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For Heather—thank you for demanding to know the real me when I was still dedicated to pretending to be fine. Your vulnerability and loving friendship taught me to tear down the barricades that closed me off from the world—and exchanging letters with you made me a writer.









Introduction:
My Shame-Based Personality


Every single time something good happens to me, or I ask for something I need, I’m immediately consumed with panic and shame.


The weekend after I completed my PhD in 2014, I traveled to Austin, Texas, with my boyfriend at the time. It was supposed to be a celebration, full of drinking, sightseeing, and music. My boyfriend had even gotten us a reservation at a fancy restaurant with a prix fixe menu that I knew he couldn’t normally afford. But I didn’t enjoy a single second. Whenever he proudly told someone about me being a doctor, I tried to minimize the accomplishment. I did all that I could to direct attention away from me and end every conversation about my achievement. At dinner, I cried all the way through every course, horrified at the three-figure price tag, and choking down drinks, hoping that would soothe me. Later when I was drunk and still consumed with guilt, I roamed the city’s downtown sobbing violently while my boyfriend followed me, completely stunned. I was unable to explain myself, or even speak. All I wanted was to curl up somewhere and die.


What happened? What was wrong with me? Why wasn’t I proud of what I’d just achieved? I didn’t feel I deserved any of the good things that had happened to me. I’d wanted a PhD since I was a teenager. I’d believed success in academia would promise me safety and social acceptance. I’d spent most of my graduate-school years toiling in isolation, longing to find a place in the world where I’d be loved and accepted, yet doubting I’d ever get it. Despite completing my degree, securing a job, and finding a supportive relationship that had lasted many years, I found that deep down, I was still me—awkward, unhappy me, still miserable and unable to imagine a comfortable place for myself in the world. I’d chased after achievements and approval all of my life, believing it would grant me self-love. Now that all my external goals had been met, I felt even more empty.


I still hated myself. In fact, now that I lacked some promising, life-changing goal to aspire to, existence felt even more meaningless. I could not envision a long-term career for myself or imagine what growing old with my boyfriend might look like. The future before me was a long, blank expanse. It felt like nothing I did ever mattered, and never could—because none of it would ever help me stop being me.


This consuming self-hatred and hopelessness emerged again two years later, as I finally admitted to myself that I was transgender. When I confessed my identity to a trans woman friend, Sarah, I initially felt bathed in warm, happy self-acceptance. I felt excited to move forward and could at last imagine who I wanted to be. But those positive emotions disappeared the second I contemplated what would happen next. I would have to start asking people to use a new name and new pronouns. When they got it wrong, I’d have to commit the unforgivable social sin of making things awkward by standing up for myself. I wanted to change my hair and my entire wardrobe, maybe pursue surgery—but it all struck me as an unforgivable extravagance. On masculinizing hormones, which I desperately longed to take, my body would get hairier, bulkier, acne-ridden, and confusing to others. The professional persona I’d cultivated over the years would fall apart, and the terrible me-ness of myself would unquestionably stand out.


Worst of all, there was no way my straight male partner would continue to be interested in me if I were a guy. I would no longer be the intelligent yet chill, pretty girlfriend that partners’ families always found easy to like. My identity would become an uncomfortable distraction. My changing body would stand out even to complete strangers. Even my loved ones might be embarrassed to be seen around me. The respectable life I’d built would crumble apart.


I felt like I’d killed the person my boyfriend and family loved, all because I had some sick delusion about who I was. I hated myself for needing something so strange and inconvenient as a gender transition. So I went about meeting my needs as secretively as possible. I went to the courthouse and changed my name and gender marker without telling a single soul for months. I knew that I had to force myself to make the change before I sought approval from anyone else, or it would never happen. I began taking testosterone in private, literally ducking into the closet of the bedroom my boyfriend and I shared each morning to slather my body with AndroGel. On Wednesday evenings, I slunk off to a genderqueer support group at the local LGBT center, shuddering every time I entered, fearing someone I knew would see me. When I finally tried to come out to my partner and family, I could not stop hedging, apologizing, and crying. I had to text them the words. I couldn’t say them out loud. I longed to be rid of the weird, perverted desires that were making me do these things.


A few years into my transition, I even tried detransitioning for a while, in the hopes I could become the cute, easy-to-be-around straight girl people used to think I was.1 It was the emotional low point of the pandemic, and I was locked away from all my trans friends, and any sense of community I’d been able to build. All that was left was my partner of nearly ten years, who’d appeared increasingly cold and aloof the more my transition had progressed. I hoped that by making my body more feminine again, he might love me. I thought my conservative mother might stop treating me with what I perceived as wariness. I told myself that all my problems were my fault and that I had to give up trying to be something I was not.


But it didn’t work. Because no matter how powerfully I felt it, my shame was a liar. My self-loathing and secrecy only locked my potential for growth and happiness away. And as much as it felt like my suffering as a transgender person was caused by my actions, it was all rooted in the work of powerful systems—such as cissexism, capitalism, and heteronormativity—that I was a victim of, but which I felt powerless to resist.


I have always believed that my desires and feelings are too much, and that I have to make up for who I am by being as diligent, virtuous, and as unobtrusive as possible. Whenever I succeed at something or receive positive attention, I can’t help but think of all the people I know and love who deserve it more than I do. So many of my friends suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder, poverty, racism, homophobia, sexism, and so much more. All around me I see social problems I’m not doing enough to help solve. And no matter how much I strive to take care of others and put good things out into the world, or to make myself into a better or more lovable person, I feel like I’m forever throwing meager payments toward a debt that only continues to compound.


There are a lot of reasons why I feel this way. As a closeted queer child in the 1990s, I witnessed how AIDS patients were branded as disgusting and debauched and blamed for their illness. In the Drug Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) program, I learned that addicts and incarcerated people deserved their fates because they didn’t have the willpower to “just say no.” Public service announcements and schoolbooks taught me that environmental destruction had been caused by people choosing to litter and waste water. When gay marriage bans swept through the country during my teen years, and my own high school tried to prevent me from protesting, I learned I could not count on any public institutions to protect me. When my conservative family seemed unmoved by my concern for queer rights, I was crestfallen. I knew that I couldn’t count on anyone. I would always have to look after myself.


Over and over again, I had been taught that the only way to lead a worthwhile and meaningful life was through tons of willpower, perfection, and personal responsibility. Of course, no amount of effort or virtuousness was going to be enough to make me feel worthy. The ledger would never add up in my favor, because personal responsibility couldn’t undo destructive systems.


Like so many other people, I suffer from Systemic Shame, the powerful self-loathing belief that says I am to blame for the circumstances I’m living in, and that the only way my problems can be overcome is through individual goodness and grit. Shame itself is a perfectly normal, if highly unpleasant emotion; philosophers seem to have always been interested in analyzing how it works, and we can find detailed descriptions of how shame feels and the postures and poses that ashamed people take across a wide array of cultures and points in history. At its most simple, shame is the feeling that not only have we done something wrong, but that we are bad, and that some core part of us is so horrible that it must be hidden away. Ashamed people typically feel demotivated, withdrawn from others, and powerless. They’re usually low in energy and focus, much like we would expect a depressed or severely burnt-out person to be, and may require increased rest and social support in order to slowly rebuild a sense of themselves as worthwhile and lovable.


Shame itself can be quite damaging, but Systemic Shame runs even deeper than the remorse we might feel when we remember something cruel or harmful that we’ve done. That’s because Systemic Shame is not only an emotion—it’s also a belief system about who is deserving of aid and who ought to be held responsible for any harm they incur. Shame tells us that we are bad, which itself is an incredibly terrible feeling. But Systemic Shame teaches that entire groups of people are bad, and that through our choices and our identities, we constantly signal to other people whether we belong to a redeemable group or to an innately wicked one. When we experience regular shame, we can begin to repair it by reexamining our actions, making amends, or committing to growth in some tangible way. But Systemic Shame is a wound that continues to be reopened in us day after day, no matter what we do or don’t do, and no matter how desperately we wish we could love who we are. No matter how hard we work or how ardently we strive to be moral, Systemic Shame looms all around us in our culture, telling us that we are lazy, selfish, disgusting, and untrustworthy, and that all the problems we’re facing in life are completely our fault.


When a marginalized person holds themselves personally responsible for solving the problem of their own oppression, Systemic Shame is the overwhelmed, hopeless feeling that results. When we blame ourselves as individuals for failing to do “enough” to combat injustices like transphobia, racism, labor exploitation, global climate change, or health epidemics, Systemic Shame extracts a heavy emotional toll from us as well. When we believe that we must remedy historic inequalities on our own, signaling our virtue with what we buy and consume and never accepting any help, we’re suffering from Systemic Shame, too. It’s just about everywhere. It pollutes so many conversations about what we owe to one another, and what it might look like to genuinely create a better, more socially just world.


Systemic Shame is a lingering emotional wound. But it’s also an ideology about how the world works—a deeply damaging one that keeps us distracted and unhappy. It is closely linked to the Puritanical belief that morality is simple and absolute, and to long-standing American ideals that claim every person should be ruggedly independent. Because it is so deeply embedded in our culture and history, Systemic Shame appears in our political debates, our public service announcements and advertisements, our textbooks, the workshops and trainings we are asked to attend, the movies we enjoy and the conversations that we have about them, and even in how we judge our own actions and those of our friends.


Systemic Shame claims that the only way meaningful change can ever occur is if individual people put in a ton of effort and always make the “right” decisions. It tells us that disabled people must never let their conditions be an “excuse” for falling behind, and that poverty is remedied by hardworking people pulling themselves up by their bootstraps. Systemic Shame tells women that they can overcome sexism in the workplace if they learn to speak more confidently and commit to “leaning in,” and it tells Black people that they can overcome racism in their professional lives by watching their tone.2 When a Black woman struggles to follow these two contradictory pieces of advice simultaneously, Systemic Shame says it’s her fault for not being strong enough or, paradoxically, for being too “angry.”


Systemic Shame convinces us that global pandemics are caused by selfish people rather than corporate cruelty and government negligence. It preaches that acts of mass gun violence are random acts caused by evil and mentally ill people, rather than by the rise of white supremacist and other hate movements. Systemic Shame also tells us that we must obsess over our personal habits, choices, and purchases, because every action we take carries intense moral weight with it. According to Systemic Shame, the fate of the world rests upon every single decision we make. No matter how much we care about injustice and other people, Systemic Shame will always be there to convince us that we are failing to live up to those values—that we aren’t committing adequate resources, doing enough for other people, or working sufficiently hard.


Systemic Shame keeps so many of us trapped, as I have often been trapped, hating myself for who I am, working desperately to earn the right to be alive, and never believing that anyone could ever really support or care for me. And I know I’m not the only one. This line of thinking has absolutely ravaged our political discourse and blocks us from having productive conversations about what real change might look like on a systematic level—and what is needed for us to fight for such change together.


Here are a few signs that you might be suffering from Systemic Shame:




1. You are constantly looking at yourself through the eyes of people who disapprove of you.


2. You spend a lot of time ruminating over past decisions, even relatively small ones, worrying that things would have gone differently if you’d gotten it “right.”


3. You only feel that you can relax and truly be yourself when you’re alone—yet even when you are in private, there are thoughts and feelings you won’t allow yourself to have.


4. You are hyperaware of the negative stereotypes people might apply to you, based on your identity, your appearance, or even your past experiences, and carefully monitor your behavior so as not to confirm those stereotypes as true.


5. You compulsively take in news of upsetting events throughout the world, but instead of feeling empowered by knowledge, you are left feeling guilty and panicked.


6. You have a difficult time imagining a future where you might feel content, or that your life is worthwhile.


7. You feel like you are carrying a heavy load of obligations, but that nothing you do in life seems to matter.


8. You find it hard to believe that anyone might really appreciate and care for the “real” you.


9. Your default attitude toward yourself is mistrust and disgust.


10. You try to do everything on your own—and you see slowing down or needing help as a failure.





By every measure, Systemic Shame is a problem that’s incredibly widespread. And there is almost no social issue—from climate change to sexism, from medical fatphobia to global pandemics—that Systemic Shame hasn’t touched. The more a person suffers, the more our economic system and public institutions are primed to convince us it’s all their fault. But I can pretty much guarantee this ideology touches your life even if you don’t tend to think of yourself as particularly oppressed, because all our lives are vulnerable to the damage wrought by forces like capitalism and environmental degradation. It’s Systemic Shame that prevents us from recognizing we share these struggles with the majority of other beings living on this planet. Rather than coming together to demand better of our existing systems or to work on building alternative ones together, Systemic Shame consumes us with fear and self-loathing, and pushes us apart.
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A few years ago, I went on a grocery-shopping trip with my friend Gary, a deeply conscientious and anxiety-ridden soul. We were gathering supplies for a party at Gary’s house, and he was a mess of apologies and preemptive explanations for his actions the entire time. We went to Whole Foods, Gary told me, because it was the closest grocery store, and it was better for the environment for us to walk there than to drive to the Aldi two miles down the street. Still, he told me he felt guilty shopping at a grocery chain so strongly associated with gentrification in the city—especially since Whole Foods was also owned by Amazon, a company widely reported as having mistreated its workers. 3


Gary brought a backpack filled with reusable tote bags with him to the store. But he fretted that we might need to buy a few disposable plastic ones, too. In the produce section, Gary reached for a container of pre-cut watermelon and explained to me that he couldn’t carry a whole watermelon home, let alone cut it, because of his arthritis. Then he grabbed a package of biodegradable disposable forks, explaining that he needed them when his symptoms flared up and made scrubbing dishes painful. I wanted to offer to help Gary with household tasks that were painful to him—but I knew I couldn’t really commit to traveling to an apartment three miles from my own to do that with any regularity. I didn’t have a car, and public transit made me motion sick. Plus, my weekly schedule always left me feeling impossibly strapped. It seemed there was nothing either of us could do. A heaviness followed us from aisle to aisle.


I hated that my presence seemed to leave Gary feeling surveilled, like I was judging him for his choices. And part of me was also frustrated at Gary for his whole hand-wringing, shame-filled performance, too. It made me feel bad about my own decisions and limitations. Was Gary judging me for arriving to his house with a large Starbucks coffee in a disposable cup? Did he think I was a failure as a friend because I couldn’t help him? As he quietly contemplated two bottles of basically identical seltzer, trying to figure out which ones weren’t bottled by Coca-Cola, I wanted to shout at him, “There is no winning this game, Gary! None of our choices matter!” I felt defensive in the face of his moral meticulousness and thought forcefully declaring my apathy might spare us both all the unnecessary trouble.


Gary was trying to cope with the looming threat of climate change by fixating on the impact of his every decision. Like the character Chidi Anagonye, the neurotic, morally conflicted philosopher on the NBC sitcom The Good Place, Gary tried to consider the far-reaching social implications of his every purchase and move. But when a careful and well-read person like Gary tries to express his convictions at the grocery store, he often finds that none of the options available are particularly moral. On The Good Place, Chidi is an indecisive wreck who can never arrive at a decision he feels is ethically sound. He can’t even select which kind of milk he wants to drink without descending into a panic. Almond milk might be superior to cow’s milk from an animal rights perspective, yet it still damages the environment because of how much water almond plants require in order to grow. Rice milk consumes less water than almond milk, but it generates far more greenhouse gas emissions. There is no coherent answer to the question of what is “right” to buy—every single option is damaging because they’re all produced by amoral corporations that do not care about the environment.


In a show filled with fictional “sinners” dwelling in hell, Chidi learns that he’s been damned because his indecisiveness tormented everyone around him and served no purpose. He even fails to visit his mother in the hospital because he cannot decide between showing up for her on the day of surgery or honoring an earlier commitment he’d made to help his landlord’s nephew program his phone. He feels anguish about all manner of issues, with no clear conception of scale—and so he misdirects his energy toward trivial efforts.


The fictional Chidi and my real-life friend Gary both cope with Systemic Shame by carefully evaluating the ethical weight of their every decision. On the flip side, I tend to protect myself by checking out and feeling jaded. Over a decade ago, I encountered the sentence “There is no ethical consumption under capitalism” on the blogging platform Tumblr, where it quickly became a rallying cry for the guilty and despondent. At times, I have used that saying—and the hopelessness it expresses—to try to protect myself from shame about the waste I produce, or from having to worry about how I spend my money. Sure, Whole Foods creates a ton of waste and – has been criticized by the UFCW for exploiting its employees,4 I tell myself, but the manager at one of the bodegas is abusive to his employees, too. There is no ethical consumption under capitalism. There are no good options, so I might as well give up. But it wasn’t really a solution. It just meant I never even listened to the discomfort roiling inside me.


Gary’s inner conflict at the grocery store forced me back into reality. He helped me remember that every object laid before us had been grown, harvested, packaged, shipped, and stocked on the shelves by dozens of real human beings, all of whom were stuck within systems they also had nearly zero influence over. I’d already known that, of course, but clichés like “There is no ethical consumption under capitalism” seemed poised to make me forget. All around us there were shoppers who were just trying to live a life that mattered and was a net good on the world. And the consumption of all those shoppers was made possible through the efforts of the workers, who also had no control over their employer’s actions and environmental practices. Everywhere I looked, there were people toiling as hard as possible and finding that no amount of effort changed the systems they were stuck in. It was almost too much collected human suffering for my mind to take in.


Not long before my shopping trip with Gary, a tweet criticizing Whole Foods for selling pre-peeled oranges in plastic containers went hyperviral.5 Why remove a fruit’s natural, biodegradable wrapper, people wondered, and then cover it up in disposable plastic? How could someone be so lazy and wasteful as to buy a thing like that? Entitled customers like that were the reason the Pacific Ocean was filled with islands of trash.


Companies like Whole Foods and Amazon do waste huge quantities of paper and plastic on excessive packaging,6 and criticizing that has value.7 But to blame individual consumers for buying these wasteful products is to miss who is really at fault. Unfortunately, that’s too often where Systemic Shame takes us—it confronts us with small-scale evidence of a widespread problem, provoking us to blame the horrible, lazy individuals who represent that problem to us.


There are a lot of reasons why a person might buy a pre-peeled orange in a heavy plastic container. People with physical disabilities (like Gary) often rely on prepared, individually packaged foods, because they don’t have anyone around to assist with meal preparation. Busy parents without childcare support often need quick, easy ways to transport food that won’t cause a mess or contamination in their diaper bags. Pre-packing food also can streamline the process of making food in bulk for large families.


In a better world, Gary could trust that people would be around to help him cut watermelon or wash dishes, and parents wouldn’t have to do all their meal prep alone. But usually, that kind of aid just is not available. Everyone is so busy and isolated, and most of us are broke. No one has enough energy or resources to show up for the people we love at the level they deserve. Because of all this, many of us are forced to choose between putting lots of effort into doing the most righteous-seeming thing, or simply getting through a challenging day.


Whole Foods only stands to profit from this predicament. Products that make life more convenient and accessible for disabled people tend to come with extreme markups, which disability activists sometimes call the “crip tax.”8 Products marketed as ethically and sustainably sourced are often far more expensive too, and rarely live up to their branding. It’s us individual consumers who have to pay for the lack of community support with our own consumption—and in the end, we’re also the ones left feeling ashamed for needing to consume so much.


[image: image]


Everywhere we turn, there are messages encouraging us as individuals to behave responsibly, and to address systemic issues by making the right personal choices. Advertisements tell us to shop sustainably, while hocking poorly made products we don’t need. Rideshare apps ask us to spend a few extra dollars to take rides in energy efficient vehicles, obscuring the massive damage to the environment their companies cause.9 Cities like San Francisco, Chicago, and Los Angeles tax individuals for using plastic shopping bags, then turn around and offer up massive tax cuts to super-polluters like Amazon.10


When we consider our impact on the world as individuals, many of us feel immense shame. And it’s not just about the environment. When I fail to donate what feels like “enough” money to my local mutual aid fund, I feel stingy and selfish, forgetting that government funding toward community resources has been going down massively for decades.11 When my hairy, wide-hipped body gets odd looks on the street, I feel shame that I’ve transitioned into a form that’s so “freakish,” even though my real issue is centuries of cissexist gender norms. When I hear tales of my friends being discriminated against at work, or losing jobs because they were a little awkward or visibly neurodivergent, I feel ashamed I can’t do enough to defend them. Despite myself, I keep wanting to believe that by behaving in the “right” ways, I could correct injustice, escape my own oppression, and even save the world. But of course, inequality and injustice don’t work that way.


Thanks to Systemic Shame, I fixate far too much on the small failures of the people around me instead of keeping my focus on the laws and economic incentives that actually create injustice. My Jesuit employer refuses to pay for transition-related healthcare, and hormone replacement therapy is being banned for trans people all across the country—yet I spend more time resenting the one exhausted colleague who can’t ever seem to get my pronouns right. I live in a neighborhood where there are no public trash cans for several blocks, yet it’s my neighbor that I sneer at for tossing his beer cans on the ground. When my rumination is at its worst, I find it hard to feel much hope or compassion for humanity at all.


Systemic Shame touches the life of every marginalized and vulnerable person. And when I use the phrase “marginalized or vulnerable person,” I have a very wide umbrella in mind. If you are reading this book, you almost certainly are vulnerable to economic and environmental factors outside your control. Forces like labor exploitation, rising costs of living, global pandemics, and the consequences of climate change touch your life, and you probably feel there is little you can do to forestall these threats. When you’re struggling to pay your bills yet find yourself ordering Postmates most nights because you don’t have the energy to cook, you might hear a guilty voice in the back of your head, saying that you’re only broke and hungry because you’re so irresponsible. You might get to thinking that the challenges you’re facing are not as legitimate as other people’s. But it’s this very feeling of isolated helplessness that actually binds you to the majority of humans living on this planet.


Though many of us dream of living in a just world, where thriving communities care for one another and the planet, Systemic Shame makes it easy for us to lose the plot. We fixate so much on the morality of momentary choices, small purchases, and daily habits. Is watching this movie feminist? Is buying this free-range beef good for the environment? Should I list my pronouns in my bio? Am I doing enough? Are my friends? Systemic Shame convinces us we need to stay this anxious. And while we are stuck feeling this way, the powerful institutions that are actually responsible for our issues get off nearly scot-free.
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America’s laws and national myths are built upon the idea that individuals can and must choose their own fates. When vulnerable groups of people suffer, or have freedom and resources stolen from them, we hear time and time again that they are responsible for what’s happened—and that they could have prevented it if they’d only tried harder.


In the years immediately after slavery was abolished, for example, political cartoons portrayed newly freed Black Americans as “lazy” grifters who only wanted reparations because they were looking for a handout.12 It didn’t matter that enslaved Africans had been ripped from their homelands, robbed of their autonomy, their names, and their family histories, or that their children were forced to toil in the fields with no pay for centuries. To the opponents of reparations, all that mattered was that recently freed Black people were not working hard “enough” to establish themselves as financially and educationally equal to white people.


Over a century later, single mothers who relied on welfare or food stamps in order to survive were depicted by the Reagan administration as irresponsible “welfare queens”—yet again deeming people in need as opportunists looking for a handout. These impoverished women supposedly did not deserve support, because some of them might have had unprotected sex, used drugs, or not tried hard “enough” find high-earning work.13


To this day, anyone who relies on disability benefits runs the risk of being accused of faking their condition to take advantage of the system. Videos of wheelchair users even slightly moving their legs or adjusting their postures get plastered all over social media, where thousands of people shame them for not really “needing” a mobility aid, or not suffering badly enough.14 The myth of the fake disabled person is an incredibly well-worn media trope: It has appeared in hundreds of TV shows and movies, from Law & Order to Detective Pikachu.15 When a disabled character appears on screen, it is more likely they’ll be revealed to have been faking their condition all along than to actually be portrayed as a genuine disabled person with any human complexity.


Marginalized people learn quite early on that our every action will be scrutinized for proof we aren’t trying hard “enough” or cannot be trusted. Research shows that many disabled people absorb the idea that no matter how debilitating their illness is (or how socially excluded they are), they somehow aren’t trying hard enough to manage their health or put a positive spin on their illness. We also know empirically that when disabled people blame ourselves for our struggles, we are also less likely to take an interest in meeting other disabled people or forming a community with them.16 Our socially imposed self-hatred breeds isolation, which only deepens our shame.


What solutions does our culture offer to people who are suffering from Systemic Shame? Hard work, self-sacrifice, and individual accomplishment. That’s pretty much it. News articles claim it’s “inspiring” when a man who can’t afford a car exhibits the amazing discipline to walk twenty-one miles to work every day,17 or when a paralyzed athlete “overcomes” their disability by winning a challenging race.18 Celebrating these rare, extreme achievements just serves to raise the bar for everyone else who’s suffering.19 Instead of asking why a poor or disabled person has to be exceptional in order to simply survive, these stories preach that anything is possible if an individual tries hard enough. The fact is, not everyone can try that hard.


It isn’t just disabled people who internalize the shame that society has tied to our identities, of course. Hundreds of empirical studies conducted over the last several decades have shown that Black Americans suffer from internalized racism in high numbers.20 For centuries, Black people have been bombarded with messages painting them as lazy and at fault for the inequities they face, and unfortunately it’s nearly impossible for someone to endure that level of external hatred without taking some of it in. When Black people begin to believe the negative images they have seen of themselves in media, they are at a heightened risk of depression, anxiety, problematic alcohol and drug use, social isolation, low self-esteem, hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and even insulin resistance. Absorbing the shame of racism is more than just painful—it can erode a person’s quality of life, or even make their life far shorter.


A recent study on the attitudes of incarcerated Black youth found that while most teens recognized white supremacy had strongly influenced their lives in negative ways, acknowledging racism did nothing to curb their profound feelings of what researchers called “self-condemnation.”21 Black incarcerated teens felt powerless in the face of structural racism, but at the same time, they blamed themselves for how they coped with it. This is what Systemic Shame does to people. It overwhelms them and robs them of empowerment, while simultaneously convincing them they’re only in this position because they haven’t tried hard enough to make the right choices.


Research shows that when a negative stereotype is applied to a person or to a group that they belong to, it takes a heavy psychological toll even when the person recognizes the stereotype is unfair.22 The HIV stigma researchers Phil Hutchinson and Rageshri Dhairyawan observe that even when an HIV-positive person knows that HIV stigma is inaccurate, the prejudices of others still diminish how they feel about themselves. If people refuse to shake your hand and few people in your community want to date you, it scarcely matters that you know that your serostatus can’t be passed through skin or saliva or that your viral load is undetectable. You’ve still been marked in other’s eyes as tainted, as defective—as having failed to protect yourself and therefore deserving of blame. Hutchinson and Dhairyawan describe shame as “a taking-on-board of the judgments (or morally-loaded perceptions) of others about oneself.”23 The immense pain of being seen by others as “dirty” or “dangerous” still lingers, even when a person knows that they do not deserve it.


When we discuss the weight that stereotyping and Systemic Shame carry, it’s hard not to contrast the lives of marginalized people, who are under nearly constant attack, and the lives of the comparatively more privileged, who carry the mark of Systemic Shame far less visibly. For the groups directly targeted by systems of oppression such as anti-Blackness or homophobia, the strength and stakes of Systemic Shame are undeniably more extreme. Yet it is also true that the varying degrees of isolation, self-blame, and societal condemnation that we all experience under Systemic Shame are of the same piece—and that this massive social sickness of Systemic Shame will get better only once we begin to realize that we’re all affected by it.


A suburban white woman who cannot manage work and childcare expectations and feels a lot of shame about that fact is operating with the very same systems as the far less privileged woman she employs for help around the house. Both women’s lives are shaped by sexist expectations regarding parenting and house-cleaning duties; both are exhausted, overworked, and likely being underpaid (though to very different degrees); both women are forced to grapple with how isolating and inaccessible suburban life can be, and how difficult it is to exist in the public realm when you are caring for a kid.24 This is true while the two women’s lives and levels of social power are dramatically different, and in fact one woman holds power over the other. If we were to write off the wealthier white mom’s hand-wringing as entirely privileged and pointless, we’d miss key pieces of the larger social puzzle laid before us. We’d also be declaring that her suffering is somehow not “bad enough” to deserve any critique—and under Systemic Shame, no person is ever a deserving enough victim. True solidarity building requires that we acknowledge people’s struggles as legitimate—even while upholding that some people’s struggles intersect in far more ways, and some who suffer hold the power to make others’ suffering worse.


Because of Systemic Shame, no matter how much privilege or marginalization that a person holds (and every single one of us holds a combination of both), we are viewed as not trying hard enough to overcome our circumstances or to behave responsibly. Disabled people’s complaints of inaccessibility, for example, are frequently written off by abled people as needless complaining or demands for coddling. Trans people’s demands for healthcare are written off by “gender critical” people as a frivolous extravagance that we don’t really need. In conversations about Systemic Shame, the needs of multiple marginalized people absolutely have to be centered—and such centering can help us better understand our shared vulnerability. This also does not mean that the struggles of others do not rank. It is only by recognizing that the root causes of our suffering are the same that we can share in building solutions to our shared problems.


If the suburban white woman in this example comes to realize that her life is difficult not because she is a “bad mom” or a “bad worker,” but rather because of a historic legacy of overwork and sexism, she might begin to see a connection between what she needs and the well-being of the caregiver she employs. She might begin to question the pace at which she lives her life, and might recognize how racing to always be both the perfect parent and the endlessly reliable professional harms both her child and the woman she hires, whom she has economic power over.


Of course, this moment of realization doesn’t always happen. Being compassionate toward the wealthiest, most powerful person in the room can’t be where our conversations begin or where they stop. But understanding that both women are members of an oppressed class with shared concerns is important. As Jessica Friedman, author of the book Things That Helped: On Postpartum Depression, writes, “Motherhood is a political category.”25 And vulnerable and oppressed groups of people only begin to make steps toward justice once they realize they’re in a political category.


When oppressed people fail to recognize that we are targeted on a systematic level, and instead only understand our lives and the choices we make through a personal lens, finding belonging and demanding better for our communities becomes impossible. In most elections in the United States, after all, white, well-off women vote in large numbers for conservative politicians—many of whom go on to enact social policies that hurt all women (as well as all other gender minorities). The women who vote this way often think about their decisions as protecting their own individual wealth and privilege—just as early white Suffragettes cared more about their own individual right to vote and own property than about the liberation of Black and brown women and women in poverty. Matters might be dramatically different if these women viewed sexism as a force not to be escaped through personal responsibility and money, but by creating a world where all gender minorities enjoy body autonomy, political representation, and fair access to resources.
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I decided to write this book because I was desperate to figure out what the solution to living with Systemic Shame is—since endlessly chasing after perfection never helped me, and viewing my problems as personal failures only left me miserably alone. Every desperate attempt at earning my right to be alive made me feel emptier, because it separated me from other people and the rich web of life that surrounded me. Even though I’ve made a lot of progress in accepting myself, it seems I’m always uncovering sources of shame that I’ve overlooked and noticing how much my behavior is still limited by negative beliefs about who I “should” be and fears of how I come across to others. I want out of this cycle. I want to stop staring inward with obsession and hatred and begin looking outward with interest and trust.


To help better understand Systemic Shame and how we all might heal from it, I have reviewed the psychological literature, examined shame’s cultural history, and spoken to an array of therapists, coaches, and labor organizers. I’ve interviewed marginalized people who are working on healing their own Systemic Shame and read up on activist movements that grappled with these issues and found productive solutions. From all this data, I’ve developed a framework for understanding how Systemic Shame works, where it comes from, and why so many of us find blaming ourselves and others so damn compelling. Despite how much shame entices us, the evidence is abundant that it does not work. Shame is never an effective motivator for inspiring behavior change, for a variety of psychological, cultural, and even physiological reasons. Despite this, societies keep reaching for shame and using it as a tool of social separation and control. But it doesn’t have to be this way.


It turns out that while Systemic Shame is incredibly common, blaming yourself for structural issues is not inevitable. We do not have to feel frozen and despondent in the face of climate change, income inequality, systemic racism, violent transphobia, and global pandemics. It’s possible to believe our lives have meaning, and to build richly interconnected communities that will care for us and aid us in carrying out our values and improving the world. Based on my research and interviews, I’ve developed a variety of tools designed to help people figure out what a connected and meaningful place the world can look like. In the second half of the book, we’ll focus entirely on that process of healing from Systemic Shame on a personal, interpersonal, and even global level.


But before we dive into how we might overcome Systemic Shame, we first need to understand how it functions, and how our culture came to be so obsessed with it in the first place. Why are we so insistent on holding individuals responsible for structural injustice? Why do so many of us feel so guilty and helpless nearly all the time? Let’s begin by taking a look at how Systemic Shame manages to get so many of us in its thrall.









Part One
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Suffering Under Systemic Shame









CHAPTER 1


Understanding Systemic Shame


Ellen is a single mom living with a teen daughter, Jenna, just outside of Boston. For the past five years, Ellen has worked in grant writing, helping to raise funds for an organization that serves teenagers with mental health issues. In her free time, which she doesn’t have a lot of, Ellen also volunteers as a content writer for the organization’s blog and social media pages. On a typical evening she’s up late into the night, double-checking grant applications for formatting errors, taking breaks to edit the organization’s latest Instagram posts. Then she rolls over in bed with an alarm set for six in the morning, so she can take meetings with foundations and get her daughter off to school.


“I do all of this because I don’t ever want to fail another kid,” she says to me tearfully. She’s referring to her daughter Jenna’s experience with self-harm.


About a year and a half after Ellen got divorced, she found out her daughter had started cutting and burning herself. Ellen’s still not sure how long it went on before she found out. It was a neighbor who first noticed injuries on Jenna’s body. In the ensuing years—filled with therapeutic appointments, psychological assessments, mental health retreats, family meetings, and doctor visits—Ellen felt ashamed for not noticing more quickly. And she’s coped with that shame by throwing herself into nonprofit work.


“I have to do all that I can to save other children from depression and pain,” Ellen says to me. “In every client [the organization] served, I saw Jenna, but with even less support than Jenna has.”


The long hours and volunteer gigs didn’t bring Ellen and Jenna any closer. In fact, Ellen’s work stress only made it easier for Jenna to pull away. Ellen says that she spiraled into self-recrimination every single time she caught Jenna self-harming again, which didn’t make Jenna feel any better either. Ellen could only escape her worst feelings by burying herself in her work. But it turned out trying to save all other children from self-harm was impossible and did not “make up” for the harm Ellen felt responsible for.


“It has been an endless cycle,” Ellen says. “Trying to escape how awful I feel about what’s happened, but only making it worse.” But finally, she tells me, she’s ready for this cycle to stop. She wants to stop acting like Jenna’s scars are too painful to look at. She wants to stop wrecking her own life with dreams of undoing the past. And most of all, she wants herself and her daughter to both be able to put down their shame, if only for one moment, so that they can be close again.


Shame and the Search for a Symbol


In early 2022, TikTok was overrun with videos about a man users called “West Elm Caleb.” Several New York–based women had posted videos to the platform talking about disappointing dates they’d had with a charming, super affectionate guy who’d make them personalized playlists, shower them in compliments and attention, and then ghost them after having sex. Comparing details in the comments, these women quickly realized they’d all been played by the same guy—a man named Caleb who worked at West Elm.


A social media takedown campaign unfolded. Random users attempted to track down Caleb’s address and contact his employer to get him fired. Images of his face and his LinkedIn profile were broadcast across social media for anyone to view. Thousands of videos were posted under the #WestElmCaleb hashtag, fantasizing about him receiving retribution for his shady behavior, analyzing his actions and messages for signs of emotional abuse, and providing women with tips for how to identify “love-bombing” manipulators like him.1 Within a month, the #WestElmCaleb hashtag accrued more than 85 million views.


By most standards, the worst thing West Elm Caleb was accused of doing was sending one woman an unsolicited nude photograph. The rest of his alleged actions, as his former dates describe them, sound like pretty typical albeit douchey dating app behavior. Caleb sent multiple women the exact same Spotify playlist, telling each one he’d made it just for them. He apparently told women he wasn’t on the dating apps that much, though it seemed clear he was matching and hooking up with people all over town. He presented as affectionate and genuinely interested in his targets—but after having sex, he’d allegedly never message again. These are all actions well-deserving of an eye roll from across the bar or a roasting at a party. Yet Caleb morphed from an ordinary asshole into a gaslighting, love-bombing abuser in TikTok’s eyes.2


In a video essay analyzing the saga, the internet culture YouTuber Sarah Z speculated about why TikTok users went after Caleb with such fervor:3 She says he became the symbolic face of larger social problems like sexism, objectification, and dishonesty on dating apps.


“He’s made into this icon,” Sarah says, “a sort of representation of every other guy like him. You might not have been able to personally get any kind of remorse out of the [word censored in video] who ghosted you after weeks of seeing each other, but you can humiliate this Caleb guy.”


Caleb at West Elm is by all accounts a tall, conventionally attractive white guy with a cushy job in furniture design. Given all the privileges he holds in society, he’s hardly the poster boy for what experiencing Systemic Shame typically looks like. Yet he is an individual who has been personally and publicly held responsible for a societal issue that’s far larger than him. And in the reactions of his former sexual partners and the internet sleuths who hate him, we see the far-reaching effects of lives lived under sexism and shame.


West Elm Caleb is accused of having played with the expectations and romantic hopes of numerous young women, some of them women of color. The first social media user to publicly put him on blast, Mimi Shou, specifically set out to warn other Asian women about him.4 The majority of social media observers who participated in the West Elm Caleb saga online were women who mentioned past experiences with their own “Calebs” or who said the desire to “protect” other women from men was the motive behind their actions.


When you have repeatedly experienced a pattern of mistreatment, or you’ve been victimized by systems of oppression like sexism, it feels really good to find a suitable symbol of all that to attack. It makes your suffering, however large and amorphous, suddenly seem tangible. And psychological research shows that most humans have a powerful desire to take abstract concepts (like objectification, or sexism) and transform them into terms that are more manageable and concrete.5


Construal Level Theory is a theory in social psychology, which states that there is a massive psychological difference between thinking about our values in distant or big-picture terms (sometimes called abstract construal) and thinking about those same values in a short-term, practical way (often called concrete construal). Research into Construal Level Theory has found that when you translate a scarily vague, abstract goal (like “fighting sexism”) into a far more concrete, small-scale solution (like “taking an implicit sexism test online”), people find it quite appealing6 and soothing. Focusing on individual behavior makes big systemic issues feel more controllable.7 Taking action can make you feel powerful, especially when all you’ve known is abstract powerlessness. That sometimes holds even when the action is small or relatively meaningless in the long term.


When looked at from a Construal Level Theory perspective, the reactions of the women who publicly dogpiled West Elm Caleb make emotional sense. An individual woman might not be able to fix the culture that trains so many men to lie to her and ghost her, but by personalizing and shaming the alleged actions of one random asshole, she can feel like she is doing something to discourage bad behavior. And while being unceremoniously dumped on a dating app doesn’t really count as “abuse,” we do know that abuse victims often find it healing to provide support to other survivors and prevent future mistreatment.8 So if you’ve experienced a lifetime of objectifying slights, it might be tempting to project your wounds onto all of West Elm Caleb’s exes and see yourself and them as part of some broader feminist community. It’s true, even though, as Sarah Z points out in her video, “women aren’t collectively benefiting from any of this.” Attacking one guy and getting him fired doesn’t change the culture. It doesn’t give women the economic power or social support they need to escape from the people most likely to abuse them—typically, men they are related to, live with, or work for.9 The only ones profiting from all this fervent posting is TikTok and its many advertisers.


I have often found myself engaging in behavior quite similar to that of West Elm Caleb’s online haters. As a gay transgender man, I feel deeply wounded by America’s pervasive homophobia and transphobia. I have tried to cope with how suffocated and afraid I feel by blaming my conversative mom and other relatives for the rise of transphobia across the country—as if they are a driving force in the movement rather than ill-informed pawns. My mom has always claimed to be tolerant of queer people (and has said that she only votes Republican for economic reasons), yet with her political choices, she’s repeatedly sided with powerful figures who attack my community. The same is true of nearly all my Republican family members. Most of them treat me with basic decency. But they also find it acceptable, and even desirable, to elect politicians who have repeatedly made my life and the life of my loved ones worse.


In my pain and outrage, I’ve snapped at my family and insulted them. I’ve written angry letters and essays about their political views and shared that writing with the world without bothering to even initiate a real conversation first. I’ve called my mom sobbing, and ranted at her for an hour or more, believing that if she would only feel some shame about how her actions have affected me, she might finally realize that she’s wrong. What I’m really longing for, on some level, is to stop feeling as if I’m broken and trapped inside a world that was not built for me. I want the pain of having grown up closeted to go away. I shame my mother and family to offload the immense Systemic Shame dwelling inside myself. I can’t fix the United States, so I focus on the individual people who represent my pain.


The problem is, if inconsiderate guys, like Caleb is said to be, are the product of larger systems such as sexism and the impersonal nature of dating apps, holding one individual accountable won’t stop the problem at its root. And if my mom and the rest of my family’s politics have been influenced by decades of media misinformation and online hate movements, haranguing them for their ignorance won’t change things much either. My years of failed attempts are proof of that.


In fact, devoting too much mental energy to individual blame can make it harder for us to really think systematically about why the same damaging behaviors keep cropping up in different people. But it’s hard for many of us to see past this, because shame is so firmly embedded into our culture. Morally condemning other people often feels like it’s simply the right thing to do. Plus, when you’ve experienced intense Systemic Shame about your own identities, pushing that shame onto others feels only fair. Sometimes, I just want to make others feel as hurt as I’ve felt. When you have no hope of the world getting better, all you want to do is take others down with you.


Even though I know intellectually that shaming my mom is kind of missing the point, for years I could not keep myself from being angry with her. I know from experience that when I get vulnerable with my mom about my hurt feelings and explain to her how her actions have created a distance between us, she is more likely to be sympathetic and alter her behavior. It’s especially effective when I acknowledge the political concerns she and I do have in common. We both feel completely unrepresented in the current political system. We both see that most people’s economic futures are on the verge of collapse. We both care about the planet, and finding an end to racism and sexism, and we both find it disturbing that so many people with nearly unchecked political power have sexually abused other people.


My mother and I don’t share a clear view on what the solutions are to these problems, but we do share many values. In recent years, I’ve persuaded her that it’s better not to vote at all than it is to elect a conservative whose policies would hurt me. She’s agreed with me on that and sworn off voting for the rest of her life. That’s more progress than I ever thought to expect. We arrived at this truce through honest conversation,—yet most of the time, I’m still too swept up in anger (at her actions) and self-loathing (over my own identity) to reach out in ways that help heal our rift.


This is how Systemic Shame works on so many of us. Because it convinces us that individual people are responsible for making change happen, it fills us with negative feelings toward other people that we perceive as not doing “enough.” This makes it very difficult for us to connect. From there, Systemic Shame encourages us to pin sole responsibility for our suffering on ourselves and other individuals, rather than looking to the systems that got us all here.


In this chapter, we’ll define what Systemic Shame is, and come to better understand how it functions in our world. We’ve already discussed how Systemic Shame is a personal taking-on of all the pressure and blame society directs at individuals. But as the examples of West Elm Caleb and my own family show, Systemic Shame doesn’t end with internal feelings of anguish. It also radiates outward, and impacts how we relate to others and even how we think about humanity as a whole.


The Levels of Systemic Shame


Systemic Shame is a painful social emotion. It’s also a set of beliefs about how change in the world can occur. Because it is so far-reaching and yet also so deeply felt, it can affect each of us on three different levels:




1. Personal Shame: Feelings of self-loathing over our identities, our limitations, or our perceived failings.


How it affects us: Personal Systemic Shame leads us to hide ourselves from others. Because we fear being judged, we turn away from others, not trusting that anybody could ever accept us fully. This leads us to developing interpersonal shame.


2. Interpersonal Shame: A belief that other people are unsafe and untrustworthy, and that most people are basically immoral, lazy, and selfish.


How it affects us: Interpersonal Systemic Shame leads us to harshly judge the actions of other people—the exact same way that we fear being judged. Because we don’t feel comfortable opening up to others, Interpersonal Systemic Shame forces us to become hyper-independent and focus only on our own self-preservation and safety. This isolation and individualism makes it even harder for us to accept the aid of other people, or to work with a broader community to address injustice on a systemic level.


3. Global Shame: A belief that humanity is filled with selfish, apathetic, or morally “bad” people—to the degree we might not even believe the species is worth saving. In our disconnection and helplessness, we may start to think that life can never truly be rewarding or have meaning.


How it affects us: Global Systemic Shame makes us cynical and discourages us from trying to improve our communities and our relationships. By convincing us that all the world’s problems are caused by individuals behaving badly, global shame makes it impossible for us to imagine a way out of the pain that so many other people are in.





We can think of Systemic Shame’s three levels as concentric circles, or as a snowball that begins with a small core of personal shame, and then builds outward:


[image: image]


In the next few sections of this chapter, we’ll break down these three layers and explain how they often develop inside us—and then spiral outside of us and beyond us, with disastrous social and political consequences. Personal shame is what’s pushed on us the most directly when we are young—in our education, our upbringing, the thoughtless comments that friends and neighbors toss off at us, the seemingly well-intentioned corrections our families offer us, and even via the media that we consume. These many tiny rejections and social judgments slowly develop within us, and as we notice patterns in where they appear and who bears the brunt of them, they can develop into a broader worldview. Even if we happen to outgrow some of our own shame later on, the worldview of Systemic Shame can still linger within us. We might still believe that people outside our small social circle cannot be trusted, or that improving how society runs is still hopeless. In this way, though Systemic Shame starts as a personal, internal experience when we’re very young, recovering from the damage it does to us can’t ever be done in isolation.



Level 1: Personal Shame


Systemic Shame begins with personal feelings of self-loathing and self-blame. If we fear that we are fundamentally selfish, weak, and immoral people deep down, we become desperate to hide our real feelings and needs from others, and to perform the appearance of goodness any way we can. Yet the more we try to cover up who we are, the less authentic love and acceptance we are able to experience.


Personal Systemic Shame starts young. People who have been unfairly stereotyped or marginalized learn to view themselves with suspicion from very early on in life. But even children who are not visibly marked as different or divergent in some way absorb countless damaging messages about how they ought to look and carry themselves, what they should be capable of, and even how hard they ought to be working and sacrificing in order to be worthy of love. For instance, long before I had any clue I was trans and Autistic, I had noticed that my parents seemed very lonely and depressed, and that rather than taking steps to meet new people or expand their life with new hobbies, my dad confided in me as his sole confidant and proto-therapist. I was a small child, and I learned rapidly that my access to affection and to feelings of safety would come from being emotionally available and supportive, and by not clouding the already fraught family dynamic with my own worrying or tears. When my father cried, the rest of the world stopped moving, and I jumped into action, providing reassurances and listening deeply to figure out what kind of aid I could provide. When I cried, everybody got angry with me. To this day, I am consumed with shame over my “selfishness” nearly every time I do have to cry.


Many children live out this same pattern—one that the psychologist and therapist Lindsay Gibson has described in detail in her book Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents. When the children of emotionally immature parents grow up, we tend to be self-effacing to a fault, and so deeply mistrustful of our own moods and needs that we feel completely incapable of revealing any aspect of our inner lives to people. And emotionally immature parents, as Gibson writes, do not have to be abusive in order for their actions to have such a devastating impact. Quite frequently, they’re just flawed people who were never educated about emotional coping skills or healthy boundary setting, and who lacked support so thoroughly that the only friend they thought they could find was their child.


My parents’ loneliness was to me systemic. Both of them appeared to be in frequent pain, but they both moved through the world looking and passing as “normal.” They both got stuck working backbreaking, and often unfulfilling jobs that left them constantly fretting about money and, I believed, feeling that they’d been trapped in a dead end. We lived in the suburbs of Cleveland, a city that was rapidly deteriorating and bleeding out both career opportunities and people, which made it even more difficult for them to find other opportunities and ways to connect. And my dad held inside him a great deal of trauma that he never sought help for, other than by offloading pressure onto his child.


My parents were white, suburban people with a mortgage, two cars, two kids, and two pets. Yet for all their privileges, their suffering was systemic—completely molded by a lack of economic opportunities, limited educational and childcare options, no access to quality healthcare, and a legacy of familial issues that reached back decades into the past. As their child, I bore the brunt of this, but I just thought that meant I was personally broken. A similar dynamic plays out for kids who are penalized for learning in ways their schools aren’t designed for, for girls who observe their mothers obsessively dieting and then learn to scrutinize their own bodies, for kids from poor families who can’t help but compare themselves to families who come from more wealth, and so many other groups that have been led to feel inadequate. Because Systemic Shame is a belief system that teaches that individual bad behavior is the root of all problems, it touches the life and warps the perceptions of just about anybody who is struggling under forces beyond their personal control.


Kids are very good at trying to figure out what society’s unspoken rules are, because learning those rules protects them from being rejected or abandoned by their caregivers. Conformity is truly a life-and-death matter for many young people, and they can’t help but form a connection to the forces they depend upon for survival. This is why children typically learn gender stereotypes by the time they are eighteen to twenty-four months old,10 and absorb racial stereotypes by as young as two years.11 By age three, children are capable of realizing when they have violated gender or racial expectations and show signs of feeling shame when they do.12


Children appear to be hardwired to find and adopt the attitudes of the culture that surrounds them, even when those attitudes are cruel or unfair. Society is guided by a stunning number of rules that we never explain to children directly, including many rules we are barely consciously aware of ourselves, because they have become so second nature to us. We divide children up by gender starting when they’re very young, for example, having them use separate restrooms, draping them in gendered clothing, or even by asking them to line up girl-boy-girl-boy at school. Usually, we don’t even bother to tell children why we are doing so—and in fact, we might not be aware why we’re doing it ourselves. Gendering kids is just a thing that is done, one of the rules of society so pervasive and invisible it’s practically in the air that we breathe.


Kids’ minds have to adapt to all these unspoken expectations by noticing patterns quickly and conforming to them as though their life depended on it—because it often does. Children who cross gender lines are at risk of being criticized or even abused by the very adults who should be promising them unconditional acceptance. It’s no wonder, then, that so many children learn to become aggressive policers of gender by the time they’re in school. They believe that by shaming the boy who dances too femininely, and recoiling from the masculine girl with disgust, they’re helping preserve rules that are so sacred they can barely be spoken of.


As the psychologist Lawrence Hirschfield writes in the Handbook of Race, Racism, and the Developing Child, a kid doesn’t have to be brought up in a bigoted environment in order to wind up holding prejudiced attitudes. Just as a child born to immigrant parents learns to speak with the accent of the place they grew up rather than their parents’ accent, children raised by antiracist, feminist parents still learn the racism, sexism, transphobia, and other biases that surround them in the culture. This makes Systemic Shame very difficult to escape.


My good friend Kelly is a fat liberationist, and they’ve spent years disconnecting from weight loss culture and healing their own internalized fatphobia. They’ve strived to raise their two children to see fat bodies as equally worthy of love and respect as thin ones. They celebrate their own body, and the bodies of other fat people, in their own photography and visual art. But none of this has prevented society’s fatphobia from infecting Kelly’s kids.


One day, Kelly was watching their eldest daughter play a video game, who shared that she would never make her character fat.


“I don’t like fat characters,” Kelly’s daughter stated simply, as she fiddled with the character customization screen. “Your body is fine, Mom. But I don’t want to be fat—being fat is worse.”


“It’s the kind of statement that if an adult said it to me, it would drive me up the wall,” Kelly tells me. But rather than reacting in anger, Kelly asked their daughter why this was the case. Why did she think fat bodies were worse?


“My daughter told me she would be sad if she were fat, because people treat fat people far worse,” Kelly explains. “And I didn’t have a good comeback for that. I tried to teach my kids that all bodies are good bodies, and here’s how you treat people with respect … but my kids started talking about fat bodies being worse by the time my eldest was age four.”


Shame exerts a dramatic influence on how kids feel and behave. Researchers have repeatedly observed that kindergarten-age girls often get anxious and underperform in math when they are reminded of the stereotype that math is a “boys” activity, for instance.13 This effect is equally common among adults, and it is unrelated to one’s actual mathematic ability. Even women and girls who enjoy math suffer a dip in performance when they are faced with sexist stereotypes. Similarly, Black children are often hyperaware of racial stereotypes about their intelligence, which in turn hinders their standardized testing performance.14


This pattern, often referred to as the “stereotype threat” effect, can hit particularly hard when a stereotyped person cares a great deal about doing well. The higher the stakes of the test—and the more symbolic significance it carries—the more the fear of failure can hurt.15 Stereotype threat has been extensively studied, and researchers have found that it can strike absolutely any group of people that has ever been negatively stereotyped or blamed for their social position. Girls experience stereotype threat when facing the fact they’ve been excluded historically from science and math,16 Latinx people face stereotype threat when confronted with the expectation that they’ll take longer than their white peers to complete their education,17 people from lower-class backgrounds go through it when thrown into high-pressure performance situations such as job interviews, and much more.18 Even when people recognize that the stereotypes being applied to them are unfair, the literature shows that stereotype threat still can impact how they behave and how they view themselves.


One way that young Black girls often cope with sexist and racist stereotypes, research shows, is by leaning hard into perfectionism and achievement.19 This is a very common way individuals attempt to process Systemic Shame. When society conditions us into thinking that our identities are undeserving of respect or that we’re fundamentally bad people, we try to overcompensate and earn our way into acceptance by being as impressive as we can possibly be.


Black women are the most highly educated group in the United States20 and also the group with the greatest gains in entrepreneurship. Despite these facts, they are also one of the most poorly paid groups, making far less than white men, white women, and Black men in similar lines of work.21 This illustrates pretty clearly that individual effort does not offer a handy solution to internalized shame or oppression. Systemic Shame teaches marginalized people that they must do great things and be incredibly strong and reliable in order to overcome their social position—but no amount of individual effort (or self-love) is actually enough.


How do you know if you’re experiencing personal Systemic Shame? Here is a brief questionnaire to get you thinking about how it might manifest in your own life.




PERSONAL SHAME CHECKLIST







Read each of the following statements and check off any statement that feels true to your experience.




1. I often feel intense negativity toward myself. ____


2. I’m disgusted or embarrassed when I recognize traits in other people that remind me of myself. ____


3. I don’t ever feel like I could really be a good person. ____


4. I can’t seem to take pride in any good things that I’ve done. ____


5. I’m constantly telling myself to stop screwing up and be better. ____


6. I have to do everything on my own, because nobody else ever has my back. ____


7. I’m always worrying about how my actions might look to other people. ____








Level 2: Interpersonal Shame


Personal feelings of Systemic Shame can very easily develop into interpersonal shame, the second and middlemost layer. Once you have internalized a number of negative views and attitudes toward yourself, directing that same judgmental view toward others can become reflexive.


It’s quite sensible to pull away from others when we have no expectation of being loved or believe that we are undeserving of love. The more a person hates themselves, the less likely they are to reach out for help. There is perhaps no better example of this problem than in the realms of public health and mental health stigma. In a systematic review of more than 140 previously published studies, Sarah Clement and colleagues found that when a person feels ashamed of their mental illness and believes on some level that they are at fault for their symptoms, it prevents them from seeking therapy or asking for support.22 Similar findings emerge when we look at what prevents people with substance addictions23 and people experiencing domestic violence24 from reaching out.


Systemic Shame offers us a ruggedly individualistic worldview that says our lives can only get better if we personally work (and suffer) very hard. And if anyone does check in on us or offers aid, Systemic Shame will tell us to view it as an intrusion or an insult.


One person that I interviewed for this book, Connor, told me that when he was in elementary school, his family briefly became homeless. For several months, his small family of three crowded into a tent in a national park several miles from their old home—a position Connor’s dad was absolutely incapable of acknowledging. When members of their church noticed that something was up and asked Connor if he needed food or somewhere to shower, Connor’s dad fumed in outrage and insisted they all stop attending church services.


“He was a second-generation immigrant who carried baggage about being self-sufficient,” Connor tells me. “If I would have taken food from other people, he would have seen that as some kind of debasement.”


Later, after the family was lucky enough to get back on their feet, Connor’s dad and mom became ardent conservatives. They’d always been right-leaning, he says, but after they escaped homelessness they spoke of other homeless people and the welfare system as if it were a national disgrace.


“There was this feeling in the household that if they could claw their way up from living in a tent and never wound their pride by telling anybody, then everyone else should do that, too,” he says.


Rather than recognizing they shared the traumatic experience of homelessness with millions of other people, Connor’s parents focused on psychologically separating themselves from other homeless people. They were ashamed of their condition, found it unspeakable in fact, and so they could not face looking at anyone else who reminded them of their own lowest point.


When we shame and judge ourselves, we become more likely to assume that other people are untrustworthy, too. If I see a parent in the park ignoring their agitated kid, I might judge them as neglectful without wondering how late they were up working the night before and how little support they might have. If an old high school buddy posts a photo of herself throwing a small party during the pandemic, I might grumble to myself that she is responsible for Covid’s spread, because it feels more satisfying to point the finger at her than consider all the ways my local and federal government have failed to protect me. Interpersonal Systemic Shame makes it easy to see people’s laziness, sloppiness, or apathy as the source of the problem rather than a consequence of repeated structural failures.


Interpersonal Systemic Shame often involves blaming and shaming people who share identities or experiences with us, because they reflect the qualities we’ve been conditioned to hate in ourselves. Thousands upon thousands of abuse survivors did precisely this in the spring of 2022, when actor Johnny Depp successfully sued his ex-wife Amber Heard for defamation because she had referred to herself as a survivor of sexual violence.25 Thousands upon thousands of DV survivors flocked to Johnny Depp’s defense online, claiming in comment sections and livestream chats that Amber Heard was giving “a bad name to victims everywhere.”26


This, unfortunately, is not a rare occurrence. Many women and abuse survivors wish to believe that the world is just and fair, and that they can avoid future violence if they only make the right choices.27 Many people are taught to think in this way as they’re growing up. Most college “rape prevention” programs focus on what actions potential victims should take if they wish to stay safe, rather than looking at which steps the institution can take to make people less vulnerable to assault,28 for instance.


If you’re a woman riddled with Systemic Shame regarding your own abuse and you want to find a way to distinguish yourself from Amber Heard, you’ll find plenty of personal failings to latch on to. In audio recordings of the couple’s fights, Heard mocks Depp, laughs in his face, and discusses having hit him. She uses drugs and appears to have jealous meltdowns when she feels abandoned. She’s not a likable victim. Unfortunately, many survivors are primed to pick these imperfections apart. Research shows that when presented with the details of sexual assault cases, many women attempt to empathize with the perpetrator rather than the victim, because identifying with victimhood is far more emotionally threatening.29
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