsibility to her—a burden really—someone she was supposed to take care of, someone she was supposed to love. But I don’t know if she knew how to love. She knew how to do motherly things, like cooking and making sure my clothes were clean, but she never cared about my feelings or my emotional needs.”


Inadequate Parents 

Many parents neglect their children because they are simply incapable of being good parents. A person with low self-esteem will feel fearful and inadequate about being a parent and may be so afraid of making a mistake that she doesn’t do much parenting at all. Or she may be so afraid of losing her children’s love that she becomes too lenient. In other situations, the parent may be so overwhelmed with her own unmet needs or problems that she cannot focus on her children. Some may even look to their children for emotional support. The inadequate, immature parent often communicates to her children that she needs them to encourage and protect her, or to take care of her and boost her ego.

This was the case with Jackie. By the time she was five years old, she had already taken on the role of parent to her mother. Jackie’s mother cried often—usually about Jackie’s father, who had divorced her when Jackie was three—or about her own mother and her own neglectful childhood. Jackie would wipe away her mother’s tears and tell her things would be okay.

To make matters worse, whenever Jackie became upset with her mother (rightfully so, because her mother neglected her so much), her mother would start to cry and say things like “I know you think I am a horrible mother” or “You’re just punishing me because I don’t make you the center of my universe.” Because of this Jackie came to believe that it was selfish of her to expect that her own needs should be met.

Greg’s mother was completely overwhelmed with life. She didn’t seem to be able to function on her own without her husband or her son’s support. Greg’s father was frequently away at work as a traveling salesman, and his mother stayed in bed most of the time he was away, complaining of severe headaches. Instead of getting up in the morning to make Greg’s breakfast, she would smile sweetly when he came into her bedroom in the morning and ask him if he minded getting her a cup of tea and some toast. Greg attempted to compensate for his mother’s personality deficiencies by solving her problems. Whenever she complained to him about not being able to get up to do the house-work or the grocery shopping, Greg volunteered to do it for her. When she worried that his father might be seeing other women when he was on the road, Greg reassured her that his father loved her and that he wouldn’t do such a thing. When she worried about losing her figure, he assured her that she was beautiful.

Many children with alcoholic parents are burdened with the request—spoken or unspoken—to “take care of me.” These children find it necessary to make excuses for their parents’ behavior, assist them when they are drunk and falling down, and even get them medical help.

Diana was the oldest child in an alcoholic family. From the time she was seven years old her parents left her in charge of her three younger siblings while they went to the bar at night. Later on, in her adolescence, her mother stopped drinking due to serious medical  problems, so it became Diana’s job to drive her father to the bar and wait for him to come out so he wouldn’t get picked up for drunk driving.


The Mirror Neglectful Parents Hold Up to Their Children 

You no doubt have seen news reports on the orphans in countries such as Hungary and Romania who stand or sit in their cribs looking emaciated and forlorn. Many of these children rock back and forth to comfort themselves. The reason they are in such bad shape is not because they are not being fed adequately; it is because they are not being held. An infant or child who is severely deprived of emotional nurturing, even though physically well cared for, can fail to thrive and eventually die. There is even a name for this condition. It is called  marasmus. Physical nurturing is so important that even after these children are adopted by well-meaning American families, they continue to suffer from severe problems, such as an inability to form an emotional bond with their parents, extreme acting out, and rage, depression, and radically low self-esteem.

Less severe forms of early emotional deprivation usually result in babies who grow into anxious and insecure children who are slow to develop or have low self-esteem. A child who is physically or emotionally neglected will tend to be either extremely needy or extremely defensive. He or she may either exhibit clinging behavior and dependency or be unable to emotionally bond with others, as was the case with Susan. Child neglect often leads to aggressive behavior in children and continues into adulthood if not treated.

EXERCISE: IDENTIFYING THE WAYS YOU WERENEGLECTED

Put a checkmark beside each item that describes how you were treated by your parents or other caregivers. My parent or parents:1. Ignored me or did not respond to my needs when I was an infant or toddler, including leaving me in a crib or playpen too long or not changing my diapers.
2. Didn’t feed me or fed me food that was inadequate or inappropriate to a child’s nutritional needs. (This does not apply if your parents were impoverished.)
3. Forced me to feed myself before I was able or to eat solid food, or before I was able to chew or digest properly.
4. Did not provide me with adequate clothing, such as a warm coat in the winter.
5. Did not bathe me regularly or wash my clothes.
6. Ignored my physical needs; did not provide me with medical or dental care when needed.
7. Did not provide me physical nurturing, such as holding, or did not comfort me when I was upset.
8. Frequently left me alone for days or weeks in the care of others.
9. Left me alone with an irresponsible or abusive caretaker.
10. On more than one occasion forgot to pick me up at the movies or after school.
11. Forced me to live in an uninhabitable place (drafty, unclean, unsafe).
12. Did not get out of bed to take care of my needs.
13. Did not allow me to leave my room or my home for long hours, days, or weeks.
14. Neglected me because they were alcohol abusers or drug users.







The Abandoning or Rejecting Parent 


 PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU ARE WORTHLESS” 

Some parents abandon their children physically through death, prolonged illness, or divorce (leaving the home and seldom if ever seeing them again), or by shipping them off to boarding school. Other parents abandon their children emotionally (by being emotionally  unavailable, by punishing their children with silence or rejection). Both forms of abandonment are devastating to a child, usually creating emotional scars that do not heal without professional intervention.

Children who are physically abandoned are particularly wounded because they often feel as if they have no value. This is how my client Nancy described her feelings about being abandoned by her parents. “I felt like my parents threw me away, like some worthless garbage.” Nancy’s parents got a divorce when she was four years old and sent her to live with her grandparents (“just until they each got settled in their new jobs and new lives”). Her grandmother was very strict; Nancy missed her parents terribly and could not understand why they had abandoned her. Her mother came to see her once in a while and always promised to take her to live with her soon. Each time her mother left, Nancy felt abandoned all over again. She would lock herself in her room and cry for hours—certain that she had done something wrong to make her mother abandon her like that. Occasionally her father called but always had some excuse as to why he couldn’t visit. Nancy became convinced that her parents had rejected her because she hadn’t been a good daughter. She became very insecure, fearing that her grandmother would reject her as well. This made her try hard to be a perfect child, but since this was impossible, she began feeling like a worthless failure whenever she made a mistake or disappointed her grandmother.

Some parents find parenting too demanding or difficult. They resolve their dilemma by abandoning the burden of parenting, leaving their children solely in the care of a nanny or babysitters, sending them off to boarding school, or giving them away. Parents who abandon their children often rationalize their actions by saying that the child is better off without them or, in the case of boarding school, that they are providing him or her with the best opportunities money can buy. But their real intention is to be free of child care.

Parents who escape into alcohol, drugs, sleep, television, or books also abandon their children because they are essentially not there emotionally. Jennifer told me the painful story of how it felt to be raised by a mother who was emotionally detached from her. “My mother is just never present. Even if she is in the same room with me  I can’t really feel her. I just can’t connect with her. When I was a child it was extremely painful to be around her because I always felt so empty and alone in her presence. She didn’t take an interest in anything I did or listen to anything I had to say. She would just look at me with a blank stare when I tried to talk to her. She reminded me of a ghost sometimes, kind of floating around. Most of the time she had her head stuck in a book, off in some fantasy world. In many ways I feel like I never had a mother.”

Parents who are so tied up with their work or interests that they have no time for their children are, in effect, abandoning them. Often parents abandon their children because they are unable or unwilling to spend time with them. Parents who have professions that take them away from home, such as truck driving or traveling sales, are often unable to fulfill their responsibilities as a parent. Although this usually cannot be helped, the abandonment the child feels is no less poignant.

Many fathers abandon their children when they get divorced from the children’s mother. They make all kinds of excuses for cutting off their ties with their children, including that their mother is demanding too much child support, or that the father needed to move out of the area for a job, but the fact is, the children feel abandoned.


Psychological Abandonment: Rejection as Abandonment 

Some parents simply don’t want to bother with their children, which they make very clear by their actions. Whenever their child needs help with his homework, help making a decision, or someone to listen to his problems, the parent says something like, “Can’t you see I’m busy? Don’t bother me with these things,” or, “Go ask your father to help you,” or even, “I don’t want to deal with your problems.” When a parent puts the child off or passes the buck to the other parent, the child senses his parent’s lack of love and concern for him. Other parents communicate this same message more subtly by allowing their children to do whatever they want, but in their lenience they too are not taking an interest in their children’s activities.

Parents can also show how they feel about a child by their sins of omission, such as forgetting a child’s birthday, neglecting to give him gifts, buying gifts that he clearly does not want, or failing to make positive comments about him (particularly when he has done something outstanding).

Although a great deal of parental abandonment is unintentional or a result of inadequacies or selfishness on their part, some abandonment is intentional. Downplaying a child’s success or saying something negative about him to someone who has just complimented him can be a way of intentionally hurting his feelings.

Some parents routinely abandon their children as a form of discipline, such as when a parent gives a child the “silent treatment” when he disapproves of what the child is doing. Rejecting parents use their power and importance to their children to control them. Children are so attached to and dependent on their parents that the loss of the support of a parent can be devastating.

When my mother was upset with me, she would routinely stop talking to me. We lived in a very small apartment, so it was difficult for us not to cross each other’s path. Nevertheless, my mother would walk right past me or even sit in the same room without looking at me or saying a word. If I spoke to her she would ignore me. Sometimes she wouldn’t talk to me for days. I would have to beg for her forgiveness for whatever transgression I had committed, but she still would not talk to me until she was ready. This left me feeling utterly abandoned.

My mother also used the threat of abandonment to control me. When I did something that upset her, she would say, “If you don’t start minding me I’m going to send you to a convent.” This is a common tactic by some abandoning, rejecting parents.

In the heat of anger or frustration some parents tell their children things like “If I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t have gotten married to your father and had you kids.” While parents can sometimes secretly think these things, these thoughts should definitely be kept private, because they are correctly interpreted by the child as outright rejections. Some parents actually say these kinds of things to intentionally hurt their child.


The Mirror Held Up by Abandoning and Rejecting Parents 

The secure child is nourished by the confidence that her relationship with her parents is strong and enduring and that nothing she does will make her parents abandon her. When a child does not have this inner certainty, her life is marked by it. Children who are routinely abandoned or rejected, whether intentionally or not, tend to suffer from extreme insecurity and feelings of worthlessness. They often become very upset when their parents leave to go somewhere, convinced that their parents will never return. This insecurity and fear often continues into adulthood, resulting in insecure adults who are clingy with their adult partners or who are afraid to be alone.

This was the case with Nina, who came to see me because she was being physically abused by her husband. As is the case with many abused women, Nina stayed in the relationship because she was horrified of being alone. “I know I should leave my husband but I’m so afraid of being all alone. At least now I have someone who needs me. Yes, he is possessive and jealous but there’s something I like about that—it makes me feel like he likes being with me. My parents never did. They were always going out and leaving me all alone with some babysitter, and I never knew when they’d be coming back. I remember standing at the front window, watching them drive away and crying my eyes out because I thought they were gone for good. Even when they were home I never felt like they enjoyed being with me. They just seemed to tolerate me, and I was always doing something that upset or disappointed them.”

Abandonment creates insecurity, self-obsession, and the tendency to turn anger against oneself and to idealize others. These feelings fester beneath the surface, where they interfere with self-image and the forming of healthy relationships. Adults who have been abandoned as children tend to lack the confidence to reach their true potential. They also have difficulty delaying gratification, and their low self-worth causes them to go for the quick fix (they eat the chocolate cake because they need it now, forfeiting the chance to have the body they desire).

Abandonment can also create self-loathing. Tammy hated herself. She hated how she looked, but it went far deeper than that. She hated who she was. “When I look in the mirror I feel so disgusted. I just can’t stand the person I have become.” Tammy came to me because she was a cutter (a person who has an uncontrollable compulsion to cut herself). Research has shown that 50 percent of cutters have been sexually abused, and so my immediate assumption was that perhaps this was the cause of Tammy’s self-loathing. But as far as Tammy could remember, she had never been molested. Instead, it appeared that her self-loathing was caused by the deep sense of abandonment she felt concerning her father. Even though Tammy’s father came home from work every day and spent the evening with his family, Tammy felt horribly abandoned by him. “I don’t remember my father ever hugging me,” she explained in one of our sessions. “In fact, he seldom ever looked at me. When I came close to him he actually backed away, as if he was repulsed by me. It made me feel so ugly and so terrible about myself. I figured I must be a disgusting human being for my own father to be so revolted by me.”




The Smothering, Possessive, or Intrusive Parent 


 PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU ARE NOTHING WITHOUT ME” 

This type of parent smothers his or her children with overprotection, guilt, rules, and demands. Many are desperate for their child’s love and attention. Smothering parents are overly invested in their children, often making huge sacrifices and commitments but expecting the child’s soul in return. They will often go to any length to make certain that their children do not experience the necessary separation-individuation process and have independent lives. I want you all for myself is the underlying theme, and the mirror the smothering parent holds up to the child is “You are nothing without me.”

Mark’s mother did everything for him. When he was a child she continued to cut up his food even after he was capable of doing so  himself. She continued to clean his room well into high school and never required him to do any household chores.

Both his parents were overprotective to the point of smothering. They constantly warned him about the potential dangers all around him. “Don’t go into the deep water, you’ll drown,” “Don’t ever use a public toilet or you’ll get a disease.” They discouraged him from roller-skating because they were afraid he’d fall and break a bone, and they didn’t let him take the training wheels off his bicycle until he was seven years old.

This overprotectiveness doomed Mark to become an underachiever as an adult. His parents’ negative views of life became a self-fulfilling prophecy, and because his mother had done everything for him, he never learned how to assume responsibility for himself or his possessions. His lack of survival knowledge was embarrassing to him, and he tended to neglect his health and his physical appearance.

Smothering parents emotionally and sometimes physically engulf their children. They can be controlling, overbearing, or simply ever-present in their child’s life. This engulfment discourages independence and breeds unhealthy dependence. It also can create an attitude of hopelessness and powerlessness on a child’s part. If everything is done for you, as it was in Mark’s case, or if you are discouraged from trying things on your own, how can you know what you are capable of?

There are several types of smothering, possessive parents:• Those who are motivated primarily by fear (fear of something bad happening to their child) as with Mark’s parents
• Those who need to control their children
• Those who want their children to think, feel, and do just as they do
• Those who do not feel separate from their children and therefore do not want their children to be independent from them
• Those who fear being alone and therefore attempt to tie their children to them by making them dependent on them
• Those who see their children as reflections of themselves—narcissistic parents
• Those who use their child to satisfy needs that should be satisfied by other adults



While people who were neglected or abandoned often feel invisible, those who were smothered often feel the opposite. They tend to feel overly scrutinized—so much so that they wish for a place to hide from the ever-present gaze of their parent. Often the look is that of a disapproving parent who is just waiting for them to do something wrong. Other times the look is that of a worried parent who fears someone or something will hurt the child. Whatever the intention of the look, the result is that children who are smothered and engulfed often have a difficult time discovering who they are apart from their parent and in separating from that gaze. “Even when I was out of my mother’s sight I still felt her looking at me,” my client Samantha told me. “It was as if her eyes followed me wherever I went. As a matter of fact, I still feel those eyes on me today—judging my every move.” Still another client, Monica, explained it like this: “It is as if my eyes are my mother’s eyes. I see everything from the context of whether or not she would approve of what I am doing, or whether she would approve of a person I am with. It’s like I’m never really on my own, to make my own decisions, to make my own mistakes.”

The reason Samantha and Monica experience life this way is that their mothers discouraged their individuality. Both mothers were overly invested in their daughters’ becoming replicas of themselves. They wanted them to think, feel, and act just the way they did; any differences were viewed as threatening.

Smothering parents often have difficulty seeing their children as separate human beings with their own needs and feelings. They often assume they know what their child needs and insist they know what their child is thinking. This mind reading can be especially damaging to a child because it makes him feel intruded upon and separates him from his own private world. This is how my client Jordan explained it: “My dad always thought he knew what I was thinking and feeling. Instead of asking me what I was feeling, he’d tell me. I hated it when he did that. It was like I couldn’t even have my own private thoughts without him intruding upon them. What really bothered me was that sometimes he was right. That really  freaked me out. It was like he had the power to read my mind. I had no place to hide.”

Some smothering parents insist that their children adopt their values. This is often true of highly religious parents, but it also occurs in the homes of people who come from other countries and have maintained the old country’s traditions. I have had many clients from Europe, South America, and Mexico whose parents were overly smothering, including my client Lupe, whose parents came from Central Mexico.

“My dad acted as if he owned me—body and soul. I had absolutely no say in what I wanted to do. Everything was dictated by what was proper for a young girl. When I was little I had to wear these frilly dresses, which I hated. I was always stuck in the kitchen with my mother and aunts and could never play games out in the backyard like my brothers were allowed to do. As I got older I still had no choices. I was told I had to go to a Catholic high school, that I had to take certain classes, and that I couldn’t date until I was eighteen—and then only if my older brother went along as a chaperone.”

When Lupe finished high school she wanted to go on to college, but her father insisted they didn’t have enough money to send a girl to school when they still had two more boys coming up. Even when Lupe got a college scholarship, her father insisted that she stay home to take care of her ailing grandmother. Lupe quietly obeyed her dad. “I know American girls would have fought for what they wanted, but you just don’t disagree with my dad—not in our culture. That would have meant I don’t love him and it would have been like turning my back on everything I was raised to believe in.”

When Lupe first came to see me she was twenty-five years old. She had fallen in love with a white man, and she knew her father would never accept him. “I know what I need to do. I need to say good-bye to Tom. I just wish I didn’t love him so much. I’ve tried walking away, but we work together and seeing him every day causes me almost unbearable pain. But I can’t hurt my father like this. I just can’t.”

This would be a difficult situation for anyone, but for someone who had never been allowed to make her own choices the situation was particularly daunting. Lupe had started suffering from horrible stomach pains and she was missing a lot of work because of it. “I guess  I’m just going to have to quit my job. That way I won’t have to see Tom. I don’t know what else to do.” It didn’t occur to Lupe that her health was being affected by her inability to stand up to her father and do what was right for herself.


The Possessive Parent 

The possessive parent wants to control, own, and consume her child. She begins when her child is an infant, overprotecting him, holding him so close that he may feel suffocated. When the child reaches the age where he wants to begin to explore the world separate from his parent, the possessive parent feels threatened and clings to her child even tighter. This need to possess can continue throughout childhood, causing the parent to feel jealous of anything and everyone that threatens to take him away. For example, the parent may discourage her child from making friends by always finding fault with each of his playmates. Instead of beginning to loosen the reins a little as he becomes older and more mature, she may become even more strict, insisting on knowing at all times where her child is going and with whom. When he begins to take an interest in dating, the possessive parent may become especially threatened and may either forbid her child to date or make him feel that no one is good enough for him.

Some fathers and stepfathers become very possessive of their daughters. This can come out of a reluctance to acknowledge that one day their “little girl” will grow up and marry. But other times it arises out of the fact that the father is sexually aroused by his daughter and doesn’t want any other man to have her. This kind of father will typically forbid his daughter to date and will be horrified if she wears anything that he feels is the slightest bit revealing.


Emotional Incest 

Other parents become what is called emotionally incestuous with their children. These parents desperately crave their child’s love and attention. Their message to their children, although usually unspoken, is:  “Above all, always be available to me.” Parents who have been divorced or widowed often attempt to replace the lost spouse with their own child. If a parent treats his or her child like a confidante or friend instead of maintaining a parent/child relationship, this is a form of emotional incest. It is not a child’s role to make parents feel good or to listen to their problems.

Emotionally incestuous parents turn to their children to satisfy needs that should be satisfied by other adults—namely intimacy, companionship, romantic stimulation, advice, problem solving, ego fulfillment, and/or emotional release.

Emotional incest can take many forms. On one end of the spectrum the parent treats the child more like a buddy or a peer. She either becomes childlike herself and may even interfere with her child’s social life (by wanting to hang out with the child’s friends) or she expects her child to act like an adult friend who will talk to her about adult issues and feelings. She may also emotionally “dump” on her child by talking about her problems to the child. This can include complaining to the child about the other parent. Sometimes both parents dump on a child in a way that puts the child in the middle.

On the other end of the spectrum, the parent turns to a child of the opposite sex for the intimacy and companionship one would normally expect to find in a romantic relationship. There is often a flirtatious, teasing quality in this relationship and in many cases, an undercurrent of sexuality.


The Mirror That Smothering or Possessive Parents Hold Up to Their Children 

Smothering or possessive parents do not allow their children the space to grow and develop their unique personalities. Because they do not allow their children to separate from them, they restrict and limit their children’s potential to make something of themselves in the world. Because adult children of smothering parents are overly concerned about their parents being devastated when they leave home, many do not do so. The ones who physically leave home often remain emotionally bound to their parents.

Donna’s parents discouraged her from leaving home by warning her of all the dangers there were for young women. Every evening her father would read some horror story in the local paper about a woman who had gone missing or had been raped. Her parents also stressed that young girls had no business going out to dance clubs. “These young girls are asking for trouble,” they’d say. Donna actually got up the courage to move out when she was twenty-two, right after she graduated from college. She and her friend Mary found an apartment together. But she soon felt compelled to move back home. “Mary went out almost every night and I felt lonely and scared in that apartment all alone. She tried to get me to go out with her to the clubs, but I really didn’t like it. I knew my dad didn’t like me going there and that it made my parents worry about me. Besides, my dad told me that my mother had been really depressed ever since I left home.”

A smothering parent assumes that her child’s mistakes will trap him for life, and so she will try to manage her child’s life in such a way that the child will accept his parents’ attitudes about the world. We saw this happening with Lupe earlier in the chapter. The problem is that the parent’s behavior prevents an adult child from developing his own attitudes and beliefs. Although a smothering parent may only be trying to protect her child from harm and disappointment, her attempts may actually emotionally cripple the child later in life, causing him to fear venturing out on his own or trying new things.

If a child identifies with his parents’ overprotective attitude, as we saw with the example of Mark, he will live his life in fear, doomed to being an underachiever. If he is unable to take risks out of fear of getting hurt, he will never experience the joy of accomplishment and the pride of reaching his potential. This will inevitably cause him to feel like a failure and to suffer from low self-esteem. When parents transmit a lack of confidence in their children’s ability to get along in the world, or constantly warn them of how people are untrustworthy, they often create a self-fulfilling prophecy in which the child grows up overwhelmed with insecurity or expecting people to disappoint, hurt, or take advantage of him.

Because their parents’ needs cancel their own, adult children of smothering or possessive parents are often unable to discover what  their own needs are, and many grow up to passively accept even unacceptable behavior instead of asserting themselves. Many who were smothered in this way end up also being controlled by their partners, bosses, or other significant people in their lives.




The Overly Controlling, Tyrannical Parent 


PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU ARE POWERLESS” 

Lorraine is an attractive woman with large, dark eyes, flawless skin, and a luscious mouth. She was once considered voluptuous but is now extremely overweight. But what stands out the most about Lorraine is that she talks and acts like a little girl. At nearly forty years old she has the mannerisms of a young child. Although she is quite intelligent, she frequently appears confused and cannot easily understand instructions from her employers, which has cost her more than one job. Why does Lorraine behave the way she does? She is still suffering from the emotional abuse she experienced as a child at the hands of her mother.

When Lorraine was a child she was expected to act like an adult. Her mother insisted that she and her sisters take responsibility for cleaning the entire house while she was at work. This wouldn’t have been so bad, except that her mother was a perfectionist. The girls could never do anything right. Lorraine remembers one time when her mother told her to scrub the kitchen floor, even though she was only six years old.

As usual, when her mother got home from work she inspected the house, looking for anything out of place or left undone. When she found scuff marks on the kitchen floor, she became furious. She yelled at Lorraine, calling her “a stupid good-for-nothing girl who never did anything right.” Lorraine was humiliated. She told her mother that she had tried and tried but was not able to get the scuff marks off. Even though it was past Lorraine’s bedtime, her mother insisted that she scrub the floor until the marks were completely gone. This took  hours. By the time the marks were gone Lorraine’s fingers were bruised and bleeding.

Lorraine still remembers how helpless and hopeless she felt as she desperately tried to get the scuff marks off the floor. Today, whenever a boss asks her to do something, Lorraine panics. She is so afraid of doing something wrong that she becomes frozen in fear and is unable to move. It takes her several minutes to come back to herself and by that time she has forgotten what her boss asked her to do.

The mirror that Lorraine’s mother held up led Lorraine to believe that she was powerless and incapable of doing anything right. This prevented Lorraine from developing self-efficacy and positive self-esteem. It also stunted her emotional growth, leaving her feeling like a perpetual child, overwhelmed by authority figures and responsibility.

The tyrannical parent has a cruel and inflexible style of parenting. Often every member of the household, including her spouse, is expected to blindly obey her and grant all her wishes, no matter how outrageous. This type of parent usually believes strongly in rules and obedience and that the authority of parents should never be questioned. They attempt to dominate their children completely, needing to feel in control over others in order to feel powerful and important.

Sometimes this controlling behavior is dictated by perfectionism, as was the case with Lorraine’s mother. Other times parents are motivated by a sheer need to dominate, often because they were dominated by their own parents. They are often passing on the same behavior to their children and ventilating the anger they could not express to their own parents.

A child growing up with an overly controlling parent hears a barrage of commands, orders, and suggestions about anything and everything, including what foods to eat, how to eat them, what clothes to wear, what classes to take in school, or what type of person to date.

Many children feel tyrannized by their parents’ moods. “My father’s moods fluctuated constantly,” my client Tyrone told me during his first session. “We’d be getting along just fine and then suddenly, for no apparent reason, he would blow up and yell at me about something.  Then he’d insist I do something stupid, like go out and mow the lawn, even though it had just been mowed a few days before.”


The Mirror Controlling or Tyrannical Parents Hold Up 

Children who grow up with a tyrant for a parent will feel weakened from their encounters with their parents and will inevitably have deep emotional scars from the experience. Like Lorraine, they will doubt their abilities and may feel unbearable pressure when asked to do something, particularly when an authority figure is doing the asking. They often feel stupid, inadequate, and incompetent, and these feelings usually discourage them from trying new things or taking risks.

The following e-mail is an example of how controlling parents can break a child’s spirit.

Dear Beverly,

I have read your book The Emotionally Abused Woman and have learned a lot from it. I am a twenty-eight-year-old woman who is still living with my parents. My mother is verbally abusive and there has been an incident of physical abuse. I feel so ashamed to still be living at home at my age, but I don’t have enough money after my monthly bills are paid to seriously save to move out. I left college a year ago because of personal and financial reasons. My parents are extremely disappointed that I didn’t finish, and remind me of that often. I quit college because it would have meant quitting my job and being even more dependent on my parents.

The situation continues to get worse. I cannot stand being around my parents. All my life I have felt inferior. I want to leave but I don’t have the money. I feel I can’t take any more. But my parents say if I would just listen to them, my life would be better. Are they right?



Just as too much physical force can break a child’s bones, too much control can break a child’s spirit and fracture his psyche. It can cause a splintering of self, causing a child to disown some parts of himself and to inflate others.

Children growing up with a tyrannical parent often become what is referred to by professionals as hypervigilant, meaning they develop extraordinary abilities to notice any warning signs of an impending attack. They learn to recognize subtle changes in the facial expressions and voice and body language of others as signals of anger, intoxication, dissociation, or sexual arousal. When they sense danger, they attempt to protect themselves by either avoiding or placating the other person. In addition, children with a tyrannical parent usually carry around a great deal of repressed anger—repressed because they cannot afford to admit they have it, much less risk expressing it.




The Perfectionistic Parent 


PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU ARE NEVER GOOD ENOUGH” 

Perfectionistic parents are often driven by a fear of disorder, uncleanliness, or flaws. They tend to put a great value on appearances, status, and material possessions, or on what others will think. Many feel strongly that anything short of perfection is failure. Consequently, they are also domineering and tyrannical when it comes to what they expect from their children.

Rod’s father expected him to excel in everything he attempted. During high school and college, his father insisted he bring home all As, be class president every year, and shine on the football field. Needless to say, this was a heavy burden. Whenever Rod made a mistake, his father would always say to him, “Get on the stick, Wilson.” Whenever he complained about being tired or showed any weakness, his father would say, “There’s no room for whiners at the top.”

By the time Rod graduated from college, he was emotionally numb. “I pushed myself so hard all my life that I don’t even know who I am. When I look in the mirror I don’t even recognize who I see.”

We’ve all heard of perfectionistic parents who push their children to excel in a particular sport, in academics, or in other endeavors. These children are given the powerful message (sometimes spoken, often unspoken) that they only have value if they perform to their parents’ satisfaction. Oftentimes this is because the parent is living through his child, trying to make up for his own lost dreams.

Perfectionistic parents tend to have disdain for flaws of any kind. This makes them especially critical of their children’s appearance. “My mother was always concerned about the way I looked,” my client Veronica told me. “She hated my teeth, which were crooked like my father’s, so she taught me how to smile without showing my teeth. She couldn’t wait until I was old enough to get braces, but even then she seemed to be embarrassed by the fact that I had to wear them.”

Veronica’s mother’s concern about her appearance understandably made her very self-conscious. “I thought I was a real ugly duckling,” she confided. “I thought everyone had the same reaction to my teeth and later my braces as my mother did—that they couldn’t stand to look at me. Today, even though I have nice straight teeth, I still smile with my mouth closed and put my hand in front of my mouth a lot.”


The Mirror Perfectionistic Parents Hold Up to Their Children 

Instead of receiving encouragement and support from their parents, children of perfectionistic parents tend to receive only criticism, demands, and sometimes ridicule. Consequently, they often grow up feeling inadequate, incapable, awkward, or inept. Since they receive little praise or constructive guidance, their self-esteem is usually very low, and they have little faith in their own abilities. They are often overwhelmed with anxiety whenever they have to perform in any way, and this sets them up for failure. In addition, people raised by perfectionistic parents tend to suffer from any or all of the following problems:• A sense that they are valued for what they do instead of for who they are (doing versus being)
• A tendency to be self-critical, never satisfied with themselves or their performance
• A tendency to doubt themselves and to second-guess
• An inability to identify and express their emotions
• Compulsive behaviors (extreme dieting, overexercising, excessive cleaning)
• Depression






Hypercritical, Shaming Parents 


PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU ARE BAD” OR “YOU ARE UNACCEPTABLE” 

 

Stephen grew up feeling that both his parents didn’t like him very much. “Our home was a very cold place,” Stephen shared with me during our first session. “My mother didn’t want to spend time with me. She said I reminded her of my father—that I was stubborn and opinionated just like he was. She always looked at me with disdain, as if to say, ‘You’re so miserable I don’t want to be around you.’ ” His earliest memory is of being in a crib, screaming at the top of his lungs. He felt he had done something wrong and was being punished for it.

His father was a strict disciplinarian, and Stephen always seemed to be in trouble with him. He often shamed Stephen because Stephen didn’t meet his expectations. “I tried to be perfect so I wouldn’t disappoint my dad and so I wouldn’t get punished, but no matter how hard I tried I never made the mark.”

Stephen was a bed-wetter until age ten and felt a lot of shame about it. His mother constantly complained about having to wash his sheets. Eventually, Stephen began to view himself in the same way his parents did—as a bad kid. “Who I was, wasn’t acceptable.” His mother also became verbally and physically abusive toward him, especially after she and his father got a divorce. “She used to call me a loser. When my dad left it became obvious that she didn’t want anything to do with me.” The last time his mother beat him, he ran away from home and never returned. He was fifteen. He ended up moving in with some older boys he had befriended.

“I always felt like I was under my parents’ thumb when I was at home. With my friends I felt freedom for the first time in my life. I didn’t need a mother or a father—I decided I’d raise myself.”

And that he did. He became very demanding of himself. He did well in his last years of high school and even went on to college, paying for his tuition by working at a grocery store as a bag boy. Stephen built a fortress around himself to prevent himself from ever getting hurt again.

When I met Stephen he couldn’t cry, even though his wife was  threatening to leave him. “I don’t know why my wife married me in the first place. I’m just no good,” he told me at our first session. The sad truth was that Stephen had pushed his wife away because he was so afraid of losing her and so convinced that he was not worthy of her.


How Parents Shame Their Children 

Sometimes parents deliberately shame their children into minding without realizing the disruptive impact shame can have on the child’s sense of self. Statements such as “You should be ashamed of yourself” or “Shame on you” are obvious examples. Yet, because these kinds of statements are overtly shaming, they are actually easier for the child to defend against than more subtle forms of shaming such as contempt, humiliation and public shaming. For example, behavior that is acceptable at home is suddenly seen by parents as bad when they are in public. Or a parent seems to be ashamed because a child is not adhering to certain social norms that he is completely unaware of. Such comments as “Stop that, you’re embarrassing me in front of everyone” not only cause a child to feel exposed, judged, and ashamed but also burden him with his parents’ shame as well.

There are many ways that parents shame their children. These include belittling, blaming, contempt, humiliation, and disabling expectations:• Belittling. Comments such as “You’re too old to want to be held” or “You’re just a crybaby” are horribly humiliating to a child. When a parent makes a negative comparison between his child and another, such as, “Why can’t you act like Tommy? Tommy isn’t a crybaby,” it is not only humiliating but also teaches a child to always compare himself with peers and find himself deficient.
• Blaming. When a child makes a mistake, such as accidentally hitting a ball through a neighbor’s window, he needs to take responsibility. But many parents go way beyond teaching the child a lesson by blaming and berating their children: “You stupid idiot! You should have known better than to play so close to the house! Now I’m going to have to pay for that window. Do you think money grows on trees? I don’t have enough money to  constantly be cleaning up your messes!” All this accomplishes is to shame the child to such an extent that he cannot find a way to walk away from the situation with his head held high. Blaming the child like this is like rubbing his nose in the mess he made, and it produces such intolerable shame that he may be forced to deny responsibility or find ways of excusing it.
• Contempt. Expressions of disgust or contempt communicate absolute rejection. The look of contempt (often a sneer or a raised upper lip), especially from someone who is significant to a child, can be a devastating inducer of shame, because the child is made to feel disgusting or offensive. Having an overly critical parent, one who always finds something wrong with the child, guarantees that the child will be constantly subjected to shame. When I was a child, my mother had an extremely negative attitude toward me. Much of the time she either looked at me expectantly, as though she were saying, “What are you up to now?” or with disapproval or disgust over what I had already done. These looks were extremely shaming to me, causing me to feel that there was something terribly wrong with me.
• Humiliation. As Gershen Kaufman stated in his book Shame: The Power of Caring: “There is no more humiliating experience than to have another person who is clearly the stronger and more powerful take advantage of that power and give us a beating.” I can personally attest to this. In addition to shaming me with her contemptuous looks, my mother often punished me by hitting me with the branch off a tree, and she often did this outside, in front of the neighbors. The humiliation I felt was like a deep wound to my soul.
• Disabling expectations. Appropriate parental expectations serve as necessary guides to behavior and are not disabling. Disabling expectations, on the other hand, involve pressuring a child to excel or perform a task, a skill, or an activity. Parents who have an inordinate need to have their children excel are likely to behave in ways that pressure a child to do more and more. According to Kaufman, when a child becomes aware of the real possibility of failing to meet parental expectations, he or she  often experiences a blinding self-consciousness—the painful watching of oneself—that is very disabling. When something is expected of us in this way, attaining the goal is made harder, if not impossible.Yet another way that parents induce shame in their children is by communicating to them that they are a disappointment. Such messages as “I can’t believe you could do such a thing” or “I am deeply disappointed in you,” accompanied by a disapproving tone of voice and facial expression, can crush a child’s spirit.






The Mirror That Criticizing and Shaming Parents Hold Up to Their Children 

Overly critical parents can destroy their child’s confidence and self-esteem and devastate their self-image. Instead of motivating children, overly critical comments tend to destroy a child’s will to succeed and his capacity to change, and deprive him of motivation.

Like Stephen, a child who is shamed by rejection, mockery, or expressions of disgust or contempt will often shrink from contact with others. He may seek invisibility in order to feel safe. He grows up feeling unlovable because he was taught that it was his fault that his parents did not love him, or that his acceptance was conditional—depending on whether he performed to his parents’ satisfaction.

Because shame is so debilitating, it makes sense that we would do almost anything to avoid it. Human beings strive to stay in control. We are raised to believe that we are responsible for what happens to us and that we can control our own lives. When something goes wrong, we tend to feel ashamed about the fact that we have lost control of our lives. This is especially true of children, who instead of simply believing that something bad “just happened,” tend to believe that they somehow caused or contributed to the events and are therefore responsible for them. Being victimized causes us to feel helpless, and it is this helplessness that leads us to feel humiliated and ashamed. As a protection against these feelings we may take personal responsibility for our own victimization.


Becoming Shame-Bound 

Sometimes a child has been so severely shamed or experienced so many shame-inducing incidents that he or she becomes what is referred to as “shame-bound” or “shame-based,” meaning that shame has become a dominant factor in the formation of the person’s personality. Shame-based people suffer from extremely low self-esteem, feelings of worthlessness, and self-hatred. They feel inferior, “bad,” unacceptable, and different from others. They were often taught that they were worthless or bad by hearing adults say such things to them as “You are in my way,” “I wish you were never born,” or “You’ll never amount to anything.”

Shame-based people are commonly survivors of severe physical discipline, emotional abuse, neglect, and abandonment—which all send the message that the child is worthless, unacceptable, and bad. These acts also convey the message that the adult will treat you any way he or she wants because you are a worthless commodity. Many shame-based people were also humiliated for their behavior (being chastised or beaten in front of others, being told, “What’s wrong with you?” or “What would your precious teacher think of you if she knew who you really are?”). Last but not least, shame-based people often had to endure shame-inducing traumas like child sexual abuse.

Shame-based people tend to defend against any feeling of shame with anger. Whereas most people react with anger whenever they are made to feel humiliated, devalued, or demeaned, shame-based or shame-bound people tend to be extremely sensitive and defensive. They go into rages when they feel criticized or attacked—which is often. Because they are so critical of themselves, they believe everyone else is critical of them. And because they despise themselves, they assume everyone else dislikes them. If you are shame-bound, one teasing comment or one well-intentioned criticism can send you into a rage that lasts for hours. Because you feel shamed by the other person’s comment, you may spend hours making the other person feel horrible about himself by dumping shame back on him.

Another way shame-based people use anger as a defense is by attacking others before they have a chance to attack them. It’s as if they are saying, “I’ll show you. I’ll make you feel like shit because that’s what you think of me.”

Shame-based people feel very vulnerable underneath all their  defensiveness. If you are shame-bound, you may also use anger to keep people away from your vulnerability by raging at them. In essence you are saying, “Don’t get any closer to me. I don’t want you to know who I really am.” This type of raging works; it drives people away or keeps them at a safe distance. Of course, this also makes you feel even worse when you realize that others are avoiding you.


Rage 

Rage occurs spontaneously and naturally following shame. It serves a vital self-protective function by insulating the self against further exposure and by actively keeping others away to avoid further occurrences of shame. Extroverted children are more likely to express rage at being shamed, while introverted children often tend to keep their rage inside, more hidden from the view of others.

Humiliation can be a fertile breeding ground for hatred and for revenge-seeking. By hating one’s oppressor and nursing revenge fantasies, the shamed and wounded person can salvage something of his or her dignity. To do otherwise, to give in to the power of others, may feel to some like a relinquishing of integrity and, in doing so, a loss of self-respect.

A related way that victims suppress their feelings of helplessness is by identifying with the aggressor. We find this phenomenon to be particularly common with boy victims. In most societies it is not acceptable for men to be perceived as victims. Because of this, boys tend to blame themselves and even convince themselves that they caused the behavior in the abusive person. The boy may also come to identify with the aggressor—that is, become like his abuser. The only way left for him to discharge his shame and aggression is to do to others what was done to him.

As Gershen Kaufman explains in The Power of Caring: “If rage emerges as a strategy of defense, what we will see is an individual who holds onto rage as a characterological style. This manifests itself either in hostility towards others or bitterness. Although this hostility or bitterness arises as a defense to protect the self against further experiences of shame, it becomes disconnected from its originating source and becomes a generalized reaction directed toward almost anyone who may approach.”

EXERCISE: YOURSHAMING EXPERIENCES

If you recognize some or all of the examples of parental shaming listed previously, this exercise will help you further identify and process what you personally experienced as a child.1. Make a list of experiences in childhood and adolescence that shamed you the most.
2. Write down how each of these experiences made you feel.
3. How did you react to the shaming experiences of your childhood? Did you blame yourself? Did you become angry?
4. How do you think these shaming experiences have affected your life? Write down your insights.







The Self-Absorbed or Narcissistic Parent 


PARENTAL MIRROR: “YOU DON’T MATTER” OR “YOU ARE INVISIBLE” 

Some parents are egocentric, meaning that their needs, wants, and beliefs are always more important than their children’s (or anyone else’s for that matter). These parents have little or no sense that their disregard (active or passive) for their child is teaching her that she is not worth much. Such treatment tends to result in either self-hatred or an idealized, defensive sense of self that leads to frustration, failure, and unhappiness for the child.

My client Sara described her mother in this way: “My mother was completely self-absorbed. Everything centered around her—her needs, her interests, her ideas. Most of the time I was invisible to her. I could be in the same room with her and she wouldn’t notice me. If I needed anything she acted as if it was a huge imposition. I didn’t dare interrupt her when she was busy or she’d snap at me and make me feel like I was being selfish by bothering her. The only time she seemed to validate my existence was if I drew some positive attention  to myself. As a little girl, if someone told me I was cute, my mother would beam with pride and make some comment about how much I looked like her. When I discovered I had a talent for music, she told me I had gotten it from her. As far as she was concerned, there was nothing I achieved on my own—it was either because I inherited it from her, because she helped me, or because she made it possible.”

Like a self-absorbed parent, a narcissistic parent is only interested in what reflects on herself. Her needs are all-important; nothing and no one else counts, including her children. But narcissistic parents take self-absorption to an even greater extreme. Everything a narcissist does or experiences is seen as a reflection of self; therefore, her children are perceived as her possessions, useful to her only if they can provide something she needs—admiration from others, validation that she is a good mother, or someone who will adore her and put her on a pedestal. Narcissists enjoy the power they have as a parent and use it to build up their own shaky egos.

Mason came to see me because he wanted my help in breaking away from his mother. He was twenty-five but had been living on his own for only about six months. “When I left home my mother acted as if I’d stabbed her in the heart,” Mason lamented. “All I did was what kids are supposed to do—grow up and become independent from their parents!” To make matters worse, Mason was an artist, and his mother had acted as his manager for many years, doing all the legwork of getting his paintings in galleries. “I am very grateful for all my mother has done for me, but frankly, she did it more for herself than for me. It made her feel good about herself for raising such a child prodigy, and she took most of the credit for my career. You should hear her talking about how much she did to encourage my talent as I was growing up and what hard work it was getting people to take notice of my work. Now that I’m on my own, she feels threatened. I’m showing her I don’t need her, and she doesn’t like it.”

Mason was describing a typical narcissistic mother—chronically cold but at the same time overprotective. She invades her child’s autonomy and manipulates him to conform to her wishes. She rejects all about him that she finds objectionable, putting him in the anxiety-ridden position of losing her affection if he expresses dissatisfaction.

Psychological health comes from the experience, starting in early  infancy, of parental acceptance. It comes from learning that although you are not perfect, you are still worthy of love. Children need to know that all that they are—both good and bad, naughty and nice, smart and stupid—is acceptable to their parents. But children of narcissistic parents do not experience this kind of acceptance. Instead, a narcissistic parent rejects everything about her child that she finds imperfect or objectionable. She has extremely high expectations of her child and continuously works on improving him.

As Elan Golumb wrote in her classic book Trapped in the Mirror: Adult Children of Narcissists in their Struggle for Self, the child of a narcissist has rejection as her birthright. Because a narcissistic parent unconsciously despises himself (due to his parents’ rejection of him), he cannot accept his children. His attitude—a variant of the old Groucho Marx adage “I would not join any club that would have me as its member”—becomes “I would not love any child who would have me as its parent.” Therefore, the narcissistic parent is most demanding and deforming of the child he identifies with most strongly.

In its extreme, narcissism becomes a character disorder. Someone with narcissistic personality disorder, or NPD, as described in The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV), has the following characteristics:1. An inflated or grandiose sense of self-importance (for example, exaggerates own abilities and achievements)
2. A preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, fame, power, beauty, and perfect love (uncritical adoration)
3. A belief that he or she is special and unique and can only be appreciated and understood by other special or high-status people
4. Requires excessive admiration
5. A sense of entitlement, that is, unreasonable expectations of being treated especially favorable or automatic granting of his or her own wishes
6. Exploitative in his or her interpersonal relationships; that is, takes advantage of others to achieve his or her own needs
7. A lack of empathy for others; is unwilling or unable to recognize or identify with the feelings and needs of others
8. Is often envious of others or believes that others are envious of him or her
9. Arrogance or haughtiness in behavior and attitudes


In addition, those with NPD or strong narcissistic traits will exhibit the following: a tendency to feel rage with little objective cause; a readiness to treat people with cool indifference as punishment for hurtful treatment or as an indication of the fact that they have no current use for the person; a tendency toward severe feelings of inferiority, shame, and emptiness; a need to be looked at and admired (exhibitionism); and a tendency to overidealize or devalue people based largely on a narrow focus.

Narcissistic parents have an investment in preventing their children from becoming separate individuals. They do not recognize that their children have their own needs, feelings, desires, and perceptions. For example, these parents believe their children should always be as happy or as miserable as they are. When a child does not share their own emotional moods, it is taken as a sign of disloyalty and insensitivity. Children of narcissists are trained to distrust the reality of their own thoughts and to allow others to think for them, because a narcissist attempts to define his children’s reality. He tells them what they are feeling and thinking, often creating great confusion in the children’s minds.

Any movement toward autonomy on the part of the child is greeted by the parent’s pain, resentment, and anger. Children of narcissists often feel they do not have a right to exist. As Elan Golumb so eloquently stated in Trapped in the Mirror, “Their selves have been twisted out of their natural shape, since any movement toward independence is treated as a betrayal and something that can cause the parent irreparable harm.”


The Mirror That Narcissistic Parents Hold Up to Their Children 

The child of a narcissist becomes the carrier of both his parents’ rejected imperfections and his parents’ grandiose fantasies. This  creates a self-image that is extremely contradictory—he is a miserable failure who will never accomplish anything and at the same time he is capable of total perfection and admiration. The child’s inner self is treated as identical with his external behavior and the products he creates. He is barraged with criticism, which he inevitably comes to believe. On top of all this damage, the narcissistic parent frames his comments in such a way that he implicates the child’s inner self. It isn’t that he got a bad grade on a paper, it is that he is a failure. As a result, the child cannot be objective about what he does and cannot utilize criticism effectively. It hurts too much to take in.

As a result, children of narcissists often have serious problems with performance. Because of their fear of failure and their damaged self-esteem, they find many ways of hiding. Although adult children of narcissistic parents may achieve competence in some areas, they usually achieve only a small measure of their true potential. They are slowed down, constricted by the lack of confidence their narcissistic parents showed in them and by their own defenses against their parents’ criticism, control, manipulation, and rejection.

This is how Elan Golumb describes it: “One terrible defensive outcome is to settle into an emotionally robotic existence in which they feel neither the pain of childhood nor the realization of life’s pleasures. Feelingless and neutral, we defer to the parent’s prohibition of our becoming a separate person.”

MIRROR THERAPY ASSIGNMENT # 2

1. Write down each of the negative mirrors your parents held up to you. While you may relate to many or even all of the descriptions and examples, is there one that you resonate with more than any other?
2. Write a detailed description of the way your parents treated you. Include any behavior on their part that led you to feel inadequate, incompetent, unloved, shamed, worthless, alone, or helpless.
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