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ONE

 WHY CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE IS SO SHAMING


Shame is the most disturbing experience an individual will ever have about themselves; no other emotion feels more deeply disturbing because in the moment of shame the self feels wounded from within.

—Gershen Kaufman



IF YOU WERE SEXUALLY ABUSED as a child or adolescent, you undoubtedly suffer from shame. Your shame may come from the fact that the things that were done to you or the things you were forced to do made you feel dirty, contaminated, or damaged. Your shame may come from the fact that you blame yourself for the abuse, either because you feel you tantalized your abuser in some way, or because you were someplace you weren’t supposed to be. It may come from the fact that you felt some physical pleasure. Or it may come from you continuing to go back to the abuser because you were lonely, or you felt unloved, and the abuser paid attention to you. Finally, you may feel shame because you never told anyone, and your perpetrator went on to abuse other children.

As you will discover while reading this book, for many reasons former victims of child sexual abuse (CSA) are often overwhelmed with shame—in fact, they are haunted by shame. One major reason is the way that victims are perceived and treated in our culture.


	Being perceived as a victim is synonymous with being seen as weak or a loser, and we tend to despise weakness in any form. This is especially true for male victims.

	In our culture (and virtually every culture in the world) we blame victims for their own victimization. An implied (and often verbalized) belief is that no one is a complete victim—that they must have played a role in their own victimization. We don’t want to recognize that someone can be a victim through no fault of their own. This is because if we recognize that someone can be a true victim, this would remind us that we are all vulnerable—that we can also be a victim at any given time—or that, in fact, we have ourselves been a victim in the past.

	We don’t want to admit to ourselves that at times we have no choice—times when we have to take the mistreatment that others are putting on us. We prefer to believe that if we are strong enough, we can get out of any situation, and that if we can’t, it means we are weak.



In addition to feeling shame because you were a victim of childhood sexual abuse, you may feel shame because you haven’t been able to move past it. We not only ignore and blame victims, but we expect them to recover from their adversity in record time. In our culture, we are supposed to “get over” adversity and “move on,” and many people don’t have much tolerance or patience for those who don’t.

The truth is, it takes time to recover from adversity, especially one such as childhood sexual abuse. Most victims did not receive the help they needed when they were children or adolescents. In fact, most victims don’t seek help for the abuse until many years after the abuse ended, and many never recognize that they need professional help. Even when victims begin to receive professional help, no “quick fix” exists. It takes many years for most former victims to heal from the multitude of effects of childhood sexual abuse. They aren’t ma-lingering, they aren’t just trying to get attention, and they shouldn’t be shamed because they are still suffering.


THE DAMAGE THAT SHAME CAUSES

Shame, and the consequences of shame, are among the most destructive and debilitating of the many negative effects of sexual abuse. Victims often suffer from the following as the result of the shame they experience after having been sexually abused:


	low self-esteem

	self-loathing

	self-destructiveness (engaging in dangerous activities such as unprotected sex, reckless driving)

	self-harm

	disgust and hatred of the body or certain parts of the body

	neglect of the body

	self-sabotaging behavior

	extreme fear of criticism, judgment

	isolating and withdrawing behavior

	addictions, including alcoholism, drug addiction, food addiction, and sexual addiction

	defenses such as putting up walls, need to be in control

	perfectionism

	reenactments (continuing to be victimized, either emotionally, physically, or sexually); getting involved with people who are replicas of one’s abuser

	rage and abusive behavior (emotional, physical, or sexual)

	relationship problems, including negative patterns, difficulties with intimacy

	sexual dysfunction, sexual anorexia, compulsive sexual behavior, and fantasies

	suicide ideation



Take a good look at that list and see if you suffer from any of these problems. If you do, the chances are very high that these feelings and behaviors are the result of the shame you experienced due to the sexual abuse you suffered. For many people, making this connection can feel like a relief because it explains their behavior—behavior they may have been feeling terribly ashamed about. Making this all-important connection between the sexual abuse you suffered and the negative behaviors you practice can be the first step toward healing your shame.

Many of you reading this book are keenly aware of your shame. You suffer from it every day. You are plagued by self-doubt, self-criticism, a fear of negative judgment from others, a sense of being “different” from others. Most signifi-cant, you suffer from feelings of worthlessness, self-loathing, self-condemnation and failure, along with a sense of being “less than” others, a feeling of being damaged, unworthy, bad, and unlovable.

For many former victims, the memories of the abuse and the shame they feel as a result of it are never far from their thoughts. This is what my client, Robin, told me about her situation:


I feel dirty inside—like damaged goods. Like no one could possibly love me if they knew what I have done—who I really am.



And this is what another client, Avery, told me when he first began therapy:


I carry my shame around like an albatross around my neck—proof of my sin. I go to confession every week. Of course, I don’t talk about the sexual abuse with the priest—I wouldn’t want him to know just how much of a sinner I am. But nothing helps—no amount of penitence or absolution can take away the horrible feeling of shame I carry.



Still another client, India, described her experience with shame like this:


I take my shame with me everywhere I go. It lies dormant, just waiting to be triggered by a look, by a comment someone makes. I might as well have a scarlet A on my forehead. I assume everyone can see who I am, what I’ve done.






MAKING THE CONNECTION

Although some former victims of CSA are keenly aware of the reasons they feel shame, others suffer from shame without making the connection between the sexual abuse they endured and the shame they feel. If you are one of these people, you likely have a powerful inner critic that monitors and chastises you relentlessly. You may feel uncomfortable around other people, constantly fearing that they are judging you. You may be critical of the way you look, and you may suffer from body image issues. You may constantly compare yourself with others and end up feeling inadequate or like a failure.

Many suffer from shame without realizing it—without calling it shame. For example, my client Rene described a problem she was having with her husband:


I love my husband very much, but I constantly push him away. We’ll have a good night together, I’ll allow myself to get close to him and even have sex, but the next day I start an argument with him. I accuse him of not loving me, or being unfaithful to me, when I really don’t believe either of those things. I don’t know why I can’t allow him to get close to me.



Rene was describing self-sabotage—a behavior based on the inability to take in anything good that comes your way—whether it is love, success, even beauty. When you are filled with shame, you don’t believe you deserve good things. No matter how much someone tells you he or she loves you, you can never really believe it. No matter how successful you are in your career, you have an overwhelming feeling that you don’t deserve it and fear that it will all be taken away from you at any time, and so you may sabotage it in some way (e.g., you say something cruel to someone you care about, you start showing up late for work).

Closely connected to self-sabotage is the “imposter syndrome.” No matter how many accolades or awards you receive, you continue to believe you are inadequate and firmly believe that you are just fooling everyone. This is what my client Tom recently shared with me:


I always feel like I’m deficient in some way. I act like I’m confident, but inside I feel like I’m going to be exposed for being the imposter that I am.






DEFINING SHAME

Shame is at the core of the intense emotional wounding victims of childhood sexual abuse (CSA) experience. But what is shame exactly? Shame is a painful self-conscious emotion typically associated with a negative evaluation of self; a desire to withdraw or isolate oneself, and feelings of distress, exposure, powerlessness, and worthlessness.

This is how various experts describe shame: Shame is characterized by feelings of self-condemnation and the desire to hide the damaged self from others (Lewis, 1992; Tangney, 1995). It is conceptualized by clinicians as an intense and painful emotional experience resulting from an evaluation of the self as defective or fundamentally flawed (De Young, 2015; Lewis, 1992). In its extreme shame, as is experienced in cases of CSA, the victim can develop an internalized idea of self as defective, defiled, and unlovable and unworthy.


The Fear of Exposure

The word shame originates from the Teutonic root word “skem,” which means “to cover oneself.” This makes sense, because a significant aspect of shame is an intense fear of exposure—of having one’s badness or inadequacy seen by others. This fear of exposure prevents the person from feeling “a part” of life and creates a deep sense of loneliness and isolation. Many former victims live in fear of “being found out”—of those around them finding out about the sexual abuse. This is what my client Gary shared with me:


I’m always afraid someone’s going to figure it out and then turn on me. I act like I’m comfortable with my sexuality when I’m really not. I make sure to laugh at sexual jokes like everyone else, but I’m really uncomfortable with them. I’m even uncomfortable in the locker room at my gym, because I don’t like people looking at my naked body.



The secretive nature of child sexual abuse and the likelihood that you probably kept the abuse a secret only adds to your shame. This is how my client Markus describes it:


I’ve never told anyone—not even my wife—that I was sexually abused by my grandfather when I was kid. I know that if people around me knew about it, they would see me for what I am—a damaged and sick human being. I’ve thought about telling my wife many times, especially because she accuses me of not opening up with her, but I’m afraid that if I told her, she’ll get turned off to me or even repulsed.






A Cluster of Feelings, Experiences, and Beliefs

As you can see, shame is not one feeling or experience, but a cluster of feelings, experiences, and beliefs. These include:

The feeling of being humiliated. We tend to feel humiliated whenever we become conscious that we are involved with wrong or foolish behavior. Sexual abuse almost always has an element of humiliation to it, because it is a violation of very private parts of the body. There is a “knowing” on the child’s part that incest and/or sex between a child and an adult is taboo. (This is true in nearly every culture in the world with the exception of a few obscure tribes in Africa where sex with an adult is considered a rite of passage.)

The feeling of impotence and helplessness. When a child comes to know that he can’t do anything to stop the abuse, he feels powerless, helpless, impotent. This can also lead to always feeling unsafe, even long after the abuse has stopped.

The feeling of being exposed. When a child is sexually abused, she feels exposed both to herself and to anyone else present, and she wants to disappear. As psychotherapist and author Gershen Kaufman, PhD, stated in Shame: The Power of Caring:


It is this sudden, unexpected feeling of exposure and accompanying self-consciousness that characterize the essential nature of the affect of shame. Contained in the experience of shame is the piercing awareness of ourselves as fundamentally deficient in some vital way as a human being. (1992, 9)



A sense of self-consciousness, inadequacy, and a deepening self-doubt. This follows quickly as a by-product of shame, causing the person to go deeper into despair.

The feeling of being defective and “less than.” Most victims of sexual abuse report feeling defective, damaged, or corrupted following the experience of being abused.

The feeling of being alienated and isolated. Shame can cause us to feel isolated—set apart from the crowd. In fact, in primitive cultures people were “banished” from the tribe when they broke society’s rules. Being shamed feels like being banished—unworthy to be around others. What follows the trauma of sexual abuse is the feeling of suddenly being different, less than, damaged, cast out. And although victims may long to talk to someone about their inner pain, they feel immobilized, trapped, and alone in their shame.

Self-blame. Victims almost always blame themselves for being abused, and this adds to their shame. Shame typically develops in childhood when the brain doesn’t yet have the ability to comprehend the full picture or understand the reasoning behind someone else’s words or actions. This is because the area of the brain known as the frontal lobe is still developing. This part of the brain helps us analyze data, solve complex problems, and make deliberate choices. It is key to us assessing situations, events, or behaviors that are initially confusing or even hurtful.

For children and teens, the ability to analyze and comprehend complicated situations remains especially challenging, as their frontal lobe is still developing and their limbic system (the automatic part of the brain that seeks to avoid what feels bad and pursue what feels good) is in the driver’s seat. When children or teens are sexually abused, they don’t yet have the ability to understand why something so painful would happen to them. For example, they aren’t able to yet comprehend that the person who molested them had emotional or behavior issues or was re-enacting the same trauma that was done to them. Whatever the contributing factors, the person who abused them was entirely in the wrong and violated the boundaries of the child. However, given that the analytical, problem-solving area of the brain is still developing, children may not be able to recognize that they carry no responsibility for the abuse. As children try to fill in the gaps on their own to understand why someone would abuse them, they may come up with reasons such as, “I did something wrong,” or “I asked for this.” And while none of these thoughts reflect reality, the accompanying shame can be powerful enough to convince former victims that they are true.

Rage. Rage almost always follows having been shamed—in fact, it is one of the most spontaneous, naturally occurring reactions to being shamed. Its presence serves a much-needed, self-protective function both by insulating the self against further exposure and by actively keeping others away.




Exercise: Your Feeling Experience of Shame


	Although you may have experienced all the feelings and experiences listed above, you may resonate with some more than others. Think about the abuse that you suffered and the various feelings that accompanied it. Ask yourself which items stand out to you the most for each of your abuse experiences.

	If you feel like it, write about how the sexual abuse elicited feelings of humiliation, helplessness, alienation, and so forth.








HOW SHAME FROM CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE IS DIFFERENT THAN TYPICAL SHAME

Clinical literature makes a distinction between the experience of mild shame that everyone experiences from time to time in everyday human relationships and the shame that can result from disruptions and traumatic severance of relational bonds caused by violation, extreme degradation, betrayal, and defilement, all aspects of CSA. Variously named as extreme, catastrophic, chronic, traumatic, pathological, toxic, and abuse-related, the consensus among clinicians from diverse frameworks is that such shame can have a profound impact on a child’s development and into later life.

With extreme shame, such as many victims of CSA have experienced, the victim can develop an internalized idea of self as defective, defiled, and fundamentally unworthy. The problem is not just the shaming experience per se but rather, when internalized, shame becomes part of the developing concept of self. Victims come to hide what they judge as the defective self, developing a fear of exposure and a fear of the cycle of self-disgust experienced when in a state of shame.




WHY DOES SEXUAL ABUSE CREATE SUCH SHAME IN THE VICTIM?

CSA creates intense shame in victims for many of the following reasons:

A reaction to being invaded. Shame is a natural reaction to being violated or abused. In fact, abuse, by its very nature, is humiliating and dehumanizing. This is especially true with sexual violations. The most private and vulnerable parts of the child’s body are invaded, and this makes the child feel defiled.

A need for a sense of control. As human beings, we want to believe that we have control over what happens to us. When that personal power is challenged by a victimization of any kind, we feel humiliated and experience the indignity of being helpless and at the mercy of another person. We believe that we “should have” been able to defend ourselves. This is especially true for males. And because we weren’t able to do so, we feel helpless and powerless. This powerlessness causes us to feel humiliated—which leads to shame.

Self-blame. In addition to having an underdeveloped frontal lobe, as discussed above, children tend to blame themselves when something goes wrong in the family. This is partly due to the fact that children are very egocentric—meaning that they perceive everything being about them. Examples of this kind of thinking include, “If mom is upset it must be because I did something wrong,” and “If my parents get a divorce, it is my fault.” Also, one of the main reasons so many former abuse victims blame themselves is that the perpetrator blamed them. My client Crystal explained it this way:


My father told me it was my fault, and I believed him. He told me I was too sexy, even as a little girl. He said I provoked him by wearing short dresses and shorts and that I deliberately showed him my panties. He said he couldn’t help but become aroused.



Society’s need to blame the victim. This tendency to blame oneself is reinforced by our culture’s tendency to blame the victim, as we discussed earlier.

The shame caused by keeping a secret. Victims are often told that what is happening is a secret, and secrets induce shame. In addition, keeping a secret tends to isolate the person from others, preventing any possibility of them getting the support or the help they need.

The taboo against incest and sex with children. Victims have an internal “knowing” that what is happening is wrong based on the almost universal awareness of the taboo against incest and adult/child sex. This taboo was originally based on concerns about in-breeding in the case of incest, but today is mainly focused on the understanding that sex between children and adults is harmful to the child.




IDENTIFYING YOUR SHAME

It can be difficult, even with the descriptions of shame I’ve written about above, to figure out whether you are suffering from shame and if so, in what ways. The following section will help you to identify and connect with your shame in various ways: by noticing how shame feels in your body, by listening to the shaming words that you tell yourself, and by the beliefs about yourself that originate with shame.

How does shame feel? Shame can be a difficult emotion to identify because it manifests in different ways for different people. Often, we do not know we are experiencing shame until we notice physical indications of it in our body. Some people feel a hot burning sensation in the pit of their stomach, others feel a tight grip around their chest, and many feel an intense urge to disappear or hide. Shame is also experienced as a sinking or collapsing feeling. Other physical reactions can include your face flushing, a need to divert your eyes, and hunching your shoulders as if to protect your chest.


Exercise: How Your Body Reacts

Do you notice how your body reacts when you are feeling shame? Write about how you know when you are feeling shame. Here are some descriptions clients have shared with me:


	“I get this sinking feeling, like someone has pushed a button and sent me down to hell where I belong.”

	“I just wish I could hide, so I end up getting away from the situation as fast as I can.”

	“I feel like everyone is looking at me and laughing at me. My face turns red, and I start sweating, and this makes it even worse.”

	“I feel like I become really small. I hunch my shoulders forward trying to make myself even smaller.”



Here is a list of common reactions people have when they are feeling shame. Put a check mark next to the ones with which you identify:


	a need to avoid eye contact

	an intense urge to hide washes over you

	a strong desire to disappear

	a desire or tendency to cover your face

	putting your head down

	hiding your body with a pillow or coat

	your face flushing

	sweating or shaking

	shortness of breath

	a tight grip around your chest

	a hot burning sensation in the pit of your stomach

	nauseous/upset stomach

	your body collapsing




The more you become aware of how shame-based thoughts affect your body, the easier it will become to identify when physical sensations, such as the pain in your stomach or the tightness in your chest, indicate what you are experiencing internally.






THE VOICE OF SHAME

Shame can lead to thoughts that perpetuate a negative belief about ourselves. These thoughts are often referred to as “our shame voice.” Some examples of what our shame voice might say include:


	“There’s something wrong with me.”

	“I’m not enough.”

	“I don’t matter.”

	“I can’t do anything right.”

	“I’m useless.”



These kinds of negative thoughts are common for former victims of child sexual abuse and may have been part of your self-talk for many years. They can commonly reoccur and can be easily triggered by everyday scenarios.


Exercise: Your Shame Voice


	Think about the most common negative things you say to yourself on a regular basis.

	Make a list of these statements and keep them close to you as a reference.








NOT JUST A FEELING—A BELIEF SYSTEM

Shame is not just a feeling the way anger, sadness, fear, joy, or guilt are feelings. Shame is the experience and the belief that one is fundamentally bad, defective, or unacceptable. Shame is caused by an intensely negative self-evaluation of who we are as a human being. Although we may experience shame regarding specific aspects of ourselves—such as our body characteristics, feelings, intelligence, skills, or behavior—this specific focus on one aspect of ourselves may be a smokescreen for a more general (and unconscious) perception of ourselves as being weak, flawed, or even defective. The overwhelming discomfort associated with shame makes it an intense threat to our sense of self and overall well-being.

Shame is the fuel for that harsh self-critical inner voice that tells you that you are “less than” when you compare yourself to others, which you probably do often. Unfortunately, the more you compare yourself with others, the more shame you feel, because in your eyes you never measure up. You are never as smart, as attractive, or accomplished as others.

Knowing what your experience with shame is and how it may be affecting you can help you better understand what’s going on internally, name it, and challenge it.




THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN GUILT AND SHAME

It is important to understand the difference between shame and guilt. Shame and guilt can feel very similar—with both experiences we feel bad about ourselves. Some have explained the difference between shame and guilt as follows: When we feel guilt, we feel bad about something we did or neglected to do. When we feel shame, we feel badly about who we are. Put another way: guilty people fear punishment, shamed people fear abandonment. When we feel guilty, we need to learn that it’s OK to make mistakes. When we feel shame, we need to learn that it’s OK to be who we are.

Another distinction between guilt and shame is that shame comes from public exposure of one’s own vulnerability, whereas guilt is private, coming from a sense of failing to measure up to our own internal standards. When others discover or know we were once helpless, we tend to feel ashamed. We also feel exposed. But if we feel we caused our own problems, we cease to feel as vulnerable or exposed. This can explain why victims of abuse often blame themselves for the abuse. It is easier—less painful—to feel guilt than to feel the shame of helplessness.

Still another difference between guilt and shame is that we don’t tend to feel bad about feeling guilty—in fact it’s often viewed as a positive thing, especially in terms of how others perceive you. If you feel guilty about what you’ve done, others are more likely to forgive you. But shame is more taboo—so much so that we feel shame about feeling shame. This is partly due to the strong correlation between feeling shame and feeling inferior. We believe we should conceal feelings of shame, especially in a culture that so values achievement and success.




SHAME CREATES SHAMEFUL BEHAVIOR

In addition to the shame you feel because of the sexual abuse, many of you likely suffer from shame because of troubling behaviors you practice or because of the circumstances you find yourself in. Some of you have made the connection between your destructive behaviors and the sexual abuse, whereas others don’t realize they are self-medicating or using these behaviors as coping mechanisms due to the trauma they experienced. Former victims of childhood sexual abuse often engage in behaviors such as alcohol or drug abuse, compulsive eating, shoplifting, compulsive gambling, promiscuity, and sexual addiction, and they often feel horribly ashamed because of it. As my client Rodney explained:


I love my wife and kids so much, but I’m constantly putting my family at risk because of my sexual behavior. I have this compulsion to frequent prostitutes and to engage in kinky sex. I feel deeply ashamed every time I do it, but I can’t seem to stop myself.



Another consequence of the shame surrounding child sexual abuse is that former victims often continue to be victimized in some way, such as getting involved with abusive partners, and yet many are unaware of the connection between this and their history of sexual abuse. And many women and men who are being physically or emotionally abused feel terribly ashamed because of the situation they find themselves in. They don’t understand why they chose an abusive partner, and they feel horrible shame because they are unable to leave the abusive relationship.

Others have repeated the pattern of victimization by becoming the abuser in their relationships. Case in point, my client Alex:


My wife recently left me. She said I’ve been emotionally abusing her for ten years. I realized I was critical of her, and sometimes I lost my temper and yelled at her, but I didn’t think that would be considered ‘abuse.’ I agreed to go to therapy in order to get my wife back, and I’m coming to realize I did abuse her. I’m also discovering why I’m so angry and critical. I realize I’m carrying a lot of shame from my childhood—shame about things that happened to me that I’ve locked away for years.



Still others repeat the pattern of abuse by becoming abusive or neglectful of their children. This is how my client Lea explained it:


I’m very critical of my children. I’m always worried about what other people think of them—and by extension—what they think of me as a parent. I’m coming to realize that I’m dumping some of my shame on them—shame that I need to begin to deal with concerning the sexual abuse I experienced. Because I feel so bad about myself, I end up seeing my children as bad.






SHAME TRIGGERS MORE SHAME

Kaufman, one of the first experts to write about shame, explains the phenomena of shame creating more shame this way:


The main reason that shame begets shame is the phenomena of shame feelings and thoughts endlessly triggering each other. The precipitating event is relived internally over and over, causing the sense of shame to deepen, to absorb other neutral experiences that happened before as well as those that come later. (Kaufman, 573)



In other words, the shame you experienced surrounding the sexual abuse is constantly triggered by people, events, sights, sounds, and smells in your environment. For example, you stand next to a man in the elevator who is wearing the same aftershave as your abuser. Suddenly you are catapulted back to the past when you smelled this same aftershave as you were being abused. Not only are you triggered the way any PTSD victim can suddenly be when reminded of the trauma he or she went through, but you are showered with feelings of shame. In this way, shame can become paralyzing.




HIDDEN SHAME

To make matters worse, we tend to feel shame about feeling shame. This tendency only exacerbates it. It makes sense, therefore, that we may do our best to minimize, deny, or suppress shame. We do this by being compulsively perfectionistic, intensely fearful of being wrong, or compulsively driven to succeed or obtain power. Or, we may become consumed by a powerful need to gain the positive admiration of others—all in an effort to provide a counter-narrative to feeling shame.

Hidden shame—the kind of shame that masquerades as something else entirely—is very common among former victims of CSA. In fact, some of you reading this book may not be aware of how much you have been suffering from shame. This is because shame can be likened to a shapeshifter—it takes on various disguises to hide its true identity. Often, it disguises itself as arrogance or a feeling of super self-confidence. It is common for shame to be hidden behind a mask of bravado—fooling everyone around you, even fooling yourself. In essence you are “pretending” to feel good about yourself in order to make sure no one discovers your shame.

Those who are hiding their shame in this way may seem to have it all—success, charm, accolades from others. But if you look just under the surface, you’ll see cracks in their armor. They can’t take criticism; they dismiss any attempt on your part to correct them or point out the error of their ways. If you dare to correct them, they will quickly cut you down to size, sending a clear message that you better not try it again. This is because while they seem self-confident, they are so full of shame that they have built a wall to protect themselves from any further shame.

Having a wall up not only protects us from being further shamed, but it prevents us from truly connecting with others or having empathy for others. This is what my client Jan told me about her inability to connect with her children and husband:


I’m very critical of my husband and children even though I don’t mean to be. I seem to be more concerned with what other people think of them—and me by extension—than I care about their needs and feelings.






WHAT IF I DON’T FEEL ANY SHAME?

Some people ask, “Is it possible that I don’t feel any shame even though I was sexually abused?” It is highly unlikely that you escaped being sexually abused without experiencing shame. In fact, it is far more likely that you may have numbed yourself to your shame. It is not uncommon for former victims to experience so much shame that they simply can’t tolerate it. They need to shut it down, or dissociate themselves from it, just like victims often dissociate from their body when they are being abused. Although some people hide behind a defensive wall of bravado or arrogance to keep from taking in shame, you may have built up an internal wall to keep yourself from acknowledging the shame you already feel. In other words, shame may be so painful to you that you deny its existence. Signs that you may feel shame without realizing it include:

Perfectionism. As my client Juanita explained it:


I don’t allow myself to make excuses. I’m a perfectionist. If I make a mistake, I can berate myself for hours. So, I make sure I don’t make any.



People-pleasing and “being good.” Similar to perfectionism, focusing on always doing the right thing or never causing a problem can be an attempt to avoid ever being shamed.

Busyness. Always staying busy—never stopping to connect with your feelings or staying busy so you can avoid your feelings.

Blaming and gossiping. Staying focused on what other people are doing wrong so you can avoid any self-evaluation.

The following are still other signals of hidden shame:


	unwillingness to expose our vulnerabilities to others

	a tendency to over-apologize to others for minor transgressions

	an inability to accept help or compliments

	patterns of procrastination and underachievement

	slumped posture and avoidance of eye contact with others

	unexplained bouts of rage and blaming others

	an exaggerated split between one’s public and private selves

	having an excuse for everything and denying personal responsibility

	a facility to convince others that everything is their fault and what is obvious is untrue (gaslighting)

	intolerance of being alone with oneself for extended periods of time

	sensations of heaviness and dread in our bodies

	unwillingness to forgive or a tendency to hold long-term grudges toward others






SHAME AND SEXUAL PROBLEMS

Not surprisingly, shame from childhood sexual abuse often shows up in the form of sexual problems. Here are some client examples:


	“I just don’t have any sexual desire. I force myself to have sex with my husband, because I know it makes him feel unloved if we don’t connect in that way, but I’m embarrassed to say that I seldom feel anything, and I’m often spaced out while it is happening.”

	“I can’t have orgasms. No matter what I try or who I am with, it just never happens for me. I come close, but then I shut down.”

	“Often, when I’m having sex with my husband, I see my perpetrator’s face. It really freaks me out. It’s like I’m being sexually assaulted all over again.”

	“I hate my vagina. I think it is ugly and dirty. I don’t ever want to touch it or have anyone else touch it. This obviously interferes with my sex life, but touching my vagina is so repulsive to me that I instantly get turned off if someone tries.”

	“I have these troubling fantasies of having sex with my father all the time. I’m so ashamed. I think I must be really, really sick.”

	“I’m addicted to sex—any kind of sex. I constantly pressure my wife for sex, but even when she has sex with me, I crave it again a few hours later. I constantly masturbate to pornography, and I use phone sex and prostitutes every chance I get. It’s like I’m a starving child constantly on the lookout for food.”

	“Lots of men would love to last as long as I do sexually. But the truth is, I have a really difficult time ejaculating, and often it never happens.”

	“When I’m around little girls who are around the age I was when I was molested, I suddenly get afraid I’ll molest them. So, I get away from them as soon as I can.”

	“I’m a whore. I have absolutely no self-respect. If a man wants me or I become attracted to a man, I have sex with him. It doesn’t matter who the man is, it doesn’t matter where I am. It doesn’t even matter that I am married, or I might get caught. Nothing matters but the fact that I want sex, and I want it now.”

	“I can’t tolerate someone going down on me, because that’s what my stepfather did, and I black out when I try.”



If you have similar concerns, the good news is that you are not alone. Most former victims of child sexual abuse suffer from some kind of sexual concern or some form of sexual dysfunction. The other good news is that there is help and healing for these sexual concerns, many of which you will find in this book.

This was probably a difficult chapter to read and to absorb all the information. It was also probably difficult to stay in the present and in your body. If you notice that you feel spacey, overwhelmed, or numb, you may be reacting to some of the information




BASIC GROUNDING TECHNIQUE



	Find a quiet place where you will not be disturbed or distracted.

	Sit up in a chair or on the couch. Put your feet flat on the ground. If you are wearing shoes with heels, take off your shoes so that you can have your feet flat on the ground.

	With your eyes open, take a few deep breaths. Turn your attention once again to feeling the ground under your feet. Continue your breathing and feeling your feet flat on the ground throughout the exercise.

	Now, as you continue breathing, clear your eyes and take a look around the room. As you slowly scan the room, notice the colors, shapes, and textures of the objects in the room. If you’d like, scan the room moving your neck so you can see a wider view.

	Bring your focus back to feeling the ground under your feet as you continue to breathe and to notice the different colors, textures, and shape of the objects in the room. This grounding exercise will serve several purposes:

	It will bring your awareness back to your body, which in turn can stop you from being triggered or from dissociating.

	It will bring you back to the present, to the here and now, again a good thing if you have been triggered and have been catapulted back into the past by a memory or a trigger.














	You can stop blaming yourself for the abuse.

	You can stop feeling unworthy, “less than,” and unlovable.

	You can give back the shame to its rightful owner—the abuser.

	You can stop feeling like you are tainted or damaged goods, that you are dirty or rotten inside.

	You can start accepting and even loving your body instead of hating it or being ashamed of it.

	You can stop blaming your body for “betraying you” by feeling some pleasure amid the humiliation and pain.

	You can stop blaming yourself for “going back,” returning to the abuser after the first episode.
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PRAISE FOR FREEDOM AT LAST

“Beverly Engel’s Freedom at Last nails it! Like no other book on sexual trauma, she focuses on the core issue—shame. Compassionate, thorough, and personal, her book takes former victims gently by the hand and guides them through a step-by-step healing process. Therapy for sexual abuse that omits healing shame is incomplete. This workbook can lead you home.”—Darlene Lancer, LMFT, author of Conquering Shame & Codependency

“Shame is pervasive among survivors of sexual trauma, and especially profound for survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Beverly Engel has written a comprehensive and accessible book filled with journal prompts and engaging exercises that skillfully guide and support readers in freeing themselves from the shame brought on by children sexual abuse. A transformative read for survivors as they navigate the healing journey.”—Erika Shershun, LMFT, author of Healing Sexual Trauma Workbook: Somatic Skills to Help You Feel Safe in Your Body, Create Boundaries, & Live with Resilience

“Beverly Engel provides a healing and transformative book for sexual abuse survivors. From a deep understanding of the pain, she illuminates the different stages of recovery and offers a clear path for survivors to regain their life after trauma. Freedom at Last: Healing the Shame of Childhood Sexual Abuse gives voice to sexual assault survivors and shows how they can heal through validation. This is the one, indispensable book that survivors need most.”—Matthew McKay, PhD, coauthor of Healing Emotional Pain Workbook
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