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FOREWORD



Reading Compelled to Control, I had the eerie feeling that someone had been describing portions of my life to Keith Miller. Control is a very covert form of interpersonal violence. It is elusive and easy to deny. I remember once saying, “I’m not into controlling,” at which point my family hit the deck with laughter. Control addiction is a key to understanding toxic shame and the self-destruction that it creates. It is the major barrier to intimacy.


Keith Miller presents this problem in concrete terms. It is Keith’s genius to take very elusive and complicated material and make it understandable. In order to break the trance of our own “control madness,” we have to see it in an objectified manner. Keith projects it on a three-dimensional screen. His own rigorous honesty is a living mirror that can inspire us to let go of our own addiction to control.


Keith refuses to offer cures. He offers soulful alternatives that present us with some new choices. There are 12 Steps we can take that will allow us to live our life more deeply. Each step asks us to fiercely commit to emotional self-honesty.


The fruit of this commitment is the possibility of intimacy. This is what everyone says they want, but hardly anyone is willing to give up control so that they can get it.


Part 3 of this book shows us how we can be intimate. Few of us have models of intimacy from our childhood. Keith outlines a practical and useful set of corrective experiences. Anyone can learn these exercises.


These chapters are really more than exercises. They are contexts whereby we can find depth and value in our lives. This book offers a new view of living life more deeply and enjoying the sacredness of being with our loved ones.


The man you will intimately encounter in this book is the mature Keith Miller, writing with clinical exactness and a rich background of life experience. I recommend this book and I predict it will be around for a very long time.


John Bradshaw
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INTRODUCTION



Something is wrong in America.


A great, unseen vibration is shaking the country, causing ripples—then waves—of anxiety, stress, anger and shame. These waves sweep across boundaries of race, gender, class and education into the lives of almost everyone. Even those apparently protected by wealth, power and religion are not immune.


The vibration that threatens to shake us apart is fear.


We are a nation of people who fear we are not “enough.” Deep in the recess of our hearts, in places we rarely reveal even to ourselves, we feel shameful and inadequate—and we’re terrified someone will find out. We live in constant fear that our shortcomings will be exposed to family, to friends, to the world. We wake up at night reliving a mistake and feel overwhelmed with shame.


We worry. Our personal relationships don’t satisfy, nor do other aspects of our lives. We are lonely and frustrated, our marriages often end in separation or divorce, our children are estranged. In an effort to “fix it” we may turn to compulsive or addictive behaviors, only to find that our unconscious attempts to cover the pain are unsuccessful, too, and bring only more loneliness and fear.


We look everywhere for someone or something outside of ourselves to blame or complain about, for something to kill the pain and bring us peace. But when we increase our efforts to find happiness, we come face to face with the uncomfortable feeling that we are “not doing it right.” Our desperate strivings leave our fundamental issues untouched. Blaise Pascal, the French philosopher, viewed this phenomenon another way: “We are complaining about the ants at the picnic when the bears are eating our children.”


Life in the last decade of the century has changed our experience of time. Our grandparents seemed to live a life of relative serenity, moving at a steady pace down the quiet river called Time, on a strong but invisible current. As they paddled downstream, they heard the sounds and felt the pulse of life in the river and on the surrounding banks. The slower pace of life allowed them to live more in harmony with the flow of the water, the chirping of birds on shore, the scudding of clouds overhead.


But in today’s world, we race downstream as if on a giant speedboat, ignoring the natural current of the river that flows, we think, too slowly for us to do all we must do. We grapple with time, try to expand it in our accelerating race to get more and more accomplished in a day, a week, a year, than anyone in the past ever dreamed of doing. In our race against the clock, we have created a fast-paced reality in which a person who elects to work “only” an eight-hour day has little chance to get ahead or climb the corporate ladder. As we zip through our days and nights, all we see and hear of the river bank is an unrecognizable blur.


By some miracle our minds can move faster and faster—but our feelings cannot. They still conform to the steady flow of the river. When our minds and feelings don’t match up, we learn to disconnect from our feelings. We believe our feelings hamper us in keeping up our overcommitted, accelerated pace.1 Our emotions become sealed off or grossly exaggerated, and “emotion” becomes a dirty word. Even people related by the close bonds of family pass each other in the halls of their lives numbly, without really connecting.


Couples may eat together or even “make love,” but our lives seem to be happening to other people. Gradually we move into our heads and live there, exhausted and alone, walled off from ourselves and from those closest to us. We vaguely hear the voices of our loved ones but tend to lose touch with their tender feelings—and with our own.


Our answer is to try frantically to gain control of our work, our schedule and our relationships. Our control attempts leave in their wake some very unhappy mates, lovers, children and parents who make up our nuclear families. Even our friends and co-workers are affected. There are few truly happy campers in the world of a controller.


There are millions of controllers—and we are burning out at an incredible rate. Our relationships are hollow, ragged, distant. We’re exhausted and feel totally alone inside, even though we may be surrounded by people. Instead of achieving that serene and happy life that our frantic, controlling activity was supposed to produce, we have tense stomachs and bruised or broken relationships.


Fortunately, there is a way out and many controllers are taking it. It begins by emotionally disembarking from that speedboat. Some of us can step back and make a rational decision to jump off. Others are hurled off when our overcontrolling gets out of control, leaving us with unmanageable lives. To our horror, we discover that no matter how hard we try to tighten our grip, we are truly powerless.


For some controllers a light comes on. Gradually we become aware that we don’t need another degree, a promotion to president of the corporation or a net worth in the millions to find serenity. We make an astonishing discovery: The only possible way to get control is by giving up controlling. It’s a paradox that is not easy to comprehend. But it is so.


I know firsthand. In recent years I have traveled the United States on speaking engagements and have met thousands of people. Everywhere I go, I find concerned professionals and disturbed lay people who want to know how to solve problems in intimate family and romantic relationships.


My journeys have given me many opportunities to investigate the causes and cures of dysfunction in intimate relationships. Addiction is blamed, and co-dependence. But what is the underlying cause of addiction and co-dependence? I find that the culprit is usually the compulsion to control. It is a disease and it is reaching epidemic proportions.


This book is the culmination of my search to isolate the causes and cures of painful breakdowns in intimate relationships. Since 1987, I have written and coauthored four books exploring these issues.2 Compelled to Control focuses specifically on the tragic loss of intimacy, and points to principles of healthy intimacy and new ways to live creatively.


In this book I will explore the process of recovery from the control disease and describe a way to make your way back to reality-oriented, loving relationships with spouses, lovers, children, parents and friends.


The recovery process brings the hope of living sanely—with courage and serenity.





THE 12 STEPS OF ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS
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1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.


2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.


3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.


4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


5. Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.


6. Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.


7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.


8. Made a list of all persons we had harmed and became willing to make amends to them all.


9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.


10. Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.


11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God, as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.


12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics and to practice these principles in all our affairs.





PART ONE




The Compulsion to Control





1
Falling Out of the Speedboat


Discovering the Compulsion to Control




You’re controlling my life!” Sue shouted at Roger.1 Her face was contorted, beams of hot, red anger shooting from her eyes. “You interrogate me about every dime I spend and then you go out and buy a brand new set of golf clubs.


“Every weekend that football is on TV, we have to stay here so you can watch. You don’t like my friends who don’t like football, so we never see them any more. We only see your friends.


“You control what we eat by only eating beef and potatoes and making fun of vegetables in front of the children. I suppose you think it’s funny when you say that if you wanted to eat a bush, you’d get a plateful from the side yard hedge!” Sue glared at her husband.


Roger stared back in disbelief. What was she talking about? “I’m controlling your life?” His voice began to rise. He could not believe she was serious. It seemed to him that they always did what Sue wanted. The voice that repeated over and over in Roger’s head always seemed to say, “Make your wife happy. Be unselfish. Do what she wants and she’ll love you.”


“For God’s sake, Sue, I’ve gone where you wanted to go on vacation, gone to movies, plays and symphonies because you wanted to, made love the way you wanted and deferred to you about how to raise the kids—including what and how much they can do at each age.” As he spoke, Roger felt a rumbling rage churning up his stomach. This was the second most controlling woman he’d ever known—next to his mother. And Sue was saying he was controlling her life! Roger’s face was flushed as he tried to get his voice under control. He said evenly, “You try to control me every chance you get. You’ve done it through our whole marriage and you’re doing it now. I’m sick of fighting with you all the time. I don’t know, maybe we should just call this whole sorry marriage off.”


Now it was Sue’s turn to look at Roger in disbelief. She turned and stalked out of the bedroom, slamming the door.





“And that,” Roger told me, “was how the great war was declared that finally brought us to you for counseling.”


Given my experience—with my own compulsion to control and that of many other couples equally as sophisticated and intelligent as Roger and Sue—I suspected that they were both controlling, but that each could only see the other’s control behaviors. At any rate, neither of them knew how to stop. They told me that intimacy had gone completely out of their relationship, except for the occasional sex-truce when they were both frantic to make love. Roger said sadly, “I love Sue and want to be close to her again. But things are so screwed up now that we can’t even talk without fighting, let alone begin to like each other again.”


Although they didn’t have the words for it yet, what Roger and Sue wanted to know was this: What is this compulsion to control that blocks our communication and pushes us farther and farther apart? How can we become intimate again? Do we even know what authentic intimacy is? Apparently most of us do not. A divorce rate in America of more than 50 percent attests to our lack of understanding about what makes relationships work—and what causes them to fail.


How I Fell Off the Boat


Several years ago, having finally achieved the kind of success I’d always hoped for, my life began to fall apart. I had been an executive in the oil exploration business, a marketing consultant, a personal counselor, a writer and lecturer. I had a degree in psychological counseling, and I had been told that I was intelligent and sensitive. I enjoyed my work and was recognized in my field, and I had an attractive and loving family.


Then, seemingly out of the blue, the people closest to me began to tell me that I “controlled” them. I didn’t know what they were talking about. After all, I was generous with them, I loved them and I dreamed of their being beautiful, successful people—like I wanted to be. I was a serious Christian trying to live a good life. What I didn’t see was that my controlling presence was like a giant amoeba that slowly spread over my intimate relationships, oozing silently and inexorably across other people’s boundaries, until my vocation, my ideas and my expectations crowded out the space for their identities and growth. My controlling behaviors were somehow occupying their emotional territory. Instead of focusing time, attention and love on them, my life had become the central life in our relationships. My vocation and dreams absorbed my thinking and took up the space where their lives would have been free to develop.


The discovery that I had a compulsion to control everything and everybody in my life came as a real surprise to me—I had always seen myself as a sensitive person who wanted everyone to be free to do what they needed and wanted to do. Since I couldn’t see that I was always taking up more than my share of relationships, I was angry when others didn’t appreciate the good things I thought I was bringing them. The results were bewildering arguments, separations and the frightening sense that my life was out of control. I felt emotionally depressed and lonely, with an even stronger need to “get things under control”—although the idea of “control” never consciously crossed my mind.


I accelerated my social drinking to kill the pain of this bewildering turn of events and what I regarded as false accusations. I tried desperately to get some sanity and closeness back in my life and relationships. But the harder I worked to create a life in which we could all be happy, the more people around me seemed to rebel. As I tried to cover the pain of my bruised ego and sense of inadequacy, I worked even longer hours to get away from the pain.


Of course, I didn’t see myself as compulsive; I just thought I was able to get more done than other people. I couldn’t see that what I thought was a desire to get the most out of life was really a deeply rooted compulsion to control, which I manifested by working most of the time. I worked more and more and became increasingly irritated and defensive. The fear that my life and relationships would become unmanageable increased. I feared that my inadequacies would be revealed and cause my loved ones to leave. As my feelings became more intense, I felt that a giant spring was tightening, forcing to the surface deeply submerged fears of failing, of being alone and ashamed—fears I’d held in check since childhood.


As my loneliness progressed, I began to seek ways out of my dilemma. I kept reminding myself that I was a loving father and husband, a writer and counselor who had helped many people. But evidently those with whom I thought I had the most intimate connections saw me as a self-centered and controlling egomaniac. It was very disturbing.


The degree of resistance to seeing my own control issues is almost unbelievable to me now. I simply could not believe that I was a controlling person in my home, when all I wanted to be was a good husband and father. Yet the clear evidence of my family told me otherwise. Finally, after several personal tragedies—including a divorce, some serious financial reverses, and much loneliness and pain—I sought professional treatment. As my denial cracked open, I discovered that my controlling attempts to cover my pain had turned into compulsive behavior that qualified as an addiction in itself. I was using this behavior to “fix” my life and was only making things worse. Only when I became aware of my contribution to the problem could I begin making steps toward a new way of living.


That was more than 10 years ago. The help I received in treatment, and later in 12-Step programs, has transformed my life. The quality of my inner experience and personal relationships has changed so much that I often find myself awake in the middle of the night, weeping with gratitude.


All this time I have continued to work the 12 Steps and attend meetings several times a week. I live an increasingly comfortable life that suits what I feel is the real me. For the first time I feel a serene settledness about who I am and how I can relate intimately to those close to me. Although I fail often, I now have the tools to move from separation back to intimacy with people and with God.


Understanding the Compulsion to Control


When I decided to write about the insidious compulsion to control other people and how it destroys personal relationships, my friends either grimaced or smiled as they recognized themselves. “Oh my gosh, it’s true. Hurry up and write that book. I need it.”


As I listened to people, it soon became apparent that control problems have an impact on more than personal relationships. Many people offered examples of their self-defeating attempts to control business associates, medical practices and church groups. The resulting destruction of relationships and morale was devastating.


As I began the project, I intended to survey psychological abstracts on the compulsion to control to see if my research would turn up anything that would verify my idea that control is the major factor in destroying intimate relationships. But I ran into a stone wall: there was almost nothing. Though many psychologists and counselors were convinced that the attempt to control was the major issue in many dysfunctional relations, none could recommend anything in the literature to explain it satisfactorily.2


In the past few years, several writers, such as John Bradshaw and Pia Mellody, have noted that childhood abuse and the resulting shame, guilt, anger, pain and fear in adult children lead to controlling behaviors that, in turn, have a profound effect on people’s ability to have functional intimate relationships. I could find no one who had put forth the notion that there may be a dynamic “disease-like” factor in the compulsion to control that could have an enormous influence in the destruction of relationships.


The compulsion to control infiltrates like a cancer, destroying not only intimate relationships, but the health and happiness of people in educational, religious, political and business institutions. I had the sense that we were a nation of controllers. But how was I to write about a truth that everyone suspects yet no one wants to admit?


The words of psychologist Carl Rogers helped me tremendously:




I came to a conclusion which others have reached before, that in a new field, perhaps what is needed first is to steep oneself in the events, to approach the phenomena with as few preconceptions as possible, to take a naturalist’s observational, descriptive approach to these events, and to draw forth the low-level inferences that seem most relative to the material itself.3





This is what I had done, albeit unconsciously. I had steeped myself in the experiences of recovery and dealing with the pain in the disease processes involved in addictions, compulsions and broken relationships for 10 years. And now, in a secular context, I was going to write about what I had discovered.


My first question was basic: What is the underlying inner struggle for control all about? And from where does the compulsion come?




2
What Is Controlling All About?


The Need to Do Things “Right”


At the very foundation of human experience there rages a silent hidden battle for self-esteem, for the unique identity and soul of each individual. We experience the combatants in this inner struggle as different parts of our selves, almost as two warring factions or personalities. One combatant is our private, inner person who wants to be authentic and develop into the best we can be. The other combatant is experienced as a shaming voice that seems bent on frightening and embarrassing us to keep us from risking intimacy and taking any action that might free us from itself. This powerful, hidden controlling faction sometimes seems to speak with more than one voice, as if it were an entire committee of shaming voices that seeks to run our lives and convince us that we have little or no value.


As the struggle between our childlike inner person and the powerful shaming voices is heightened, we become afraid that we will be revealed as being inadequate, as having no self-esteem. Although the source of this fear may be repressed, it often surfaces in close relationships. And the pain leads us to try to “get control of ourselves” and stop the pain. To do this we often get into compulsive and even addictive behaviors, including attempts to control people and their feelings about us, so we can feel better.


We try to present the “good side” of ourselves—the inner person of integrity—to the world, and to control and limit the shame voices. Sometimes we have remarkable success. But when we are alone or in intimate relationships—particularly with lovers, mates or family members—the controlling, shaming side often takes charge, and we feel anxious, insecure, blaming and ashamed.


When we try to relate to someone, we may even hear the shaming inner voices speaking to our loved one through our own voice. We wind up trying to control others by using the same abusive tactics as those used on us by our inner committee. We are astounded to realize that although we fear and hate those shaming inner voices that cripple our self-esteem, we actually use those very same shaming tactics on others in attempts to control them. The result is that our relationships are bruised and broken, and we fail to achieve true intimacy and happiness. Whether our style of controlling is openly aggressive or passive-aggressive, apparently all of us use the same control techniques from our own inner warfare to control those around us.


What is operating to bring us, however unwillingly, to such an impasse? I believe it is a condition I will call the control disease, which comes from an impaired ability to express painful emotions appropriately, especially shame, and the fear of being revealed as inadequate.1 This fear is created by our shame voices as they engage our inner person in a battle for self-esteem, integrity and identity.



What Are Feelings For?



Some of the primary feelings are anger, pain, fear, joy, sadness, guilt, loneliness and shame. When allowed to function normally, our feelings constitute a signal system from the unconscious awareness of our body to the consciousness of our minds, telling us what our reality is. When we pay attention to these signals, we can make congruent, reality-oriented decisions about our lives.


Why is it so difficult to claim these feelings and see them for the positive, nurturing forces they are? I have come to believe that this is because many of us in this country have been trained to believe that feelings, especially painful ones, are “bad.” As a small boy I remember being told, “Don’t be angry with your brother. It’s not nice to be angry.” This was after he had just kicked me very hard. Anger was not okay at our house. Where this is our experience, we often try to get rid of, tranquilize, or talk ourselves and other people out of unpleasant feelings.


If you have ever participated in a small meeting, perhaps in a school or a religious learning group, you may have noticed that when a member begins crying, the rush to stop the person’s pain is immediate. People hop up like a bunch of rabbits, patting the weeping person and handing him or her tissues. We often do this not to make the person feel better, but because we can’t stand to see pain.


When we are allowed to sit in our pain and weep if we need to, however, a curious thing happens. At the bottom of the pain, we frequently find the insight we need to solve the problem that caused the pain.


Pain can be the doorway to healing. In that sense, pain is valuable because it helps us discover important insights. Yet, when we are in the compulsion to control, we try to control tears and deny pain—ours and everyone else’s.


So many of us have come to believe that feelings such as anger, pain and fear are “bad” and signs of weakness. We think that the job of our therapy or recovery is to get rid of the pain as quickly as possible. But the Swiss psychiatrist, Dr. Paul Tournier, said he hoped that his patients would not get rid of their pain until they knew the meaning of it.


Our inner pain acts like an alarm system to warn us of impending danger. Unfortunately, we tend to turn these messages off. For example, let’s suppose the fire alarm went off in the building where you are right now, and you say to someone near you, “Would you please turn that alarm off? It’s interrupting my reading.” Because you don’t acknowledge the meaning of a fire alarm, you are likely to get burned. In similar fashion, when we take tranquilizers for our pain, we may turn off the “alarm” without attending to the message it may have for us.


When things seem to go wrong in our lives and our thoughts are scrambled or uncertain, if we can learn to listen, our bodies and feelings can tell us how we are being affected by what is happening. We can hear messages from the deepest part of us that can save our lives and bring peace and healing into our relationships.


The pain of a stress-related disease or the emotional distress of living is trying to tell us something that can help us or even save our lives. Unless we listen to our pain, it will get worse, until we either die or deal with the problem. But it is not the pain that will kill us; it is the disease or the stress issue it is pointing to. The feeling of pain is our friend trying to save us, to lead us out of danger into recovery.


Pain also burns through the outer shell of an experience to reveal the inner kernel of truth about life itself that we cannot grasp by ordinary learning methods. For instance, until the pain in my life and relationships became very intense, I could not face my denial about being an almost totally self-centered controller.


Now I have to share a strange occurrence. As I was writing the above, I suddenly became alarmed. I had a pain in my chest. I thought it was either acute indigestion—which I almost never have—or a heart attack. I began to imagine that I was dying. I even wrote a note to my wife telling her I love her. But then I remembered what Paul Tournier had taught me. I stopped working, lay down and “listened to the pain,” asking my Higher Power what the message of pain was for me. As clear as a bell, the answer came: “Your body is screaming at you that you have more commitments than you can handle! Change! Do something to cut some of those commitments.”


The clarity and truth of this message struck me so forcefully that I got up and made notes on how to change my schedule. Then I called and put off the deadline for this book. The relief from the pain was almost immediate. But my former habit would have been to take something to silence the pain so that I could keep writing.


Shame: The Monster Behind Control


The feelings most relevant to the compulsion to control are shame and guilt. Guilt is the alarm signal that allows us to be moral beings. A feeling of guilt tells us when we have transgressed an ethical principle that is important to us. When we do so, an alarm signal goes off in our minds and we have an uncomfortable feeling. We “feel guilty.” Guilt happens to “good” people who have done “bad” things that are contrary to their highest values, and it allows them to make corrections.


Shame feels like guilt, but there are two basic differences. First, to feel shame it is not necessary to have transgressed an ethical value. If we just make a mistake—an error of any kind, revealing the fact that we are imperfect—an overwhelming feeling of shame, of feeling less-than or worthless, can come over us. Shame is often a pervasive feeling that can be activated by another feeling. For example, I might become angry at my wife and have shame about the anger because I was told as a child that “good” people don’t get angry.


Second, the basic feeling of shame is one of being a bad, defective person or worthless. With guilt we feel like a good person who has done a bad thing; with shame we feel like a bad person for being imperfect. Shame, then, is about one’s self-esteem.2


An appropriate level of shame reminds us that we are not God, but fallible people. This signal can give us humility and keep us from offending others. It doesn’t take much of a shame feeling to get our attention, since it is so strong and is attached directly to our pride. When our feelings of shame threaten to overwhelm us, then we have too much.


The fear of being revealed as a failure, as not being “enough” somehow, is a primary feeling that leads to the compulsion to control other people. When we were children, the fear of being inadequate and shameful was tied to our terror of being deserted or rejected and we had little control over getting what we needed. To counteract that basic terror, we have evidently been trying all our lives in various ways to “get control” of life. This includes controlling other people.


Exaggerated Feelings Are Destructive


When our feelings, especially our feelings of shame, are too big, they are no longer beneficial. For instance, anger is good but rage is destructive. Fear is healthy in the face of danger, but panic attacks are not. When the feelings are greatly exaggerated, their signals are no longer effective and they frighten us. The experience of exaggerated feelings is what can give feelings their bad name.


If we are not in touch with our feelings, we are like ships without radar, moving through the fog. We have the volume turned off on the signal system from our unconscious, which would tell us when we were drifting into abusive, addictive or otherwise dangerous behavioral waters. It is no wonder we jump back and forth in this feeling-intensive disease, since our feelings are either exaggerated, inaccurate or unavailable. One minute we smile and try to please people, the next minute we are furious with them. We bob around in our emotional sea, seeming to change direction every day.


Some of us may have been afraid, angry or ashamed all our lives. Others may have felt inferior, abnormal or defective and had no idea why. We may have been so angry constantly that we could barely keep the lid on, or so filled with shyness or shame that we could barely function. Yet we are not sure where this anger, shyness or shame came from. When somebody says something mildly irritating, we over-react and blow up. If our mate burns the toast, we may find ourselves showing our displeasure by throwing it across the room.


At other times we may shame the people around us by pointing out their mistakes, thereby controlling them with anger or shame. Though we are horrified at these outbursts, we can’t seem to control our swollen feelings. Life gets fearful and chaotic.


We say to ourselves, “Why am I so angry? There is nothing to be mad about.” Or, “Why do I feel so embarrassed about a simple mistake like being late or failing to return a telephone call?” When we have exaggerated feelings, we may be carrying feelings from another generation that were dumped into our lives by caregivers who weren’t handling their own feelings responsibly. The magnitude of our swollen feelings threatens to overwhelm us, and we become baffled and fearful. We fight like crazy to “keep things under control,” to not be angry or not be so embarrassed at mistakes. We fear what might happen if the enormous load of feelings we are carrying should ever get out of hand. We fear these feelings may destroy us.


But how do feelings get to be too big?3


Carried Feelings


There is a symbolic sense in which we can “shovel” our unwanted feelings into other people’s lives, as you might shovel coal into a wagon. If the other people have no boundaries, they may wind up “carrying” (experiencing as their own) those strong feelings for us. Here is a very simplistic example of the way we sometimes have exaggerated feelings because we are carrying the feelings of someone else.




Let’s say I have been sending my son to college and he is about to graduate. It’s his last term. In fact, his last final exam is tomorrow. He calls me about 7:00 P.M. and says, “Dad, I’m sorry, but I’m going to fail my final exam tomorrow. You told me to be honest. I’ve been out drinking this week and I didn’t study. Oh, and I just checked at the registrar’s office, and if I don’t pass that test, I have to go to college for an additional year because I have to pass this course to graduate, and they only offer it in the spring.”


All of a sudden he has my total attention. I’m paying for his college and I can envision his failure costing $20,000 for another year. I feel fear. I say, “Listen, I’ll tell you what you do. You hire a tutor. I don’t care what you have to pay him. Hire the tutor and stay up all night studying. It won’t hurt you one night.” I cheer him on. “Go for it! You can do it, son! You can make it!” But he says, “Naw, Dad, I think I’ll just do what you told me when I was a little boy—just turn it over to God and get a good night’s sleep.”


I say with a frantic edge to my voice, “Not tonight!” But he says, “Naw, Dad, I’m just gonna go to bed.”


“No, wait!” I plead. “Call me tomorrow and let me know how you did.” Clunk. He hangs up.


All night long I lie awake, staring into the darkness, filled with fear for my son’s future. I picture this kid as a 45-year-old man. He is sitting in an old rocking chair on a rickety front porch of a broken-down shanty. People are passing by, but nobody looks at him. The elbows have worn out of his sweater. He’s got a big dirty beard with bugs in it. He smells bad, and he’s alone in this little cracker-box house. (We controllers have an amazing imagination when it comes to fantasizing awful things that we fear are going to happen to people we love.)


I’m scared to death. I feel panicky. And it’s not even my exam! All the next day I’m upset and my anxiety level is off the chart. By evening he still hasn’t called me, so at about 7:30 P.M., I call.


“How did it go?” I say as calmly as I can.


“How did what go?”


“What do you mean what? Your exam!” By this time I’m a wreck. My nerves are almost shredded from no sleep and 24 hours of anxiety.


He says happily, “Oh, I made a 96.”


A 96? Now I’m furious. “A 96!” I exclaim. I am about to chew him out for scaring me so much, when he interrupts me and says, “You know, Dad, I want to tell you something. You really are a good counselor. Last night after I talked to you, I went to bed and slept like a baby.”


You know what that kid had done? He had taken the fear that he wasn’t willing to handle responsibly, dumped it into the telephone, and I had caught it and carried it for him for 24 hours.





An imaginary story about a college kid is sort of funny. But it was not funny when your parents or mine did not handle feelings responsibly. They may have been “macho and in control” or maybe even very religious, moral and ethical, but they seemed to have no “bad” feelings. They had been taught that people who were really adequate were not supposed to have feelings like fear, shame and anger. So what did they do with these feelings? They dumped them unwittingly into the nearest handy receptacle: children with no boundaries. Us!


In recovery, we learn to give excessive feelings back symbolically to the person from whom we got them. When we do this, our normal feelings can become positive guides that move us toward embracing reality and experiencing authentic intimacy. My own experience of symbolically returning such feelings to my parents was one of the most transforming of my life.


On the other hand, you may not have seething emotional chaos. You may instead be the kind of person who reacts by repressing the whole problem, sealing your feelings off and becoming numb. You don’t have many conscious feelings at all.


People who are not conscious of their feelings may come from the same kind of dysfunctional family as chaotic “over-feelers.” The difference is that “non-feelers” may become like the “shameless” caregivers who victimized them, causing others to keep on feeling their fear and shame. Most people who attend Adult Children of Alcoholics meetings have identified with the victim, the child they were who was victimized. But the people most likely to dump feelings unconsciously on those around them are the ones who repress strong feelings themselves, and who think of the “feeling” group as weak and immature.


Reactions to the same abusive treatment by the same caregiver can be entirely different. For example, let’s say that twin boys are abused by their father so that both are victims of his rage. One grows up and lives as a fearful victim all his life, while the other identifies with his father, the abuser, and becomes a macho abuser himself, unconscious of any of his victim feelings. While at a conscious level such people feel superior and believe that they can handle things, their fear of being seen as inadequate and out of control often runs deep. They “get rid” of their denied negative feelings by dumping them on unsuspecting wives, children or co-workers. But the abuser’s repression may lead to physical illnesses.
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