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To Karen, my extraordinary wife, whose golden smile can wither away the darkest shame and who loves me unconditionally.

To my longtime friends (who used to be my children) Brad, Brenda and John. Forgive me for all the times I’ve transferred my shame to you.

To my father, Jack. Toxic shame took your life and robbed us of our time.
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Preface to the Revised Edition 

It’s been sixteen years since I wrote the first edition of Healing the Shame That Binds You. At that time the material on shame was tremendously helpful to me personally, but I had no idea of its impact on the public. The response has been a joy to me, and I want to thank you for your continuing letters of appreciation. The book is now in ten languages and has sold more than 1.5 million copies in the United States and more than one hundred thousand copies abroad. I was most amazed when it hit the New York Times best-seller list. That is an honor my toxic shame had never let me dream could happen.

In the intervening years I’ve enriched my understanding of the importance of healthy shame in forming our sense of identity, in guarding our honor and dignity, in safeguarding our spirituality and in forming our conscience. I’ll be completing a new book in 2006 on the unique kind of moral intelligence that is the source of virtue and ethical sensitivity. Without healthy shame, moral behavior and ethical responsibility are impossible.

In researching my book on family secrets, I found many writings concerning shame that I had not known about when I first wrote Healing the Shame That Binds You.

Thanks to the psychiatrist Donald Nathanson and his fine book Shame and Pride, I learned that the first scholarly treatise on shame, entitled Two Dialogues of Shame, went back to a Renaissance genius named Annibale Pocaterra, who wrote it in 1592.

Pocaterra clearly understood shame was an innate feeling that could be internalized as a destructive identity.

I further came to realize that Charles Darwin, writing three hundred years later, found blushing and the mother of blushing, shame, to be the emotion that distinguishes humans from all other animals. At the turn of the century, Havelock Ellis produced his extensive studies, The Psychology of Sex, the first part of which he called “The Evolution of Modesty,” an essay on shame and blushing that supports Darwin’s discussion. In Russia, a great philosopher in the nineteenth century, Vladimir Soloviev, put shame at the heart of his ethics. In The Justification of the Good, he writes, “The feeling of shame is a fact which absolutely distinguishes man from all lower nature.” Soloviev defines humans as the animals “capable of shame.”

I wrote my master’s dissertation on the work of the German philosopher Nietzsche and quoted his statements on shame “as the source and safeguard of spirituality” in the first edition. Nietzsche delved deeply into the meaning of shame in his attempt to understand what it means to be human. I will expand on Nietzsche’s understanding of the relationship between shame and spirituality in the new Part III of this book, where I expanded Chapter Twelve of the original edition into three separate chapters.

I’ve come to see that one of the most profound aspects of healthy shame is its role in forming, directing and fulfilling the sex drive and in forming mature and soulful sexuality. I’m indebted to Carl D. Schneider, in his book Shame, Exposure and Privacy, for presenting the work of the German philosopher Max Scheler. Scheler wrote his German treatise, entitled Über Scham ünd Schamgelfühl, in the mid-twentieth century. Unfortunately, this work has been translated only into French, under the title La Pudeur. I’m completely indebted to Schneider for his presentation of this important material in English. I have put this material in the new Chapter Twelve, entitled “Spirituality and Sexuality.” In this chapter, I outline how healthy shame forms, directs and fulfills the development of healthy sexuality.

I’ve added my own interpretations to Scheler’s work, and I take full responsibility for the final product. With shameless pornography grossing more money than ABC, NBC, CBS and cable networks combined, Scheler’s work is most relevant.

The most important enrichment in my understanding of healthy and toxic shame has come directly from reading the work of Silvan Tompkins, called the “American Einstein” by Donald Nathanson. Both Gershan Kaufman, who was a constant guide in the first edition of Healing the Shame That Binds You, and Donald Nathanson, who helped clarify many issues in this new edition, are directly indebted to Silvan Tompkins for their own works. This is not to take anything away from each man’s originality, but it is something that both generously acknowledge.

Tomkins’s work is highly clinical and often hard to read and understand. But it seems clear he is presenting a new and original theory of the primacy of human affects as the essential motivating force in human behavior. Affects, according to Tompkins, are biological mechanisms that unfold according to precisely written scripts. When an affect is named, the word “feeling” is used. The word “feeling” implies that the person has some level of awareness that an affect has been triggered. When Tompkins speaks of an affect as an emotion, he implies some biographical experience has taken place, since a triggered affect (feeling) always happens in the context of some situation or interaction that is encoded in our memory as a scene.

Tompkins thus describes an emotion as the complex combination of an affect with those memories that record their original occurrence and with the affects that the emotion may further trigger. When I use the words “affect,” “feeling” or “emotion” in this book, I will be using them in the sense I’ve just described.

For example, if I told you I was angry with my dad because of his continued broken promises, you would go to your own scenes (your memories of being angry at your dad if he broke his promise to you), but you would not know exactly what my emotion of anger is referring to. I would have to describe in sensory-based detail what I meant by anger. In my case the scene(s) involved my dad promising me every month for two years that he would take me to play golf. On the day we were finally going to play he said he had to go downtown to his office on Franklin Street in Houston, Texas, in order to get his paycheck. We didn’t have a car so we carried our golf clubs on the bus and went downtown. I can remember standing at 504 Franklin Avenue while my dad went up to his office. He was gone twenty-five minutes, which is an eternity to an anxious twelve-year-old. When he finally came down he told me that he had to go back to work—that an emergency had come up. I knew he was lying and that he was going out to drink with his pals. My dad was a serious alcoholic. I was too cowed and too desperate for his love to confront his lie. So I took my golf clubs and got back on the bus. Shortly after I got on the bus I felt intense hurt, anger and shame. I went into an hysterical state—crying, sobbing and yelling at the bus driver to open the window next to my seat. I intended to throw my golf clubs out of the window. They were brand new, a gift from my grandfather. I was in such a state of panic that the bus driver stopped the bus and a group of people on the bus tried to console me. This triggered an even stronger feeling of shame as humiliation.

As you read this scene, it may trigger some scene you experienced and feelings that go with your scene, or you may have felt your own feelings of anger at my father and sadness for me. In any case, you now can understand and get a visual picture of the scene that embodies my emotion of anger at my father for his broken promises.

Tompkins discovered nine innate affects in his research. The nine affects are excitement, pleasure, startle, distress (sadness), fear and anger, shame, dissmell and disgust. In the case of the latter three, shame is an affect auxiliary, which is like a natural boundary governing excitement and pleasure. If excitement or pleasure go on too long or are excessive, the feeling of shame kicks in to stop them. I will expand on this throughout the text.

The feelings of “dissmell” and “disgust” are drive auxillaries that originally monitored hunger and thirst. These feelings have become more complex and abstract. Dissmell is a feeling that is present in prejudice and operates poignantly in sexual relations. Think of the billions spent on perfumes and genital deodorants. Disgust is related to anger and shame. There is much disgust displayed during many divorce proceedings. There is also great disgust in relation to sexual violation and rejection. Rapists frequently have their sex drive fused with anger and disgust.

For Tompkins, the primary blueprint for cognition, decision and action is provided by the affect system. This means that for Tompkins, affects (feeling) are forms of thinking and are integrally related to decision and action. The neuroscientist Antonio Damasio supports Tompkins’s position in his book Descartes’ Error. He has proven that when there is damage to the part of the brain that controls feelings, the damaged person cannot make decisions.

Tompkins sees the affect system as one of our bodily systems, like the nervous system or the immune system. For Tompkins, Freud was wrong in viewing libido (sexual energy) as the motivating energy of human behavior. Tompkins writes:

I see affect or feeling as the primary innate biological motivating mechanism, more urgent than drive deprivation and pleasure and more urgent than physical pain.

He goes on to say that without feeling, nothing matters, and with feeling, anything can matter.

Current trends and conclusions in modern neuroscientific studies support Tompkins’s overall position. The work that follows is also predicated on Tompkins’s theory of the primacy of affect.

The Affect of Shame 

The subject of this book is the affect of shame. No affect is more important to our sense of self or our identity, dignity and honor. And no affect is more important for our ethical and spiritual life. The affect shame as toxic is a source of most of the neurotic and character-disordered behaviors that we now understand. It is also the source of violence to self and others.

I’ve modified some of the chapters from the original edition. I’ve deleted the sections on dreams, the NLP technique of building a new self-image and some of the material on tracking down toxic voices. The feedback I’ve gotten is that those exercises and strategies were not found by many readers to be useful.

I’ve expanded Part III to include chapters on spirituality and sexuality, and healthy shame as revelatory and revolutionary in terms of finding our true selves, spiritual destinies and callings. And the final chapter outlines seven major blessings that come from healthy shame.

I want to thank all of you in the United States and abroad who read the first edition of Healing the Shame That Binds You. You have honored me beyond my wildest expectations. My hope is that you find this new edition worthy of its revision.



Preface to the Original Edition 

And they were not ashamed.

—Genesis 

Ten years ago I had one of those life-jolting discoveries that significantly changed everything. I named the core demon in my life. I named “shame.” This means that I became aware of the massive destructive power shame had exerted in my life. I discovered that I had been bound by shame all my life. It ruled me like an addiction. I acted it out; I covered it up in subtle and not-so-subtle ways; I transferred it to my family, my clients and the people I taught.

Shame was the unconscious demon I had never acknowledged. In becoming aware of the dynamics of shame, I came to see that shame is one of the major destructive forces in all human life. In naming shame I began to have power over it.

In itself, shame is not bad. Shame is a normal human emotion. In fact, it is necessary to feel shame if one is to be truly human. Shame is the emotion that gives us permission to be human. Shame tells us of our limits. Shame keeps us in our human boundaries, letting us know we can and will make mistakes and that we need help. Our shame tells us we are not God. Healthy shame is the psychological foundation of humility. It is the source of spirituality.

What I discovered was that shame as a healthy human emotion can be transformed into shame as a state of being. As a state of being shame takes over one’s whole identity. To have shame as an identity is to believe that one’s being is flawed, that one is defective as a human being. Once shame is transformed into an identity, it becomes toxic and dehumanizing.

Toxic shame is unbearable and always necessitates a cover-up, a false self. Since one feels his true self is defective and flawed, one needs a false self that is not defective and flawed. Once one becomes a false self, one ceases to exist psychologically. To be a false self is to cease being an authentic human being. The process of false self formation is what Alice Miller calls “soul murder.” As a false self, one tries to be more than human or less than human. Toxic shame is the greatest form of learned domestic violence there is. It destroys human life. Toxic shame is the core of most forms of emotional illness. Gershen Kaufman writes in Shame:

Shame is the affect which is the source of many complex and disturbing inner states: depression, alienation, self doubt, isolating loneliness, paranoid and schizoid phenomena, compulsive disorders, splitting of the self, perfectionism, a deep sense of inferiority, inadequacy or failure, the so-called borderline conditions and disorders of narcissism.

Toxic shame so destroys the function of our authentic selves that clear syndromes of shame develop out of the false self cover-ups. Each syndrome has its own characteristic pattern. Toxic shame becomes the core of neurosis, character disorders, political violence, wars and criminality. It comes the closest to defining human bondage of all the things I know.

The Bible describes shame as the core and consequence of Adam’s fall. In Hebrew, Adam is equivalent to mankind. Adam symbolizes all human beings. The Bible suggests that Adam was not satisfied with his own being. He wanted to be more than he was. He wanted to be more than human. He failed to accept his essential limitations. He lost his healthy shame. The Bible suggests that the origin of human bondage (original sin) is the desire to be other than who we are . . . to be more than human. In his toxic shame (pride), Adam wanted a false self. The false self led to his destruction.

After Adam alienated his true being, he went into hiding. “And the Lord God called unto Adam . . . where art thou?” And Adam said, “I heard thy voice in the garden and I hid myself” (Genesis 3:9–10). Before the fall, the man and the woman were both naked and “were not ashamed” (Genesis 2:25). Once they chose to be other than what they were, they became naked and ashamed.

Nakedness symbolized their true and authentic selves. They were who they were, and they were okay with it. There was nothing to hide. They could be perfectly and rigorously honest.

This symbolic and metaphorical description of Adam and Eve is a description of the human condition. Unconditional love and acceptance of self seems to be the hardest task for all humankind. Refusing to accept our “real selves,” we try to create more powerful false selves, or we give up and become less than human. This results in a lifetime of cover-up and secrecy. This secrecy and hiding is the basic cause of human suffering.

Total self-love and acceptance is the only foundation for happiness and the love of others. Without total self-love and acceptance, we are doomed to the enervating task of creating false selves. It takes lots of energy and hard work to live a false self. This may be the symbolic meaning of the Biblical statement that after the fall the man and the woman would suffer in their natural activities: the woman in childbirth, the man in his work.

How do we heal this shame that binds us? Wherein lies our hope? This is the concern of this book. In what follows I’d like to share with you my own journey in healing shame. This journey has been the most important issue in my life. Toxic shame is everywhere. Toxic shame is cunning, powerful and baffling. Its power resides in its darkness and secretiveness.

In Part I, I try to bring shame out of hiding by examining its many faces and exposing its origins and major cover-ups. I show how shame creates hopelessness and spiritual bankruptcy.

Part II offers every way I know for reducing toxic shame and transforming it back into healthy shame. My most sincere hope is that every reader who is bound by the ties of toxic shame will use this book to free himself from this menacing enemy.



PART I 

The Problem— 
Spiritual Bankruptcy 

We have no imagination for Evil, but Evil has us in its grip.

—C. G. Jung 



Introduction: Shame as Demonic (The Internalization Process) A 

As I’ve delved deeper into the destructive power of toxic shame, I’ve come to see that it directly touches the age-old theological and metaphysical discussion generally referred to as the problem of evil. The problem of evil may be more accurately described as the mystery of evil. No one has ever explained the existence of evil in the world.Centuries ago in the Judeo-Christian West, evil was considered the domain of the Devil, or Satan, the fallen angel. Biblical scholars tell us that the idea of a purely evil being like the Devil or Satan was a late development in the Bible. In the book of Job, Satan was the heavenly district attorney whose job it was to test the faith of those who, like Job, were specially blessed.

During the Persian conquest of the Israelites, the Satan of Job became fused with the Zoroastrian dualistic theology adopted by the Persians, where two opposing forces, one of good, Ahura Mazda, the Supreme Creator deity, was in a constant battle with Ahriman, the absolute god of evil. This polarized dualism was present in the theology of the Essenes and took hold in Christianity where God and his Son Jesus were in constant battle with the highest fallen angel, Satan, for human souls. This dualism persists today only in fundamentalist religions (Muslim terrorists, the Taliban, the extreme Christian Right and a major part of evangelical Christianity).

The figure of Satan and the fires of hell have been demythologized by modern Christian biblical scholars, theologians and philosophers.

The mystery of evil has not been dismissed by the demythologizing of the Devil. Rather, it has been intensified in the twentieth century by two world wars, Nazism, Stalinism, the genocidal regime of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, and the heinous and ruthless extermination of Tibetans and Tibetan Buddhism by Pol Pot. These reigns of evil form what has been called a collective shadow, and it has been shown how naïve and unconscious the people of the world have been in relation to these evils.

The denial of evil seems to be a learned behavior. The idea of evil is always subject to denial as a coping mechanism.

Evil is real and is a permanent part of the human condition. “To deny that evil is a permanent affliction of humankind,” says the philosopher Ernst Becker in his book Escape from Evil, “is perhaps the most dangerous kind of thinking.” He goes on to suggest that in denying evil, humans have heaped evil on the world. Historically, great misfortunes have resulted from humans, blinded by the full reality of evil, thinking they were doing good but dispensing miseries far worse than the evil they thought to eradicate. The Crusades during the Middle Ages and the Vietnam War are examples that come to mind.

While demons, Satan and hellfire have been demythologized by any critically thinking person, the awesome collective power of evil remains. Many theologiams and psychologists refer to evil as the demonic in human life. They call us to personal wholeness and self-awareness, especially in relation to our own toxic shame or shadow, which goes unconscious and in hiding because it is so painful to bear. These men warn against duality and polarization. “We must beware of thinking of Good and Evil as absolute opposites,” writes Carl Jung. Good and evil are potentials in every human being; they are halves of a paradoxical whole. Each represents a judgment, and “we cannot believe that we will always judge rightly.”

Nothing can spare us the torment of ethical decision. In the past, prior to the patriarchies of Hitler, Stalin and Pol Pot, it was believed that moral evaluation was built and founded on the certitude of a moral code that pretended to know exactly what is good and what is evil. But now we know how any patriarchy, even religious ones, can make cruel and violent decisions. Ethical decision is an uncertain and ultimately a creative act. My new book on moral intelligence calls these patriarchies “cultures of obedience,” and presents an ethics of virtues as a way to avoid such moral totalism. The Jews who killed their Nazi guards or SS troopers coming to search their homes are now considered ethically good, no matter what the absolutist moral code says about killing. There is a structure of evil that transcends the malice of any single individual. The Augustinian priest Gregory Baum was the man I first heard call it “the demonic.”

It can begin with the best of intentions, with a sincere belief that one is doing good and fighting to eradicate evil, as in the Vietnam War—but it ends with heinous evil. “Life consists of achieving Good, not apart from Evil, but in spite of it,” says the psychologist Rollo May. There is no such thing as pure good in human affairs. Those who claim it are seriously deluded and will likely be the next perpetrators of evil.

As I pointed out in the preface to this revised edition, the affect shame has the potential for the depths of human evil or the heights of human good.In this regard shame is demonic. “The daimonic,” says the psychologist Steven A. Diamond, “is any natural function which has the power to take over the whole person.” Shame is a natural feeling that, when allowed to function well, monitors a person’s sense of excitement or pleasure. But when the feeling of shame is violated by a coercive and perfectionistic religion and culture—especially by shame-based source figures who mediate religion and culture—it becomes an all-embracing identity. A person with internalized shame believes he is inherently flawed, inferior and defective.Such a feeling is so painful that defending scripts (or strategies) are developed to cover it up. These scripts are the roots of violence, criminality, war and all forms of addiction.

What I’ll mainly describe in the first part of this book is how the affect shame can become the source of self-loathing, hatred of others, cruelty, violence, brutality, prejudice and all forms of destructive addictions. As an internalized identity, toxic shame is one of the major sources of the demonic in human life.



1 

The Healthy Faces of Shame (HDL Shame) 

Everyone needs a sense of shame, but no one needs to feel ashamed.

—Frederick Nietzsche 

Because of its preverbal origins, shame is difficult to define. It is a healthy human feeling that can become a true sickness of the soul. Just as there are two kinds of cholesterol, HDL (healthy) and LDL (toxic), so also are there two forms of shame: innate shame and toxic/life-destroying shame. When shame is toxic, it is an excruciatingly internal experience of unexpected exposure. It is a deep cut felt primarily from the inside. It divides us from ourselves and from others. When our feeling of shame becomes toxic shame, we disown ourselves. And this disowning demands a cover-up. Toxic shame parades in many garbs and get-ups. It loves darkness and secretiveness. It is the dark, secret aspect of shame that has evaded our study.

Because toxic shame stays in hiding and covers itself up, we have to track it down by learning to recognize its many faces and its many distracting behavioral cover-ups.

SHAME AS A HEALTHY HUMAN FEELING 

The idea of shame as healthy seems foreign to English-speaking people because we have only one word for shame in English. To my knowledge, most other languages have at least two words for shame (see Figure 1.1).

FIGURE 1.1
The Languages of Shame 

[image: wish1]
ANNIBALE POCATERRA 

The earliest treatise on shame was written by Annnibale Pocaterra, born in 1562. My awareness of Pocaterra’s book, Two Dialogues on Shame, came from Donald Nathanson’s comprehensive book Shame and Pride. According to Nathanson, Pocaterra wrote his book on shame at age thirty. His book was the only scholarly work on shame until Darwin wrote about it three hundred years later. Pocaterra died a few months after publishing his book. Only thirty-eight copies are known to exist today. Nathanson owns one of them, and I’m indebted to him for what follows (see Shame and Pride, pages 443–445).

In the beginning of his book, Pocaterra tells us that “in the end shame is a good thing, a part of everyday existence.” Shame, according to Pocaterra, makes us timorous, humble and contrite and causes outrage against the self.

When we are attacked by shame, Pocaterra says we “would like nothing better than to run and hide from the eyes of the world.” He also describes shame as the “fear of infamy,” which can lead a person to attack his enemy with passion. Shame is thus capable of both cowardice and bravery. Long before Silvan Tomkins’s treatise on shame, Pocaterra posited that our emotions are innate and that “they are only good or evil as the end to which they are used.” There is an innate and a learned component to all emotion. “Therefore,” Pocaterra writes, “there must be two shames, one natural and free from awareness and the other acquired.”

Pocaterra understood shame to be our teacher. He thought the shame of children was like a seed that will become a small plant in youth and leads to virtue at maturity. Pocaterra looked at blushing as the external sign of shame and believed that blushing was both the recognition of having made a mistake as well as the desire to make amends. Three hundred years later Darwin would posit blushing as that which distinguishes us from all other animals. Darwin knew that the mother of the blush was shame. For Darwin, shame defines our essential humanity. Silvan Tomkins views shame as an innate feeling that limits our experience of interest, curiosity and pleasure. 

SHAME AS PERMISSION TO BE HUMAN 

Healthy shame lets us know that we are limited. It tells us that to be human is to be limited. Actually, humans are essentially limited. Not one of us has, or can ever have, unlimited power. The unlimited power that many modern gurus offer is false hope. Their programs calling us to unlimited power have made them rich, not us. They touch our false selves and tap our toxic shame. We humans are finite, “perfectly imperfect.” Limitation is our essential nature. Grave problems result from refusing to accept our limits. 

Healthy shame is an emotion that teaches us about our limits. Like all emotions, shame moves us to get our basic needs met.

EGO BOUNDARIES 

One of our basic needs is structure. We ensure our structure by developing a boundary system within which we safely operate. Structure gives our lives form. Boundaries offer us safety and allow more efficient use of energy. 

There is an old joke about the man who “got on his horse and rode off in all directions.” Without boundaries we have no limits and are easily confused. We go this way and that, wasting a lot of energy. We lose our way or become addicted because we don’t know when to stop; we don’t know how to say no.

Healthy shame keeps us grounded. It is a yellow light, warning us of our essential limitations. Healthy shame is the basic metaphysical boundary for human beings. It is the emotional energy that signals us that we are not God—that we will make mistakes, that we need help. Healthy shame gives us permission to be human.

Healthy shame is part of every human’s personal power. It allows us to know our limits, and thus to use our energy more effectively. We have better direction when we know our limits. We do not waste ourselves on goals we cannot reach or on things we cannot change. Healthy shame allows our energy to be integrated rather than diffused.

THE DEVELOPMENTAL STAGE 
OF HEALTHY (HDL) SHAME 

Figure 1.2 gives an overview of how the feeling of shame expands and grows over our lifetime. The chart is epigenetic, meaning that each stage builds upon and retains the previous stage.

We need to know from the beginning that we can trust the world. The world first comes to us in the form of our primary caregivers. We need to know that we can count on someone to be there for us in a humanly predictable manner. If we had a caregiver who was mostly predictable, and who touched us and mirrored all our behaviors, we developed a sense of basic trust. When security and trust are present, we begin to develop an interpersonal bond, which forms a bridge of empathic mutuality. Such a bridge is crucial for the development of self-worth. The only way a child can develop a sense of self is through a relationship with another. We are “we” before we are “I.”

In this earliest stage of life, we can only know ourselves in the mirroring eyes of our primary caregivers.

FIGURE 1.2
Developmental Stages of Healthy (HDL) Shame 
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THE INTERPERSONAL BRIDGE 

The relationship between child and caregiver gradually evolves out of reciprocal interest, along with shared experiences of trust. Actually, trust is fostered by the fact that we come to expect and rely on the mutuality of response. As trust grows, an emotional bond is formed. The emotional bond allows the child to risk venturing out to explore the world. This bond becomes an interpersonal bridge between child and caregiver. The bridge is the foundation for mutual growth and understanding. The interpersonal bridge is strengthened by certain experiences we have come to accept and depend on. The other person, our primary caregiver, becomes significant in the sense that that person’s love, respect and care for us really matter. We allow ourselves to be vulnerable in that we allow ourselves to need the other person.

SHAME AS SHYNESS 

Once basic trust has been established, the child’s feeling of shame emerges. The first appearance of the feeling of shame usually occurs at about six months. At that age, a child has become familiar with his or her mother’s face. When a strange face (maybe a relative seeing the baby for the first time) appears, the infant experiences shame as shyness in looking at the strange face.

Some children are temperamentally shy and withdrawn. But all of us experience some shyness in the presence of what is unfamiliar.

SHAME AS A LIMIT TO CURIOSITY: 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF HEALTHY SHAME 

SIX MONTHS TO EIGHTEEN MONTHS 

At about six to eighteen months of age, a child begins to develop musculature. He needs to establish a balance between “holding on and letting go.” The earliest muscle development focuses on crawling and then gaining balance when standing up and walking. This triggers the desire to roam and explore, and in order to roam and explore, the child needs to separate from his primary caregivers. The early exploratory stage is characterized by touching, tasting and examining the many fascinating aspects of the environment. Children lack coordination and knowledge. My grandson Jackson loved to dunk his head into the toilet at this stage. When he was stopped from doing something (like throwing his train into the TV) he hid his eyes. Six- to eighteen-month-olds are magical in their thinking. When Jackson hid his eyes, we disappeared. In his magical mind, if he couldn’t see us, then we couldn’t see him. Hiding the eyes is characteristic of shame because shame guards against overexposure. When we are exposed without any way to protect ourselves, we feel the pain of shame. If we are continually overexposed, shame becomes toxic.

EIGHTEEN MONTHS TO THREE AND A HALF YEARS 

The psychologist Erik Erikson says that the psychosocial task at this stage of development is to strike a balance between autonomy and shame and doubt. This stage (eighteen months to three and a half years) has been called “the terrible twos” because children begin to explore by touching, tasting and testing. Two-year-olds are in a counterdependent stage. They need to separate and are stubborn. They want to do it their way (always within eyesight of their caregiver). When two-year-olds are thwarted (like every three minutes), they have intense anger and temper tantrums. At this stage the child needs to take possession of things in order to test them by purposeful repetition. The world is brand new—sights, sounds and smells all have to be assimilated through repeated experience.

THE CHILD’S NEEDS 

This stage has also been referred to as “second” or “psychological” birth. The child is beginning to separate. Saying “no” and “it’s mine” and throwing temper tantrums are the first testing of boundaries. What a child needs most is a firm but understanding caregiver, who in turn needs to have her own needs met through her spouse and her own resources. Such a caregiver needs to have resolved the issues in her own source relationships and needs to have a sense of self-responsibility. When this is the case, such a caregiver can be available to the child and provide what the child needs. No parent is perfect and none can do this perfectly. They simply need to be “good enough.”

MODELS 

The child needs good modeling of healthy shame and other emotions. The child needs the caregiver’s time and attention. Above all, the child needs the caregiver to model good boundaries. A child needs to have a caregiver available to set limits and express anger in a nonshaming way. Outer control must be firmly reassuring. Dr. Maria Montessori found that a “prepared environment” takes the heat off the parents. The prepared environment is developmentally geared to the child’s unique needs at each stage of development. These needs were called “sensitive periods” by Dr. Montessori. The child needs to know that the interpersonal bridge will not be destroyed by his new urge for doing things his own way—his new urge toward autonomy. Erikson writes in Childhood and Society:

Firmness must protect him against the potential anarchy of his yet untrained sense of discrimination, his inability to hold on and to let go with discretion.

If a child can be protected by firm but compassionate limits, if he can explore, test and have tantrums without the caregiver’s withdrawal of love, i.e., withdrawal of the interpersonal bridge, then the child can develop a healthy sense of shame. It may come as the child’s embarrassment over his normal human failures, or as timidity and shyness in the presence of strangers, or as the beginning feeling of guilt as the child internalizes his parents’ limits on excitement and pleasure. This sense of shame is crucial and necessary as a balance and limit for one’s newfound autonomy. Healthy shame signals us that we are not omnipotent.

Our shyness is always with us as we encounter strangers or strange new experiences. The stranger, by definition, is one who is “un-family-iar.” The stranger is not of our family. The stranger poses the threat of the unknown. Our shyness is our healthy shame in the presence of a stranger. Like all emotions, shyness signals us to be cautious, to take heed lest we be wounded or exposed. Shyness is a boundary that guards our inner core in the presence of the unfamiliar stranger.

Shyness can become a serious problem when it is rooted in toxic shame.

SHAME AS GUILT 

Healthy guilt is moral shame. The rules and limits children have experienced from their caregivers or from the environment are internalized and become an inner voice that guides and limits behavior. Guilt is the guardian of conscience, and children begin to form their conscience during the preschool period.

SHAME AS EMBARRASSMENT AND BLUSHING 

As preschool children grow older, they begin to explore their own bodies and their gender identity. Their healthy shame is the foundation for developing manners and a sense of modesty. A child’s manners and modesty become a more sophisticated and complex guide that triggers shame as embarrassment and blushing. Preschool and school-age children become more social and have more occasion for unexpected exposure that leads to embarrassment and blushing.

In an embarrassing situation one is caught off guard—one is exposed when one is not ready to be exposed. One feels unable to cope with some situation in the presence of others. It may be an unexpected physical clumsiness, an interpersonal sensitivity or a breach of etiquette.

In such situations we experience the blush of healthy shame. Blushing manifests the exposure, the unexpectedness, the involuntary nature of shame.

In On Shame and the Search for Identity Helen Lynd writes, “One’s feeling is involuntarily exposed; one is uncovered.”

Blushing is the manifestation of our human limits. The ability to blush is a metaphor for our essentially limited humanity. With blushing comes the impulse to “cover one’s face,” “bury one’s face,” “save face,” or “sink into the ground.”With blushing we know we’ve made a mistake. Why would we have such a capacity if mistakes were not part of our essential nature? Blushing as a manifestation of healthy shame keeps us grounded. It reminds us of our core human boundary. It is a signal for us not to get carried away with our own excellence.

SHAME AS THE SOURCE OF 
CREATIVITY AND LEARNING 

I once did a workshop with Richard Bandler, one of the founders of NeuroLinguistic Programming (NLP). It was a very powerful experience. I’ve never forgotten one aspect of that experience. Richard asked us to think of a time in our lives when we knew we were right. After a few seconds, I remembered an incident with my former wife. He asked us to go over the experience in our memory. Then he asked us to make a movie of the experience: to divide it into acts and to run it as a film. Then he asked us to run the film backward. Then we were to run the acts out of sequence: the middle act first, the last act in the middle, etc. Then we were to run through the experience again as we had done it the first time. We were to pay exquisite attention to the details of the experience and to the feeling of rightness.

By the time I reran the experience, it no longer had the voltage it had the first time. In fact, I hardly felt anything of the initial intensity. Richard was introducing us to a form of internal remapping called submodality work. But that was not important for me. What was important for me was a statement Richard made about creativity. For me, the greatest human power is the creative power.

HEALTHY INFERIORITY 

Richard Bandler suggested that one of the major blocks to creativity was the feeling of knowing you are right. When we think we are absolutely right, we stop seeking new information. To be right is to be certain, and to be certain stops us from being curious. Curiosity and wonder are at the heart of all learning. Plato said that all philosophy begins in wonder. So the feeling of absolute certainty and righteousness causes us to stop seeking and learning.

Our healthy shame, which is a feeling of our core boundaries and limitedness, never allows us to believe we know it all. Our healthy shame is nourishing in that it moves us to seek new information and learn new things. Inferiority can be experienced as a healthy limit to our abilities.

SHAME AS THE BASIC NEED 
FOR COMMUNITY—SOCIAL SHAME 

There is an ancient proverb that states, “One man is no man.” This saying underscores our basic human need for community, which underscores our need for relationships and social life. Not one of us could have made it without someone being there for us. Human beings need help. Not one of us is so strong that he does not need love, intimacy and dialogue in community. 

We will need our parents for another decade before we are ready to leave home. We cannot get our needs met without depending on our primary caregivers. Our healthy feeling of shame is there to remind us that we often need help. No human being can make it alone. Even after we have achieved some sense of mastery, even when we are independent, we will still have needs. We will need to love and grow. We will need to care for another, and we will need to be needed. Our shame functions as a healthy signal that we need help, that we need to love and be in caring relationships with others. 

Without the healthy signal of shame, we would not be in touch with our core dependency needs.

SCHOOL AGE 

Social shame emerges as the school-age child becomes aware of social difference and the culture’s norms for beauty and success. Financial status, ethnicity, intelligence, popularity, physical appearance, athletic ability and talent all contribute to a person’s sense of shame. Many of our cultural norms become occasions for toxic shame. But if children have a good, loving home with parents who model spiritual values, they can sift through the social garbage.

PUBERTY—SEXUAL SHAME 

As the sex drive fully emerges, the feeling of shame becomes more activated than at any other time in the life cycle. The initial experience of sexuality is one of awe and strangeness. Today we have lost what the ancients called the phallic and vaginal mysteries. Thomas Moore writes poignantly about the mystery of sexuality in his book The Soul of Sex. In our shameless culture, sex has been depersonalized. It has become a fact, not a sacred value. Parents need to model and teach an awe and reverence for their own and their children’s sexuality.

SHAME AS AN AFFECT AUXILLARY 

In the new preface I mention that the foundation for this book is Silvan Tompkins’s theory of the affect system and shame as an affect auxillary. This means that shame monitors excitement and pleasure. Nature has made the sexual experience the most exciting and pleasurable of all our experiences. Nature wants us to mate and procreate. Sex and shame go hand in hand because we need our sense of shame as a boundary for our sexual desires.

Adolescence is the time when the major biological transformation from child to adult is taking place. It is the time a person feels most exposed. Embarrassment is so excruciatingly painful in adolescence that teenagers are diligently on guard to protect themselves while projecting on others.

Belonging to the peer group is paramount. One’s whole sense of identity is coming together in adolescence. If one has a good foundation prior to adolescence, the sense of self can be preliminarily defined. Identity is always social—one’s sense of self needs to be matched by others: one’s friends, teachers and parents. Adolescence is the time the brain (frontal lobes) is reaching full maturity. It is a time of ideals, of questioning and projecting into the future. An adolescent needs to have the discipline of mind the philosopher Thomas Aquinas called studiasitas. Studiasitas is a disciplined focus on studies and thinking, a kind of temperance of the mind. Its opposite is curiositas, a kind of mental wandering all over the place without limits.

Healthy shame at this stage is the source of good identity, a disciplined focus on the future and on studious limits in pursuing intellectual interests.

LOVE (ATTACHMENT) 

The power of the interpersonal bridge, along with a sense of identity, form the foundation for a healthy adult love relationship. A toxically shamed person is divided within himself and must create a false-self cover-up to hide his sense of being flawed and defective. You cannot offer yourself to another person if you do not know who you really are.

CONNECTING BEHAVIOR 

Having a secure attachment with one’s source figures, and having developed a sense of self-worth, a person feels he is loveable and wants to love another. A securely attached person with a solid sense of self is capable of connecting with another in an intimate relationship. Intimacy requires vulnerability and a lack of defensiveness. Intimacy requires healthy shame.

Most people have a way to go in terms of developing intimacy and connecting skills when they get married or enter a long-term relationship. But the great thing about a committed relationship is that the relationship itself is a form of therapy. If both partners are committed, most of their differences can be worked out and even appreciated. Shame as the root feeling of humility allows each partner to appreciate and accept the other’s foibles and idiosyncrasies. Knowing and accepting my own limitations allows me to accept my perceptions of my partner’s limitations. Giving and receiving unconditional love is the most effective and powerful way to personal wholeness and happiness.

CREATIVITY AND GENERATIVITY 

It has been said that creative people see more in any given reality than others see. The more they have healthy shame as the core of humility and modesty, the more they know that what they know is a tiny fraction of what there is to know. A person with humility shame is open to new discovery and learning. When a person with curiosity and interest has discipline available to him, he has the right formula for creativity. The philosopher Nietzsche spoke of the creative act as involving both Dionysian and Apollonian elements. The Dionysian represents the passionate interest and desire to learn. The Apollonian represents the form and structure that must guide any truly creative act. Music is limited by the diatonic scale, and poetry is limited by words and the forms of poetic cadence. The world is full of people with good ideas and fantasies that never come to fruition because they don’t have disciplined limits.

GENERATIVITY 

A person need not write music or poetry in order to be generative. Caring parents are generative; planting flowers and trees and caring for all life forms are generative behaviors. Being in a business that makes useful products that enhance the quality of life is generative work.

Toxically shamed people tend to become more and more stagnant as life goes on. They live in a guarded, secretive and defensive way. They try to be more than human (perfect and controlling) or less than human (losing interest in life or stagnated in some addictive behavior).

SHAME IS AWE AND REVERENCE 

Healthy shame is the source of awe and reverence when experiencing the immensity and mystery of life. Life is a mystery to be lived. Whether it be looking out at the immensity of space on a starry night, or experiencing the phallic and vaginal mysteries, or experiencing your own offspring being conceived, born and growing in their own unique way, or marveling at the mysteries of scientific discovery or the unexplained miracles that occur throughout our lives—all of this gives us pause and moves us to experience our own littleness in the face of the enormity of reality.

SHAME AS THE NUMINOUS 

Shame as awe and reverence leads directly to what the theologian Rudolf Otto called the idea of the holy. Otto studied the theophanies (the appearances of God) in all the sacred books of the world’s religions. He defined the experience of holy God as the uncanny, and he called the uncanny a numinous experience, which he described as “the mysterium tremendum et fascinans”—the mystery that attracts us with passionate fascination but which is fearful at the same time. Anyone who has nurtured healthy shame and experienced awe and reverence for the immensity of life must acknowledge the numinous. “Woe to them who speak of God,” said St. Augustine, “yet mute is even elegant.” We cannot experience our own finite limitations without questioning the meaning and purpose of life. And we cannot escape the common sense conclusion there are many higher powers that shape our lives. Many people call their higher power God. The great Lutheran theologian Paul Tillich suggested that because personal love and intimacy is the highest form of creaturely life, then the creator cannot be less than personal.

SHAME AS THE SOURCE OF SPIRITUALITY 

In The Farther Reaches of Human Nature, Abraham Maslow, the pioneering third force psychologist, once wrote:

The spiritual life is . . . part of the human essence. It is a defining characteristic of human nature . . . without which human nature is not full human nature.

Spirituality embraces the numinous (the holy). Spirituality has to do with an inner life of values and meaning. It also has to do with our finitude—our awe and reverence for the mysteries of life. Spirituality is about love, truth, goodness, beauty, giving and caring. Spirituality is about wholeness and completion. Spirituality is our ultimate human need. It pushes us to transcend ourselves and become grounded in the ultimate source of reality.

Our healthy shame is essential as the foundation of our spirituality. By reminding us of our essential limitations, our healthy shame lets us know that we are not God. Our healthy shame points us in the direction of some larger meaning. Our healthy shame is the psychological ground of our humility.
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The Toxically Destructive Faces 
of Shame (LDL Shame) 

The affect of shame is important because no affect is more disturbing to the self, none more central for the sense of identity.

—Gershan Kaufman 

All human powers, affects and drives have the potential to encompass our personalities. In the introduction to Part I, I referred to this potential for absolutizing as the “demonic.” Any emotion can become internalized as an identity. We say that someone is an “angry” person, or we call someone a “sad sack.” They are predictably melancholy and negative. Someone else can be called a “fearful” person. Their whole identity seems to be dominated by fear. A person with a severe overeating disorder can be called a “hunger” addict. People can be possessed by their sex drive and become sex addicts. 

The feeling of shame has the same demonic potential to encompass our whole personality. Instead of the momentary feeling of being limited, making a mistake, littleness, or being less attractive or talented than someone else, a person can come to believe that his whole self is fundamentally flawed and defective. Such a person does not have his healthy guilt (moral shame) available to him. Healthy guilt would say, “I made a mistake or a blunder, and I can repair that blunder.” When a person’s guilt has become neurotic, it becomes an “immorality shame.”

A person says, “I am a mistake—everything I do is flawed and defective.” The demonic potential of shame can lead to the most destructive emotional sickness of self a person can have. Internalized shame is like LDL cholesterol. It is destructive and if unchecked can ultimately kill us. Internalized or toxic shame lethally disgraces us to the point where we have no limits or boundaries. With LDL shame, we are no longer perfectly imperfect—we are totally imperfect.

How does healthy shame become a destructive identity that threatens our lives and makes us feel hopeless? I will spend the rest of this chapter describing the destructive faces of shame. Chapter Three describes in greater detail how shame becomes internalized and absolutized. In Chapter Four I’ll outline the various defenses or defending scripts (strategies of behavior) that a shame-based person uses to hide from the awful and excruciating feeling of being a flawed human being.

THE DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES OF TOXIC (LDL) SHAME 

Figure 2.1 gives you an overall view of the various faces that destructive shame puts on. I will briefly outline each.

INFANCY 

Any form of faulty or traumatic attachment sets a person up for toxic shame. One of my clients’ mother was pregnant with her when she married. The mother was a strict evangelical fundamentalist whose family insisted that she marry the guy who got her pregnant. The guy’s family agreed and pressured him to marry her. She felt ashamed and angry. When her child (my client) was born, the child took on her mother’s shame and anger (really repressed rage). No matter how much my client’s mother repressed her feelings they were still present.

In my book Family Secrets, I show how secrets (in this case, unexpressed and concealed feelings) operate destructively in the interpersonal relationships in the family.

CARRIED FEELINGS 

My colleague at The Meadows, Pia Mellody, has shown how damaging the attachment bond can be when the parent or source figure has hidden feelings, thoughts and fantasies. The child who is bonded to the parent will take on, or “carry,” the parent’s disowned or unexpressed feelings, thoughts or fantasies. Pia Mellody describes healthy shame as a “gift from God” and emphasizes the fact that our healthy shame cannot hurt us. What hurts is our carried or induced shame.

FIGURE 2.1
Developmental Stages of Toxic (LDL) Shame 
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An immature parent with unresolved issues and repressed shame can also transfer his or her shame to us. This interpersonal transference of shame is referred to as “induced shame.”

BEING SHAME BINDS 

My client’s mother became more and more depressed as her young husband turned out to be a very bad alcoholic. Deep down, my client’s mother felt her life had been ruined by having a child. While her mother never expressed her disappointment out loud, my client was constantly verbally shamed by her mother. My client’s infancy was characterized by a lack of touching and holding. She was schedule fed and was left alone for long periods of time during which she cried endlessly and experienced great fear. This information was given her by her two favorite aunts who were living in the same household with her. My client experienced a “being shame bind.” She was what I’ll refer to in the next chapter as a “Lost Child.” She was never told she was unwanted or that her mother was enraged at her for her very existence, but she felt it and knew it with the intelligence that governs affects in the nondominant hemisphere of the brain.

My client was acutely shy. As she grew she played in her room alone for hours at a time, trying not to be seen or to bother her mother. Her cover-up isolation was a plea to be allowed to live.

SIX MONTHS TO EIGHTEEN MONTHS 

In the early toddler, the affect of curiosity/interest and excitement goes into full swing unless a child has not formed a solid emphatic mutuality or strong and healthy attachment to his source figure. Feelings of excitement and curiosity become bound in shame, and the child’s courage and enthusiasm are severely limited.

Toxic shame takes on the face of apathy or cowardice at this stage. Describing the impact of her father’s incest, the poet Mary Oliver writes in her poem “Rage”: “And you see how the child grows—timidly, crouching in corners.”

EIGHTEEN MONTHS TO THREE AND A HALF YEARS 

Toddlerhood is the time a child stands on her own two feet and starts walking. Toddlers are developing their musculature and their ability to “hold on” and “let go.” They are beginning their psychological or “second birth.” Nature urges them to separate and begin the journey toward their own selfhood. Spiritual traditions, as well as evolutionary biologists, tell us that we each have a true self (soul) and an inner core that cannot be destroyed by those around us. This is good news, and we’ll return to it in Part III of this book.

In the past, Western families were dominated by the structure of patriarchy and the religious belief in original sin. Spanking and shaming were thought to be viable methods of child rearing and used to discipline children. It was also believed that the stain of original sin predisposed a person toward evil and that the child’s will should be crushed at an early age. The assertiveness of the toddler who is beginning to exercise his own will, as evidenced by temper tantrums, saying “no” and “it’s mine,” are the natural behaviors of separation and personal boundary building. In the past they were thought to be manifestations of the human propensity for sin. We now know that these behaviors are perfectly normal.

Crushing the toddler’s autonomy and purposeful will is the most damaging form of shaming that can be done. When autonomy is crushed, toxic shame is manifested either as total conformity or rebellion against authority. Once willpower, anger and purpose are bound in shame, a child’s selfhood and personal power are severely wounded. His drive for separateness and autonomy are bound by shame. This has been called a “purpose shame bind.” 

THREE AND A HALF YEARS TO EIGHT YEARS 

With the child already shame-based, the feeling of discouragement takes over the whole personality. As the shame-based child forms her primitive conscience, shame becomes immorality or neurotic guilt. The conforming child believes he can do nothing right, and the rebellious child believes that whatever she does is right and everyone else is to blame. This is the beginning of either a neurotic or character-disordered lifestyle.

Ages three and a half to eight is a time when a normal child endlessly asks questions. Their curiosity begins to extend to their identity, which includes their sexual identity as well as what they want to be when they grow up (their vocation). The normal child also begins to experience his or her needs for structure, gender identity and challenge. Gay, lesbian and trans-gendered children are not even accounted for in the psychological literature during this (or any other) developmental stage. Every gay or lesbian child I know in any depth was born gay or lesbian. Some are born transgendered (they are a girl in a boy’s body or vice versa). These children are the most viciously shamed and oppressed in our society, mostly by homophobic religions (especially the white supremacists and many Christian denominations, especially the evangelical fundamentalists). Common sense would tell us that no one would choose to be ridiculed, condemned to hell, and risk being viciously beaten or killed if being gay, lesbian or transgendered were a choice. It is also absolutely certain that gayness and lesbianism exist in the animal kingdom and hence being gay or lesbian is not against nature. Also, the same percentage of people have been gay and lesbian since the beginning of recorded history. There is good clinical data showing that the gay brain is different from the heterosexual brain (see Chapter Eleven).

Gays, lesbians and transgendered people are toxically shamed from the get-go. The churches and people who shame them should be ashamed.

Any child who reaches preschool with a shame-based foundation (no secure attachment and constant overexposure) will experience her needs as selfish and her sexuality as shameful and bad.

EIGHT YEARS TO PUBERTY 

As the shame-based child enters school she will become polarized, as either a conformist or a rebellious ruffian or bully. Bullies shame other children the way they themselves have been shamed.

During school age, the bright, shame-based child will attempt to develop inhuman ego defenses or defending scripts, such as perfectionism, blaming, criticizing, righteousness or being judgmental. The character-disordered try to be more than human. Since being grounded in healthy shame is the permission to be human, the toxically shamed become polarized trying to be more than human or giving up and becoming less than human. If you look at Figure 2.2, you can see the polarization split. Either side of the polarity is shameless. The more-than-human have to be perfect to cover up their feelings of being flawed and defective. The less-than-human feel flawed and defective and act accordingly.

FIGURE 2.2
Polarization Split Synthesis 
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PUBERTY 

By puberty the toxically shamed feel inherently flawed and/or at war with themselves. They conform to a peer group that can be a delinquent gang, the athletic club, the good-looking popular ones or the nerds.

The other extreme is the teenager who feels isolated and alone and cannot seem to fit in anywhere. This group is fertile ground for fostering serious criminals.

Sexual confusion goes hand in hand with identity or role confusion.

I was a troubled teenager. I was fatherless and ran with other fatherless guys from broken homes. My group frequented brothels as early as the eighth grade. This is often referred to as the Summer of ’42 syndrome from the movie in which the young teenager has sex with an older woman. Young teenagers of either gender are not equipped to handle sex with adults.

I was also stalked and sexually abused by a Catholic priest in high school. This was very shaming for me, as I had no father as a male role model.

When I ended adolescence I decided to be a celibate priest. In my state of identity confusion and toxic sexual shame, my celibacy amounted to more-than-human sexual anorexia.

YOUNG ADULT 

When I left the seminary, I left in deep shame. I had an uncle tell me that he knew I didn’t have the guts to make it. Catholic families feel honored if one of their children becomes a priest or nun. To leave is to let the co-dependent family down.

I felt as if I were a failure and went through a series of dysfunctional love addictions. Having no real sense of a true self, I led with my defensive false self: the good guy, a people-pleasing, overfunctioning caregiver.

When I finally married, I married a fine person, but one who had been sexually abused in much the same way I had been. We married out of need and became codependently enmeshed, filling up the holes in each other’s psyche.

Even though I was married, I was isolated and alone. I never really felt connected to my wife, and I had no connecting skills. Toxic shame is experienced in this developmental stage as loneliness and isolation.

LATER ADULTHOOD 

I had begun to get some therapy about the time of my marriage, and I did not move on to stagnation and despair as one who has not dealt with their toxically shamed identity would naturally do. Although I was spiritually bankrupt when I married, the good news is you can recover, uncover and discover your true self and your personal power.

But you must be willing to come out of hiding and embrace your toxic shame. If you refuse to admit your powerlessness and the unmanageability of your life you cannot find the inner strength you’ve been covering up because you feel flawed and defective.

I’ll discuss this recovery of our self and discovery of our true self at some length in Part II. The failure to take action leads to stagnation and the development of neuroses, character disorders, loneliness and addictions.

Hell, in my opinion, is never finding your true self and never living your own life or knowing who you are. This is the fate that lies at the end of the journey of ever-deepening toxic shame.

TOXIC SHAME AS THE CORE OF NEUROSES 
AND CHARACTER DISORDERS 

Scott Peck describes both neuroses and character disorders as disorders of responsibility. In The Road Less Traveled, Peck writes:

The neurotic assumes too much responsibility; the person with a character disorder not enough. When neurotics are in conflict with the world, they automatically assume that they are at fault. When those with character disorders are in conflict with the world, they automatically assume the world is at fault.

All of us have a smattering of neurotic and character disordered personality traits. The major problem in our lives is to decide and clarify our responsibilities. To truly be committed to a life of honesty, love and discipline, we must be willing to commit ourselves to reality. This commitment, according to Peck, “requires the willingness and the capacity to suffer continual self-examination.” Such an ability requires a good relationship with oneself. This is precisely what no shame-based person has. In fact, a toxically shamed person has an adversarial relationship with himself. Toxic shame—the shame that binds us—is a core part of neurotic and character disordered syndromes of behavior.

NEUROTIC SYNDROMES OF SHAME 

Toxic shame, the shame that binds us, is experienced as the all-pervasive sense that “I am flawed and defective as a human being.” Toxic shame is no longer an emotion that signals our limits; it is a state of being, a core identity. Toxic shame gives you a sense of worthlessness, a sense of failing and falling short as a human being. Toxic shame is a rupture of the self with the self.

It is like internal bleeding—exposure to oneself lies at the heart of toxic shame. A shame-based person will guard against exposing his inner self to others, but more significantly, he will guard against exposing himself to himself.

Toxic shame is so excruciating because it is the painful exposure of the perceived failure of self to the self. In toxic shame the self becomes an object of its own contempt, an object that can’t be trusted. As an object that can’t be trusted, one experiences oneself as untrustworthy. Toxic shame is experienced as an inner torment. Toxic shame is paradoxical and self generating.

There is shame about shame. People will readily admit guilt, hurt or fear before they will admit shame. Toxic shame is the feeling of being isolated and alone in a complete sense. A shame-based person is haunted by a sense of absence and emptiness.

Toxic shame has been studied very little. It is easily confused with guilt, and guilt is generally misunderstood. Guilt is the affect shame as further developed. Guilt can either be the guardian of conscience or the neurotic, tormenting voice that judges every behavior as inadequate. In the first edition of this book I did not fully understand that guilt is a later development of the shame affect.

SHAME AS AN IDENTITY 
(THE INTERNALIZATION PROCESS) 

Any human emotion can become internalized. When internalized, an emotion stops functioning as an emotion and becomes an identity.

Internalization involves at least three processes:

1. Identification with unreliable and shame-based models (faulty attachment bonding), which is the source of “carried” shame.

2. The trauma of abandonment, which severs the interpersonal bridge and the binding of feelings, needs and drives with shame.

3. The interconnection of memory imprints, which forms collages of shame.

As our developmental Figure 2.1 shows, internalization is a gradual process and happens over time. Every human being has to contend with certain aspects of this process. Internalization takes place when all three processes are consistently reinforced.

IDENTIFICATION WITH SHAME-BASED MODELS 

Identification is one of our normal human processes. We always have the need to identify. Identification gives a sense of security. By belonging to something larger than ourselves, we feel the security and protection of the larger reality.

The need to identify with someone, to feel a part of something and belong somewhere, is one of our most basic needs. With the exception of self-preservation, no other striving is as compelling as this need, which begins with our caregivers or significant others and extends to family, peer group, culture, nation and world. It is seen in lesser forms in our allegiance to a political party or our rooting for a sports team. Our team provides a way to experience the powerful emotions of winning or losing.

This need to belong explains the loyal and often fanatic adherence people display to a group . . . their group.

When children have shame-based parents, they identify with them. This is the first step in the child’s internalizing shame because the children carry their parent’s shame.

ABANDONMENT: THE LEGACY OF 
BROKEN MUTUALITY 

Shame is internalized when one is abandoned. Abandonment is the precise term to describe how one loses one’s authentic self and ceases to exist psychologically. Children cannot know who they are without reflective mirrors. Mirroring is done by one’s primary caregivers and is crucial in the first years of life. Abandonment includes the loss of mirroring. Parents who are shut down emotionally (all shame-based parents) cannot mirror and affirm their children’s emotions.

Since the earliest period of our life was preverbal, everything depended on emotional interaction. Without someone to reflect our emotions, we had no way of knowing who we were. Mirroring remains important during our entire lives. Think of the frustrating experience, which most of us have had, of talking to someone who is not looking at us. While you are speaking, they are fidgeting around or reading something. Our identity demands a significant other whose eyes see us pretty much as we see ourselves.

In fact, Erik Erikson defines identity as interpersonal. In Childhood and Society he writes:

The sense of ego identity is the accrued confidence that the inner sameness and continuity . . . are matched by the sameness and continuity of one’s meaning for others.

Besides lack of mirroring, abandonment includes: neglect of developmental dependency needs, abuse of any kind and enmeshment into the covert or overt needs of the parents or the family system. Abandonment induces shame in the child who is utterly dependent on the parents. Abuse causes the interpersonal transfer of shame (induced shame.)

FEELING, NEED AND DRIVE SHAME BINDS 

The shame binding of feelings, needs and natural instinctual drives is a key factor in changing healthy shame into toxic shame. To be shame-bound means that whenever you feel any feeling, need or drive, you immediately feel ashamed. The dynamic core of your human life is grounded in your feelings, needs and drives. When these are bound by shame, you are shamed to the core.

THE INTERCONNECTION OF MEMORY 
IMPRINTS THAT FORM COLLAGES OF SHAME 

As shaming experiences accrue and are defended against, the images created by those experiences are recorded in a person’s memory bank. Because the victim has no time or support to grieve the pain of the broken mutuality, his emotions are repressed and the grief is unresolved. The verbal (auditory) imprints remain in the memory, as do the visual images of the shaming scenes. As each new shaming experience takes place, a new verbal imprint and visual image form a scene that becomes attached to the existing ones to form collages of shaming memories.

Children record their parents’ actions at their worst. When Mom and Dad, or stepparent or caregiver, are most out of control, they are the most threatening to the child’s survival. The child’s amygdala, the survival alarm center in their brain, registers these behaviors the most deeply. Any subsequent shame experience that even vaguely resembles that past trauma can easily trigger the words and scenes of the original trauma. What are then recorded are the new experiences and the old. Over time, an accumulation of shame scenes is attached. Each new scene potentiates the old, sort of like a snowball rolling down a hill, getting larger and larger as it picks up snow.

As the years go on, very little is needed to trigger these collages of shame memories. A word, a similar facial expression or a scene can set it off. Sometimes an external stimulus is not even necessary. Just going back to an old memory can trigger an enormously painful experience. Shame as an emotion has become frozen and embedded into the core of the person’s identity. Shame is deeply internalized.

SHAME AS SELF-ALIENATION AND ISOLATION 

When one suffers from alienation, it means that one experiences parts of one’s self as alien. For example, if you were never allowed to express anger in your family, your anger becomes an alienated part of yourself. You experience toxic shame when you feel angry. This part of you must be disowned or severed. There is no way to get rid of your emotional power of anger. Anger is self-preserving and self-protecting energy. Without this energy you become a doormat and a people-pleaser. As your feelings, needs and drives are bound by toxic shame, more and more of you is alienated.

Finally, when shame has been completely internalized, nothing about you is okay. You have the sense of being a failure. There is no way you can share your inner self because you are an object of contempt to yourself. When you are contemptible to yourself, you are no longer in you. To feel shame is to feel exposed in a diminished way. When you’re an object to yourself, you turn your eyes inward, watching and scrutinizing every minute detail of behavior. This internal critical observation is excruciating. It generates a tormenting self-consciousness that Kaufman describes as “creating a binding and paralyzing effect upon the self.” This paralyzing internal monitoring causes withdrawal, passivity and inaction.

The severed parts of the self are projected in relationships. They are often the basis of hatred and prejudice. The severed parts of the self may be experienced as a split personality or even multiple personalities. This happens often with victims who have been through traumatic physical and sexual violation.

To be severed and alienated within oneself also creates a sense of unreality. One may have an all-pervasive sense of never quite belonging, of being on the outside looking in. The condition of inner alienation and isolation is also pervaded by a low-grade chronic depression. This has to do with the sadness of losing one’s authentic self. Perhaps the deepest and most devastating aspect of neurotic shame is the rejection of the self by the self.

SHAME AS FALSE SELF 

Because the exposure of self to self lies at the heart of neurotic shame, escape from the self is necessary. The escape from self is accomplished by creating a false self. The false self is always more or less than human. The false self may be a perfectionist or a slob, a family Hero or a family Scapegoat. As the false self is formed, the authentic self goes into hiding. Years later the layers of defense and pretense are so intense that one loses all conscious awareness of who one really is. However, as we’ll discuss in Chapter Twelve, the true self never gets away.

It is crucial to see that the false self may be as polar opposite as a super-achieving perfectionist or an addict in an alley. Both are driven to cover up their deep sense of self-rupture, the hole in their soul. They may cover up in ways that look polar opposite, but each is still driven by neurotic shame. In fact, the most paradoxical aspect of neurotic shame is that it is the core motivator of the superachieved and the underachieved, the star and the scapegoat, the righteous and the wretched, the powerful and the pathetic.

SHAME AS CODEPENDENCY 

Much has been written about codependency. All agree that it is about the loss of selfhood. Codependency is a condition wherein one has no inner life. Happiness is on the outside. Good feelings and self-validation lie on the outside. They can never be generated from within. I have come to define codependency as “a dis-ease of the developing self that does not manifest fully until one is in an adult relationship.” There is no significant difference in that definition and the way I have described internalized shame. It is my belief that internalized shame is the essence of codependency, since toxic shame is a rupture of the authentic self that necessitates developing a false self. With a false self, intimacy is impossible. 

SHAME AS BORDERLINE PERSONALITY 

Kaufman sees many of the categories of emotional illness that are defined in DSM (the diagnostic manual used to define emotional illnesses) as rooted in neurotic shame. It seems obvious that some of these disorders are related to syndromes of shame. These include dependent personality, clinical depression, schizoid phenomena and borderline personality. My own belief is that toxic shame is a unifying concept for what is often a maze of psychological definitions and distinctions. While I realize there is clinical and psychotherapeutic value in the kinds of detailed etiological distinctions offered by accurate and precise conceptualizing, I also think some of it is counterproductive. 

My own study of James Masterson’s work on borderline personalities, as well as my experience watching his working films, convinces me that there is minimal difference in the treatment of many toxically shame-based people and his treatment of the borderline personality. I’m convinced that Masterson’s borderline personality is a syndrome of neurotic shame. It is described in Borderline Adolescent to Functioning Adult: The Test of Time as a syndrome of these roughly related complaints:

1. Self-image disturbance.

2. Difficulty identifying and expressing one’s individuated thoughts, wishes and feelings and autonomously regulating self-esteem.

3. Difficulty with self-assertion.

SHAME AS THE CORE AND FUEL OF ALL ADDICTION 

Neurotic shame is the root and fuel of all compulsive/addictive behaviors. My general working definition of compulsive/addictive behavior is “a pathological relationship to any mood-altering experience that has life-damaging consequences.”

The drivenness in any addiction is about the ruptured self, the belief that one is flawed as a person. The content of the addiction, whether it be an ingestive addiction or an activity addiction (such as work, shopping or gambling), is an attempt at an intimate relationship. The workaholic with his work and the alcoholic with his booze are having a love affair. Each one alters the mood to avoid the feeling of loneliness and hurt in the underbelly of shame. Each addictive acting out creates life-damaging consequences that create more shame. The new shame fuels the cycle of addiction. Figure 2.3, which I have adapted from Dr. Pat Carnes’s work, gives you a visual picture of how internalized shame fuels the addictive process and how addictions create more shame, which sets one up to be more shame-based. Addicts call this cycle the squirrel cage.

I used to drink to solve the problems caused by drinking. The more I drank to relieve my shame-based loneliness and hurt, the more I felt ashamed. Shame begets shame. The cycle begins with the false belief system shared by all addicts: that no one could want them or love them as they are. In fact, addicts can’t love themselves. They are an object of scorn to themselves. This deep internalized shame gives rise to distorted thinking. The distorted thinking can be reduced to the belief, “I’ll be okay if I drink, eat, have sex, get more money, work harder, etc.” The shame turns one into what Kellogg has termed a “human doing,” rather than a human being.

Worth is measured on the outside, never on the inside. The mental obsession about the specific addictive relationship is the first mood alteration, since thinking takes us out of our emotions. After obsessing for a while, the second mood alteration occurs. This is the “acting out” or ritual stage of the addiction. The ritual may involve drinking with the boys, secretly eating in one’s favorite hiding place or cruising for sex. The ritual ends in drunkenness, satiation, orgasm, spending all the money or whatever.

What follows is shame over one’s behavior and the life-damaging consequences: the hangover, the infidelity, the demeaning sex, the empty pocketbook. The meta-shame is a displacement of affect, a transforming of the shame of self into the shame of “acting out” and experiencing life-damaging consequences. This meta-shame intensifies the shame-based identity.

“I’m no good; there’s something wrong with me,” plays like a broken record. The more it plays, the more one solidifies one’s false belief system. The toxic shame fuels the addiction and regenerates itself.

FIGURE 2.3
The Compulsive/Addictive Cycle Fueled by and Regenerating Shame 

[image: 9780757399435_0058_001]

Chart adapted from Dr. Pat Carnes’s 
book Out of the Shadows 

CHARACTER DISORDER SYNDROMES OF SHAME 

NARCISSISTIC PERSONALITY DISORDER 

According to James Masterson in The Narcissistic and Borderline Disorders, the main clinical characteristics of the narcissistic personality disorder are:

Grandiosity, extreme self-involvement, and lack of interest and empathy for others, in spite of the pursuit of others to obtain admiration and approval.

The narcissist is endlessly motivated to seek perfection in everything he does. Such a personality is driven to the acquisition of wealth, power and beauty and the need to find others who will mirror and admire his grandiosity. Underneath this external facade there is an emptiness filled with envy and rage. The core of this emptiness is internalized shame.

PARANOID PERSONALITY 

The paranoid defense is a posture developed to cope with excessive shame. The paranoid person becomes hypervigilant, expecting and waiting for the betrayal and humiliation he knows is coming. The paranoid person interprets innocent events as personally threatening and constantly lives on guard.

Harry Stack Sullivan described the paranoid as “feeling hopelessly defective.” The sources of the paranoid’s own sense of deficiency are found elsewhere. It’s as if the inner eyes of shaming, contempt and disdain are projected outward. Wrongdoings, mistakes and other instances of personal failure cannot be owned by the paranoid-type personality. They are disowned and transferred from the inner self to others.

OFFENDER BEHAVIOR 

CRIMINALITY IN GENERAL 

Alice Miller has shown convincingly that much criminal behavior is “acting out” behavior. Acting out is also called “reenactment.” What this means is that a criminal offender was once victimized in much the same way he criminalizes. Children from violently abusive families or children from families where high-voltage abandonment takes place suffer terrible victimization. They generally either take on a victim role and reenact it over and over again, or they identify with their offender and reenact the offense on helpless victims (as they once were). This reenactment is called “repetition compulsion.”

In Miller’s book, For Your Own Good, she outlines in detail the reenactments of a teenage drug addict and a child murderer. While no one can prove that every criminal is acting out his own abandoning shame, I believe there is enough data to support the hypothesis that this is most often the case. Surely no one has offered any effective solution to the everlasting problem of crime and criminality. Without any doubt, criminals feel like social outcasts and bear enormous toxic shame.

PHYSICAL ABUSE 

The physical offender was once a victim who was powerless and who was humiliated. Parents who physically humiliate and abuse their own children were typically abused when they were young. They have never resolved the internalized shame in their own lives. Their own childhood traumas are embedded in a series of interrelated memories. These original scenes become reactivated by their own children and compel reenactment like a Pavlovian trigger. Kaufman suggests:

Parents who are about to abuse their own children are simultaneously reliving scenes in which they were also beaten, but they relive the scene from the perspective of their own parents as well. They now play their parents’ role.

Why would parents, who were once abused and beaten children, want to play their parents’ role? This answer lies in the dynamic of identification. Offender identification was clearly defined by Bettelheim with the phrase “identification with the aggressor.” When children are physically hurt and in psychological pain, they want out of it as quickly as possible. So they cease identifying with themselves and instead identify with their shaming oppressor in an attempt to possess that person’s power and strength. In forming the identification with the parent, one becomes at once the weak, bad child and the strong transgressor parent. The internal image of the abusive parent triggers the old scene and mediates the process. Physical abuse can trigger compulsive reenactment of the abuse either toward oneself or one’s spouse or one’s children. Internalized shame maintains the process. It compels the reenactment.

The victims of physical violence may also remain victims. Martin Seligman has done extensive studies on what is called “teamed helplessness.” In essence, arbitrary, random and unpredictable beatings create a state of passivity in which the victim no longer feels there is anything that she can do. A negative belief system is adhered to. The person no longer believes she has a choice.

A simpler explanation for the bonding to violence is the fact that as one is beaten more and more, one is shamed more and more. The more internalized the shame, the greater the belief in oneself as defective and flawed. The more one believes one is defective and flawed, the more one’s choices diminish. Internalized shame destroys one’s boundaries. Without boundaries one has no protection.

SEXUAL ABUSE 

Sexual abusers are most often sex addicts. Sometimes they are reenacting their own sexual or physical violation. Sexual abuse generates intense and crippling shame, which more often than not results in a splitting of the self. Incest and sexual abuse offenders are fueled by internalized shame. Kaufman writes:

The perpetrator of the assault or violation also is shame-based. Such acts are acts of power and revenge, born of impotence and fueled by shame. . . . that scene of forcible violation is a reenactment, a transformation of a scene of equal powerlessness and humiliation experienced by the perpetrator at the hands of a different tormentor. . . . The victim, the target of revenge, is confused with the source of the perpetrator’s shame. By defeating and humiliating the victim, the perpetrator is momentarily freed of shame.

The victimization could be incest, molestation, rape, voyeurism, exhibitionism, indecent liberties or phone calls, cybersex or pornography. In every case there is an acting out of shame and a victimization of the innocent. 

GRANDIOSITY—THE DISABLED WILL 

Toxic shame also wears the face of grandiosity. Grandiosity is a disorder of the will. It can appear as narcissistic self-enlargement or wormlike helplessness. Each extreme refuses to be human. Each exaggerates: one is more than human; the other is less than human. It’s important to see that the less-than-human, the hopeless one, is also grandiose. Hopelessness says that nothing and no one could help me. “I’m the sickest of the sick . . . . I’m the best/worst there ever was.”

Grandiosity results from the human will becoming disabled. The will is disabled primarily through the shaming of the emotions. The shamed and blocked emotions stop the full integration of intellectual meaning. When an emotional event happens, emotions must be discharged in order for the intellect, reason and judgment to make sense out of it. Emotions are a form of thinking, and blocked emotions bias thinking. As emotions get bound by shame, their energy is frozen, which blocks the full interaction between the mind and the will.

The human will is intensity of desire raised to the level of action. The will is an appetite. It is dependent on the mind (reasoning and judgment) for its eyes. Without the mind, the will is blind and has no content. Without content the will starts willing itself. This state of disablement causes severe problems, some of which are:

1. The will wills what can’t be willed.

2. The will tries to control everything.

3. The will experiences itself as omnipotent or, when it has failed, as “wormlike.”

4. The will wills for the sake of willing (impulsiveness).

5. The will wills in absolute extremes—all or nothing.

TOXIC SHAME AS SPIRITUAL BANKRUPTCY 

The problem of toxic shame is ultimately a spiritual problem. It has been called “spiritual bankruptcy.” I suggested earlier that spirituality is the essence of human existence. We are not material beings on a spiritual journey; we are spiritual beings who need an earthly journey to become fully spiritual.

Spirituality is that which enhances and expands life. Therefore, spirituality is about growth and expansion, newness and creativity. Spirituality is about being. Being is that victorious thrust whereby we triumph over nothingness. Being is about why there is something, rather than nothing. Being is the ground of all the beings that are.

OTHERATION AND DEHUMANIZATION 

Toxic shame, which is an alienation of the self from the self, causes one to become “other-ated.”

“Otheration” is the term used by the Spanish philosopher Ortega Y. Gasset to describe dehumanization. He says that man is the only being who lives from within. To be truly human is to have an inner self and a life from within. Animals live in constant hypervigilance, always on guard, looking outside themselves for sustenance and guarding against danger. When humans no longer have an inner life, they become otherated and dehumanized.

Toxic shame, with its more-than-human, less-than-human polarization, is either inhuman or dehumanizing. The demand for a false self to cover and hide the authentic self necessitates a life dominated by doing and achievement. Everything depends on performance and achievement rather than on being. Being requires no measurement; it is its own justification. Being is grounded in an inner life that grows in richness.

“The kingdom of heaven is within,” says the Scripture. Toxic shame looks to the outside for happiness and validation, since the inside is flawed and defective. Toxic shame is spiritual bankruptcy.

SHAME AS HOPELESSNESS—THE SQUIRREL CAGE 

Toxic shame feels irremediable: If I am flawed, defective and a mistake, then there is nothing that can be done about me. Such a belief leads to impotence. How can I change who I am? Toxic shame also has the quality of circularity. Shame begets shame. You saw in Figure 2.3 how addicts act out internalized shame and then feel shame about their shameful behavior. Remember, though, toxic shame only feels irremediable; it can be remedied.

FUNCTIONAL AUTONOMY 

Once internalized, toxic shame is functionally autonomous, which means that it can be triggered internally without any attending stimulus. One can imagine a situation and feel deep shame. One can be alone and trigger a shaming spiral through internal self-talk. The more one experiences shame, the more one is ashamed, and the beat goes on.

It is this dead-end quality of shame that makes it so hopeless. The possibility for repair seems foreclosed if one is essentially flawed as a human being. Add to that the self-generating quality of shame, and one can see the devastating, soul-murdering power of neurotic shame.

The reader can begin to see how dramatic it was for me to discover the dynamics of shame. By being aware of the dynamics of shame, by naming it, we gain some power over it.
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