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About Hazelden Quick Guides


Hazelden Quick Guides are short, accessible e-books that draw on the original work and best practices of leading experts to help readers address common addiction recovery and emotional health issues.


This first four-book collection applies the proven methods of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) to challenge and change the irrational thoughts and beliefs that contribute to the debilitating effects of shame, anger, depression, and anxiety.




Shame is the lie someone told you about yourself.


—Anaïs Nin




Getting the Most from This Book


Shame is a universal human experience. And when we experience it, we do so with all of our being. It upsets our daily routine, the way we think and act, and our relationships.


On any given day, we receive shaming messages from an array of sources—family members, friends, teachers, and co-workers. It’s difficult to heal from shame when so many of them seem to believe that the emotion is actually useful. “You should be ashamed of yourself,” they say. They even talk about “healthy” shame, as if such a thing existed.


What’s more, we often attack ourselves with shame-based habits of thinking. Albert Ellis (1913–2007), who created Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), taught that three irrational beliefs create the vast majority of human suffering:1




	Events should always turn out exactly the way I want them to; if they don’t, then it’s a tragedy.


	Other people should always behave exactly the way that I want them to; if they don’t, then they deserve to be condemned.


	I should always be thoroughly competent; if I’m not, then I deserve to be condemned.





All these beliefs can contribute to shame, and the third one is especially potent.


When stated openly and put in writing, these beliefs sound absurd. Yet this kind of thinking can seep into our mind at a level below conscious awareness. From that hidden place, such thoughts can control a lot of what we say to ourselves and eventually do. Fortunately, shame is a learned response, and we can unlearn it. Though shame has roots in the past, we can cope with it in the present.


This book is about practical ways to do just that. The path to healing from shame includes clear steps—admitting that you feel it, understanding the sources of shame, and consciously changing shame-related thinking and behavior. Other people have walked this path, and you can learn from their collective experience.


The principles and practices in this book come from recognized experts on shame, including authors published by Hazelden. This information has been distilled for you here in a single source that you can read in one sitting.


Much of the published work about shame centers on people who are in recovery from dependence on alcohol or other drugs. But even though addiction and shame often go hand in hand, shame can affect anyone. This e-book is for you, no matter why, when, or how shame first entered your life.


Remember that you don’t have to believe anything you read in this book. There’s nothing you have to take on faith. You won’t find any eternal verities or timeless truths. What you will find are tools for change. Use them. Test them. See if they make a difference for you. To get the most value from what you read, do three things: First, be willing to consider some new ideas. Then, experiment with the suggested changes in thinking and behavior. Finally, evaluate the results of those changes. If they lead to positive consequences, then turn those new patterns of thought and action into permanent habits.


The process of putting ideas into action works best when you take it in “baby steps.” Translate each suggestion from this book into a simple, visible change in behavior that you can make right away. Make one change at a time, reflect on the results, and then come back to this book for more practical ideas. Over time, you’ll acquire a toolbox full of techniques that truly work for you. The results could transform your life.


Here’s what’s coming up in the following chapters:




	
Understand the essence of shame. People tend to use the words shame, guilt, humiliation, and embarrassment as if they all mean the same thing. In fact, these terms point to different experiences with different results. You’re more likely to recognize and understand shame when you gain clarity about what it actually means.


	
Discover the “anatomy” of shame. Shame can feel like an overpowering, mysterious force. But in reality it’s made up of discrete elements—thoughts, physical sensations, behaviors, and events that trigger the overall experience of shame. Stepping back to take these elements apart and examine them one by one is a powerful step toward healing.


	
Uncover the sources of shame. Early in human history, shame created a fear of being ostracized from the tribe—an event with fatal consequences. Today we no longer need to feel shame in order to survive. Yet our culture, childhood experiences, and current relationships can all reinforce shame.


	
Discover how you experience shame. While shame is universal, the way that you experience it is unique. Consider how shame might manifest itself in your own thinking, physical sensations, and behaviors. Also discover the personal costs of shame and your desire to change.


	
Reclaim your serenity, one day at a time. You can use self-help techniques drawn from REBT to change shame-based thinking, feeling, and behaviors. In addition, know when to seek professional help and how to get the most benefit from it.





You might find it challenging to talk about shame. Be patient with yourself and persist. The less we talk about shame, the more power we give it. Through awareness, understanding, and compassionate action, we can start to turn our lives around.


Note: To promote gender fairness, the pronouns he and she are alternated throughout this book.




The Essence of Shame


Shame is a complex blend of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. However, they all stem from a core belief that we are fundamentally flawed.


Shame is defined as the feeling that something very basic about us is flawed and unacceptable.


This definition is our starting point in understanding the essence of shame. In addition, there are some important distinctions to make. Start with the difference between shame and guilt.


How Shame Differs from Guilt


Shame and guilt are often confused. This is understandable. Both are interpersonal experiences. They signal that something about our relationship to other people needs attention. Beyond that, however, shame and guilt differ in four profound ways.


Guilt results from a specific behavior that violates one of our values. Guilt is appropriate for the person who makes a vow to be faithful to his marriage partner and instead has an affair. It’s also appropriate for the person who cheats on a test or steals something from a department store. Guilt is a primal message, straight from the gut, that tells the truth: I’ve done something wrong.
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