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Part I

Why Women Need Fierce Self-Compassion




Introduction

Caring Force

One thing is certain. If we merge mercy with might, and might with right, then love becomes our legacy and change our children’s birthright.

—Amanda Gorman, U.S. National Youth Poet Laureate

There’s something in the air. Every woman I talk to can feel it. We’re fed up, angry, and ready for change. Traditional gender roles and societal power structures restrict the ability of women to express the full range of who we are, at great cost both personally and politically. Women are allowed to be soft, nurturing, and tender. But if a woman is too fierce—if we’re too angry or forceful—people get scared and call us names (witch, hag, shrew, and ball-breaker are some of the milder insults that come to mind). If we’re ever going to move beyond male dominance and take our proper place at the tables of power, we need to reclaim the right to be fierce. That’s how we’ll make a difference in the issues facing our world today: entrenched poverty, systemic racism, a failing health-care system, and climate change, to start. This book is aimed at helping women do just that.

A valuable framework for understanding how women can make productive change is self-compassion. Compassion is aimed at alleviating suffering—it’s the impulse to help, an active feeling of concern, the palpable instinct to care for those who are struggling. Although most people naturally feel compassion for others, it’s harder to direct this instinct inward. The last twenty years of my career have been devoted to researching the psychological health benefits of self-compassion and teaching people how to be kinder and more supportive toward themselves. Along with my close colleague Dr. Chris Germer, we’ve developed a training program called Mindful Self-Compassion that’s taught around the globe. But in order to realize the full benefits of self-compassion, we need to develop both its fierce and tender side.

This is a recent realization for me. When leading self-compassion workshops in the past, I often told a funny and true story designed to illustrate how mindfulness and self-compassion can help us work with “difficult” emotions like anger.

The story goes like this: When my son Rowan was about six, I took him to see a bird show at the zoo. Once we got settled, Rowan, who’s autistic, started being a bit disruptive—not screaming-and-flailing disruptive, but talking-out-loud and standing-on-rather-than-sitting-in-his-chair disruptive. The woman in front of us, her two perfectly behaved little girls sitting next to her, kept turning around to shush Rowan. Rowan wouldn’t be shushed. I tried to help him keep quiet, but he was so excited he couldn’t control himself. After about her third failed shooshing attempt, the woman turned around and with a crazed look in her eye exclaimed, “Will you please be quiet, we’re trying to hear the show!”

Rowan was confused. He turned to me and asked in a frightened voice, “Who’s that, Mommy?”

If anyone does anything at all threatening or aggressive to my son, I turn into Momma Bear. I was furious. So, I told him, “That’s a . . .” Well, let’s just say I used a word that started with “B” and it wasn’t bear—you can use your imagination. The bird show ended shortly thereafter and the woman turned around to face me.

“How dare you call me that!” she said.

“How dare you give my son the evil eye!” I spat back. And we started going at it. Two moms with their little ones by their sides, in a shouting match at a bird show! Luckily, I was practicing a lot of mindfulness at the time (yes, I see the irony) and said relatively calmly, “I am so angry right now.” The woman responded, “Tell me something I don’t know.” But for me it was a pivotal moment, because instead of being lost in my rage, I was able to be mindfully aware of it, de-escalate, and leave.

It’s a great teaching story because it illustrates how skills like mindfulness can help pull us back from the edge when we’re being swept away by our reactive emotions. But for years I failed to fully appreciate the importance of what happened: that instinctive arising of fierce Momma Bear energy. I took for granted that moment of protective anger and assumed it was a problem when it was actually remarkable and awe-inspiring.

The Marvel Comics writer Jack Kirby was so astounded after witnessing a car accident and seeing a mother lift a three-thousand-pound vehicle to save her baby trapped underneath that it moved him to create the Incredible Hulk. This fierce aspect of our nature is far from problematic; it’s a superpower. Something to be celebrated rather than merely “accepted” with mindful awareness. And not only can we use this force to protect our children, we can also use it to protect ourselves, meet our needs, motivate change, and engage in the work of justice. This book is designed to help women tap into our fierce inner warrior, so we can rise up and change our world.

CARING FORCE

Women still live in a male-dominated society, and we need all the tools we can get our hands on to emerge triumphant but also healthy and whole. One of the most powerful weapons in our arsenal is caring force. Tender self-compassion harnesses the energy of nurturing to alleviate suffering, while fierce self-compassion harnesses the energy of action to alleviate suffering—when these are fully integrated, they manifest as caring force. Our force is more effective when it’s caring because it combines strength with love. This is the message taught by great leaders of social change such as Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela, and Susan B. Anthony. It’s what Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. articulated in his call to end the Vietnam War: “When I speak of love I am not speaking of some sentimental and weak response. I am speaking of that force which . . . [is] the supreme unifying principle of life.”

Fortunately, caring force can be turned inward as well as outward. We can use it to propel our personal journey of growth and healing at the same time that we fight for justice. After all, social activism is an act of self-compassion (not just other-compassion) because we’re all interconnected, and injustice impacts us all.

Although I used to believe my own fierceness was a character flaw I needed to overcome, I now realize it’s what has allowed me to succeed in life. In 2003, I published the first theoretical paper defining self-compassion, and I created the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) the same year to measure it. My initial studies demonstrated that people who score higher on the SCS have greater levels of well-being. While for the first few years I was the primary person conducting research on self-compassion, since then the field has exploded and now includes well over three thousand scientific journal articles, with new studies being published daily. I doubt I would’ve had the courage to enter this uncharted territory without the same warrior energy that sometimes gets me into trouble (like calling a complete stranger names in front of my child at a bird show).

COMING FULL CIRCLE

Unpacking the fierce as well as tender sides of self-compassion is the latest development in my work, and something I’ve yet to write extensively about. At the same time, it draws on threads that have run throughout my career. I did my Ph.D. in the area of moral development with a scholar named Elliot Turiel at the University of California, Berkeley. He’d been a student of Lawrence Kohlberg, the famous theorist who proposed that morality developed through three main stages. According to Kohlberg’s model, the first stage (occurring in childhood) focuses on meeting personal needs, the second stage (found in adolescence) focuses on care and meeting the needs of others, and the final stage (reached in adulthood if at all) focuses on justice and equitably considers everyone’s rights and needs. Kohlberg’s research, conducted mainly in the 1960s, found that women tended to make moral decisions based on care, whereas men more often made decisions based on rights and justice. This was interpreted to mean that women were less advanced moral thinkers than men.

Many feminists were rightfully angered by this position and saw it as biased. Carol Gilligan, author of the influential book In a Different Voice, countered that care and justice were two different ethical lenses through which one can see the world. A woman’s way of knowing was connected, rather than autonomous, but not inferior to a male perspective. Although her theory was intended to thwart the view that women were less moral than men, it ironically portrayed women as not valuing justice!

I disagree with both these positions, finding each of them sexist in their own way. Turiel resolved the argument by demonstrating that males and females at all stages of development make moral judgments based on autonomy, care, and justice depending on the context. Almost everyone, regardless of age, gender, or culture, judges that it’s better to care for and help rather than harm others, that people should be able to make autonomous decisions about certain personal issues, and that justice matters. In fact, one of the first moral judgments little kids make is “that’s not fair!” Turiel’s research also shows that social power plays an important role in how each type of reasoning is expressed. Dominance grants more autonomous decision-making, and subordination demands more care for others. By definition, a central feature of having power is the ability to do what you want, and part of what defines subordination is having to meet the needs of those with power. Equal power is necessary to ensure that everyone’s needs are considered fairly. I spent a year in India to conduct my dissertation research on how culturally embedded beliefs about gender hierarchy influence reasoning about these issues in marital conflicts (more on this later).

It was only after returning to Berkeley to write up my dissertation that I learned about self-compassion. As I wrote about extensively in my first book Self-Compassion, my journey to self-kindness was a painful one. Just before embarking on my research abroad, I left my husband for another man (much to my horror and shame given that I considered myself a highly caring and moral person), who was supposed to join me in India. But that man didn’t leave his partner for me and never showed up. Not only that, when I came home I found out he’d developed brain cancer and died shortly after my return.

I wanted to learn meditation as a way of picking up the pieces of my shattered life. I started practicing with a group that followed the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen Master who emphasizes the need to be compassionate to ourselves as well as others. I read books by pioneering Western Buddhist teachers, like Sharon Salzberg’s Lovingkindness and Jack Kornfield’s A Path with Heart, which also stress the importance of including ourselves in the circle of compassion.

As a result of my reading and meditation practice, I tried to be warmer to myself and more supportive. Instead of beating myself up about what I’d done—just so I could convince myself I was a good person for hating what a bad person I’d been; this is how convoluted the mind gets—I tried to be more understanding and forgiving. Admittedly it was a bit awkward at first. When I tried telling myself, “Human beings make mistakes,” another voice would pop up and say, “You’re just making excuses.” But eventually the voice of objection quieted, as I learned to acknowledge the pain of the harm I’d caused while being kind in the process. I told myself, “I know you would have done it differently if you could have, but you weren’t capable at the time. You were frustrated in your marriage and were trying to find happiness. Everyone wants to be happy.” Rather than obsessing about myself and my misdeeds, I began to appreciate my imperfect humanity and the way it connected me to the larger whole. I would put my hands on my heart and say, “I know you’re hurting, but it will be okay. I accept you exactly as you are, flaws and all.” Doing so allowed me to take full responsibility for what I’d done, painful as it was, without flagellating myself in the process. With practice, I learned how to hold my shame with love, and it radically changed my life for the better.

After graduating, I did two years of postdoctoral study with a professor at the University of Denver named Susan Harter who was one of the country’s leading researchers on self-esteem, a concept that had dominated psychologists’ conceptions of well-being for decades. Self-esteem can be defined as a positive evaluation of self-worth. Researchers were starting to understand that although judging yourself positively makes you happier, it can lead people into traps and dead ends like narcissism and continual comparison with others. Furthermore, self-esteem too often depends on social approval, or looking attractive, or succeeding rather than failing. Self-esteem is a fair-weather friend. It’s there when things go well but deserts you when things go badly, just when you need it most. Self-compassion is a perfect alternative to self-esteem. It doesn’t require feeling better than others, it isn’t contingent on other people liking you, and it doesn’t require getting things right. All you need to have self-compassion is to be a flawed human being like everyone else. It’s a constant source of support and refuge.

When I took a faculty position at the University of Texas at Austin, I initially continued my research on how power impacts autonomy, care, and justice in relationships. But I was also developing my ideas on self-compassion and wrote about it as a healthier alternative to self-esteem. I became so enthralled with self-compassion that I dropped all other lines of study; it’s been my primary focus ever since. Only recently have I revisited my early research interests in the context of self-compassion. When we relate to ourselves with tender self-compassion, we care for and nurture ourselves. When we relate to ourselves with fierce self-compassion, we assert our autonomy and stand up for our rights. When fierce and tender self-compassion are balanced, we can be fair and just. Power and gender expectations also play a role in the expression of self-compassion, with male dominance emphasizing fierceness, female subordination emphasizing tenderness, and the drive for gender equality demanding that we integrate both. The previously disparate lines of my work have now come together, like puzzle pieces clicking into place.

WHY THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN FOR WOMEN, AND WHY NOW

Self-compassion is useful for anyone, and most of what I’ve written about in the past has been gender neutral. But I believe that self-compassion is especially necessary for women at this moment in history. Women have had it with mansplaining and being treated as if we were incompetent. It’s time for us to be paid fairly and to have equal power and representation as national leaders in business and government. Fierce self-compassion, especially when balanced with tender self-compassion, can help us fight for our rights and counter the harm done by centuries of being told to keep quiet and look pretty.

I was also inspired to write this book as a consequence of the #MeToo movement. For far too long women swept sexual harassment and abuse under the rug. We feared people wouldn’t believe us if we revealed the truth. It would bring shame upon us, or it would only cause more harm. But this changed in 2017 as hundreds of thousands of women used the hashtag #MeToo to share their experiences of sexual harassment and assault. Suddenly, the men were the ones leaving their jobs with their reputations in ruin.

As I will discuss in detail later, my story resonates with those of countless other women around the globe. Despite being a well-known mindfulness and compassion teacher, I was fooled and manipulated by someone who turned out to be a sex predator. A man I trusted and supported was actually harassing and abusing countless women without my knowledge. My self-compassion practice is what allowed me to cope with the horror of revelation after revelation. Tender self-compassion helped me to heal, and fierce self-compassion spurred me to speak up and commit to not letting the harm continue.

The women’s movement gave us access to the professional realm, but to succeed in it we’ve needed to act like men, suppressing tender qualities that are devalued in a man’s world. At the same time, we’re disliked for being too aggressive or assertive. This leaves us with a false choice: to succeed and be scorned or to be liked and remain disempowered. Women have more pressure to prove ourselves at work, but are also subject to sexual harassment and lower pay. The bottom line is this: the current setup isn’t working for us anymore. I believe that by developing and integrating fierce and tender self-compassion, women will be better equipped to realize our true selves and make needed changes to the world around us. Patriarchy is still alive and causing great harm. We’re being called by the pressing issues of the day—sexual harassment, pay inequality, rampant prejudice, health disparities, political division, our dying planet—to claim our power and take action.

Because I’m a White, cisgender, heterosexual woman, undoubtedly there will be unconscious biases in what I write. Although I’ll try as best I can to address the diverse experience of people who identify as women, my efforts will surely fall short. Please forgive me. It’s my hope that this book will lay out general principles that can speak to the experience of people with differing intersections of identities in a meaningful way. All women are not the same and all suffering is not the same. But I believe that fierce and tender self-compassion are relevant to all people and are key to the fight against sexism, racism, heterosexism, ableism, and other forms of oppression.

SELF-COMPASSION AS A PRACTICE

Self-compassion isn’t just a good idea. It’s something we can do. We can train our brains and build new habits to respond to our mental, physical, and emotional pain with compassion. Research shows not only that we can learn to be more self-compassionate, but that it radically changes our lives for the better. This book will introduce concepts, discuss research, and help you develop both tender and fierce self-compassion. It will teach you how to combine them to create a caring force that can be used in key areas of your life like relationships, caregiving, and work.

Throughout the book I’ll provide tools to help you understand what you’re reading firsthand. Sometimes I’ll present empirically validated assessments of traits such as self-compassion, gender stereotypes, or relationship styles that are commonly used in research, so you can conduct that same research on yourself! I’ll also include concrete exercises to help you develop your self-compassion muscles. (Guided audio versions of many of these practices are available at FierceSelf-Compassion.org.) And while there will be a few meditations, this is not a meditation guide. I’m not a spiritual teacher, I’m a scientist, but when self-compassion goes deep it can be a spiritual experience.

Most of the practices included in this book are adapted from the empirically supported Mindful Self-Compassion (MSC) program that I developed with Chris Germer. You can take an MSC course online at www.CenterforMSC.org or go through the program yourself using The Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook. MSC isn’t therapy, but it can be highly therapeutic. Rather than focusing on healing particular wounds from the past, MSC helps us adopt a more self-compassionate approach to everyday life. In an early study of the effectiveness of MSC, we found that eight weeks of training led to a 43 percent increase in self-compassion. Participants reported they were also more mindful and compassionate to others; less depressed, anxious, stressed, and emotionally avoidant; as well as happier and more satisfied with their lives. Most significantly, the resource of self-compassion was a steady friend from then on. The increased self-compassion and improved well-being gained from MSC was demonstrated to last for at least a year.

The amount that people benefitted from the program was also linked to how much they practiced. For this reason, I encourage you to practice self-compassion intentionally for at least twenty minutes per day. Although research shows that these self-compassion tools work, the only way you’ll know for sure is if you give them a try.







TEST YOUR LEVEL OF SELF-COMPASSION

If you want to get a sense of how self-compassionate you are, you can fill out this brief version of the Self-Compassion Scale that is used in most self-compassion research. For fun, you may want to record your score now and then take the SCS again after finishing the book to see if your level of self-compassion has changed. You’ll notice that the SCS does not differentiate between fierce and tender self-compassion. While I might refine the scale to reflect these two sides of self-compassion in the future, currently the SCS is a general measure of the trait.

Instructions

Please read each statement carefully before answering. To the left of each item, indicate how often you behave in the stated manner. Answer according to what really reflects your experience rather than what you think your experience should be.

For the first set of items, use the following scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always), or some point in between:

_____I try to be understanding and patient toward those aspects of my personality I don’t like.

_____When something painful happens, I try to take a balanced view of the situation.

_____I try to see my failings as part of the human condition.

_____When I’m going through a very hard time, I give myself the caring and tenderness I need.

_____When something upsets me, I try to keep my emotions in balance.

_____When I feel inadequate in some way, I try to remind myself that feelings of inadequacy are shared by most people.

For the next items, use a scale from 1 (almost always) to 5 (almost never), or some point in between. Notice that the scoring system has been reversed, so that higher scores indicate lessened frequency:

_____When I fail at something important to me, I become consumed by feelings of inadequacy.

_____When I’m feeling down, I tend to feel like most other people are probably happier than I am.

_____When I fail at something that’s important to me, I tend to feel alone in my failure.

_____When I’m feeling down, I tend to obsess and fixate on everything that’s wrong.

_____I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies.

_____I’m intolerant and impatient toward those aspects of my personality I don’t like.

Total (sum of all 12 items) = __________

Mean self-compassion score (Total/12) = __________

In general, you can interpret a score ranging from 2.75 to 3.25 as average, below 2.75 as low, and above 3.25 as high.








GOING SLOWLY

As you go through this book, you’ll likely encounter difficult feelings, which naturally arise whenever we practice compassion. When we give ourselves love, we may immediately remember all the times in the past when we were unloved, or thoughts may come up about all the ways we’re unlovable. For instance, when you try to care for yourself by drawing boundaries with a male coworker who comments inappropriately about your figure, you may remember being shamed by your father in adolescence for how you dressed. Or when you try to comfort yourself when grieving a failed romantic relationship, you may be deluged with old fears about not being funny enough or attractive enough or exciting enough. These are actually good signs. They show you’re opening your heart. It means that old pain stuffed down into the recesses of your unconscious is being released into the light of day. When given space and held with warmth, the pain can start to heal.

However, these feelings may sometimes be overwhelming. You want to practice self-compassion in a way that feels safe, or else you’re not being self-compassionate! Especially for women with a history of trauma, it’s important to go slowly and at your own pace, pulling back whenever you need to by disengaging from the practices and coming back to them later, perhaps even with the guidance of a therapist or other mental health professional. We can’t learn new things if we feel overwhelmed, so allow yourself to stop if you feel a particular exercise or practice is too difficult or destabilizing. Please take responsibility for your own emotional safety and don’t push yourself to do something if it doesn’t feel right in the moment.

This book is designed to help you unlock the potential of self-compassion in both its fierce and tender forms. The two are often unbalanced, and it’s important to learn how to integrate them. Self-compassion will allow you to access your inner power so you can thrive and be happy. It will help you to be more authentic and internally fulfilled, so you can be an effective agent of progress in society. The world is transforming rapidly, and women are being called to take the lead in making sure things change for the better. With caring force, anything is possible.




Chapter 1

The Fundamentals of Self-Compassion

We need women who are so strong they can be gentle . . . so fierce they can be compassionate.

—Kavita Ramdas, former head of the Global Fund for Women

Self-compassion isn’t rocket science. It’s not some rarefied state of mind that takes years of meditation practice to achieve. At the most basic level, self-compassion simply requires being a good friend to ourselves. This is heartening news, because most of us already know how to be a good friend, at least to others. When someone close to us is feeling inadequate or is facing a difficult life challenge, we’ve learned over the years what to say: “I’m so sorry. What do you need right now? Is there anything I can do to help? Remember I’m here for you.” We understand how to soften our voice, use a warm tone, and relax our bodies. We can skillfully use touch to convey the fact that we care, perhaps giving the person a hug or holding their hand. We’re also familiar with taking fierce action for our loved ones when needed. We’ve felt that Momma Bear energy arise within us when someone we care about is threatened and needs protection, or when they need a little kick in the butt to tackle a challenge. We’ve earned the wisdom needed to understand what steps are called for in the moment.

But, sadly, we don’t treat ourselves with nearly the same degree of compassion when we struggle. Rather than pausing to ask what we need in the moment so we can comfort or support ourselves, we’re more likely to pass judgment, get absorbed in problem-solving, or simply freak out. Let’s say you get in a car accident on the way to work because you spilled coffee and were distracted. A typical inner conversation might be: “You’re such a stupid idiot. Now look what you’ve done. You better call the insurance company right away and tell the boss you’ll miss the meeting. I bet you’ll get fired.” Would you ever talk this way to someone you cared about? Probably not. But we often treat ourselves this way and think it’s a good thing. We can be downright mean to ourselves, even harsher than we are to those we dislike. The golden rule says: Do unto others as you would have others do unto you. An addendum should be: Do NOT do unto others as you do unto yourself, or you’ll have no friends.

An important first step in becoming more self-compassionate is to examine how we treat ourselves when we struggle compared to how we treat those we care about. The best context for examining this is a close friendship—because let’s face it, sometimes we’re not as compassionate as we might like to be with our children or partners or family members: they’re too close. We tend to have more space in our reactions with our friends, and we take them less for granted since these relationships are voluntary. This means we’re often our best selves with our close friends.







HOW DO I TREAT MY FRIENDS AND MYSELF IN DIFFICULT TIMES?

It can be really eye-opening to consider the degree to which you display compassion with your friends compared to yourself. We begin the MSC program with this examination to set the stage for learning self-compassion. This is a written exercise, so please take out a pen and paper.

Instructions

Think of various times when you had a close friend who was suffering in some way. Consider different types of situations: perhaps she was feeling bad about herself for a mistake she made, or was being bullied at work, or was exhausted by caring for her kids, or was afraid of a challenging task. Now write down your answers to the following questions:


	How do you typically respond to your friends in these types of situations? What do you say? What tone do you use? How is your posture? What nonverbal gestures do you use?

	How do you typically respond to yourself in similar situations? What do you say? What tone do you use? How is your posture? What nonverbal gestures do you use?

	Do you notice any patterns of difference in how you respond to your friends versus yourself? (For instance, maybe you catastrophize with yourself but have more perspective with friends.)

	What do you think it would be like if you started to treat yourself more like you treat your friends? What impact could it have on your life?









When doing this exercise, many people are shocked at the difference between how they treat themselves versus their friends. It can be a bit disconcerting to realize the degree to which we sell ourselves short. Luckily, we can use our vast experience of compassion for others to inform how we relate to ourselves. It’s a template to build upon, though at first it can feel a bit odd to treat ourselves the way we’d treat a friend. That’s just because we’re in the habit of treating ourselves like an enemy. Over time it becomes more natural. We mainly need to give ourselves permission to turn these well-honed skills of compassion inward.

Of course, there are stumbling blocks that get in the way; habits of self-criticism and feelings of unworthiness and shame can be hard to shake. There are also fears that maybe self-compassion isn’t so good for us, that it will turn us into lazy, selfish, self-indulgent losers. I’ll try to address these blocks in the chapters that follow, although some may want to read Self-Compassion or The Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook in order to go deeper into how to overcome barriers.

Still, practice makes perfect, or as we like to say in the self-compassion world, practice makes imperfect. We can become more skilled at accepting our human limitations, and at the same time we can learn how to take action to change things for the better. As Jack Kornfield says, “The point of spiritual practice isn’t to perfect yourself, but to perfect your love.” Love is the driving force of both fierce and tender self-compassion.

THE THREE ELEMENTS OF SELF-COMPASSION

Although self-compassion involves treating ourselves with the same kindness we’d naturally show to a good friend, it takes more than kindness alone. If it were just about being kind to ourselves, we could easily become self-absorbed or narcissistic. Kindness is not enough. We also need to be able to see our flaws, admit our failures, and put our own experiences into perspective. We need to connect our own struggles to those of others, moving beyond our small selves to realize our place in the larger scheme of things.

According to my model, self-compassion is comprised of three main elements: mindfulness, common humanity, and kindness. These elements are distinct but interact as a system, and all three must be present in a self-compassionate mindset to make it healthy and stable.

Mindfulness. The foundation of self-compassion is the ability to turn mindfully toward our discomfort and acknowledge it. We don’t suppress our pain and pretend it’s not there, but we don’t run away with a dramatic story line about it either. Mindfulness allows us to see clearly when we’ve made a mistake or failed. We turn toward rather than run away from the difficult emotions that accompany our troubles: grief, fear, sadness, anger, uncertainty, regret. We pay attention to our present moment experience, aware of our ever-changing thoughts, emotions, and sensations as they unfold. Mindfulness is essential to self-compassion so we can know when we’re suffering and respond with kindness. If we ignore our pain or are completely lost in it, we can’t step outside ourselves to say, “Wow, this stressful, I need a little support.”

While mindfulness is simple, it can be challenging because it goes against other natural tendencies. Neuroscientists have identified a set of interconnected brain regions called the default mode network, which is located down the midline of the brain, from front to back. It’s called our default mode because it’s the normal state of brain activation whenever we aren’t actively focused and engaged in a task. The default mode performs three basic functions: (1) it creates a sense of self, (2) it projects that self into the past or the future, and (3) it scans for problems. And so, instead of being present with what is, we get lost in worry and regret. This is beneficial from an evolutionary point of view so that we can learn from our past difficulties, and anticipate future threats to our survival and imagine how we might do things differently. However, when we’re suffering in real time, this means we often don’t have the presence of mind to know we’re struggling. Instead, we get lost in stories of the past or future as we try to solve our problems. The intentional focus of mindfulness deactivates the default mode, meaning that we can be present with our own pain as we’re feeling it.

Like a clear, still pool without ripples, mindfulness mirrors what’s occurring without distortion so that we can gain perspective on ourselves and our lives. We can then wisely determine the best course of action to help ourselves. It takes courage to turn toward our pain and acknowledge it, but this act of courage is essential if our hearts are to open in response to suffering. We can’t heal what we can’t feel. For this reason, mindfulness is the pillar on which self-compassion rests.

Common humanity. Also central to self-compassion is recognition of our own humanity. In fact, this is what differentiates self-compassion from self-pity. The word compassion in Latin means “to suffer” (passion) “with” (com). Connectedness is inherent to compassion. When compassion is turned inward, it means we acknowledge that all humans are imperfect and lead an imperfect life. While this may sound obvious, we often fall into the trap of believing that things should go well and that something has gone wrong when they don’t. We irrationally feel like everyone else is just fine and it’s only me who slipped and broke the glass, cutting a nerve in her thumb and having to wear something resembling a giant pink wedge of cheese on her upright hand for three months while it healed (true). This adds insult to injury, because not only are we in pain, but we also feel alone and isolated. This sense of disconnection is terrifying because, as they like to say in evolutionary biology, a lone monkey is a dead monkey.

When we remember that pain is part of the shared human experience, we escape from the rabbit hole of self-pity. Instead of crying “woe is me,” we honor the shared nature of suffering. The circumstances and degree of suffering is different, of course. People who are oppressed by systemic injustice or entrenched poverty suffer more than those with privilege. But there’s also no human being who completely escapes physical, mental, or emotional hardship.

Compassion is predicated on the idea that all conscious beings are intrinsically worthy of humane treatment. When we deny compassion to ourselves but extend it to others, or when we value the needs of one group over those of another, we’re undermining the basic truth that we’re all part of a larger interdependent whole. Your actions impact mine just as mine impact yours. The idiom “don’t sh*t where you eat” may be vulgar, but it conveys this idea well. How I treat myself affects my interactions with everyone else I come in contact with, and how I treat others similarly affects all my interactions. The consequences of not understanding interdependence can be seen everywhere: racial, religious, and political tensions that breed violence; immigrants fleeing to the United States from countries where American policies helped to sow economic despair; and a planet that is warming so quickly that it will soon be uninhabitable. The wisdom of recognizing our common humanity allows us to see the larger picture and realize that we’re all in this together.

Kindness. The motivational core of self-compassion is kindness—the desire to alleviate suffering. This caring urge is experienced as the felt impulse to help. It’s a warm, friendly, and supportive attitude toward ourselves as we wade through the mud of life. Too often when we struggle, we’re more likely to beat ourselves up than put a supportive arm around our own shoulder. Even people who are unfailingly kind to others often treat themselves like crap. Self-kindness reverses this tendency so that we are genuinely good to ourselves.

When we recognize we’ve made a mistake, self-kindness means that we’re understanding and accepting, encouraging ourselves to do better next time. When we get bad news or smash head-on into life’s problems, we actively open our hearts and allow ourselves to be emotionally moved by our own pain. We stop to say, “This is really difficult. How can I care for myself in this moment?”

We can’t be perfect. Our lives will inevitably involve struggle. But when we respond with benevolence and goodwill to our pain, we generate feelings of love and care that make a positive difference. Self-kindness provides the resources to cope with hardship and makes it more bearable. It’s a rewarding and fulfilling emotion, the sweetness that counters the bitterness of life.

THE BENEFITS OF SELF-COMPASSION

Thousands of studies have examined the association between self-compassion and well-being. Research on self-compassion is typically conducted in one of three ways. The most common method uses the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) to determine if higher scores correlate with higher levels of positive outcomes like happiness and lower levels of negative outcomes like depression. A second way to study self-compassion is to induce a self-compassionate frame of mind experimentally, often by having people write to themselves about a life difficulty while invoking mindfulness, common humanity, and kindness. Participants are randomly assigned either to this self-compassion condition or to a control condition, where participants will write about something neutral instead, perhaps a particular hobby they enjoy. Then the groups are compared in terms of behaviors like motivation to study for an exam. A third and increasingly common method is to train people in self-compassion through programs such as MSC, to see if their well-being changes after training. All three methods of research tend to produce the same findings.

The research literature on the benefits of self-compassion will be discussed throughout this book, but I’ll briefly sum it up here. People who are more self-compassionate tend to be happier, more hopeful, and optimistic. They’re more satisfied with their lives and grateful for what they have. They’re less anxious, depressed, stressed, and fearful. They’re less likely to contemplate suicide or abuse drugs and alcohol. They’re wiser and more emotionally intelligent, and can regulate their negative emotions more effectively. They have a more positive body image and are less likely to develop eating disorders. They’re more likely to engage in helpful behaviors like exercise, eating right, and seeing the doctor regularly. They’re physically healthier—they sleep better, get fewer colds, and have stronger immune systems. They’re more motivated, conscientious, and take more responsibility for themselves. They’re more resilient when faced with life challenges and have more grit and determination to reach their goals. They have closer and more functional relationships with friends, family, and romantic partners and report more sexual satisfaction. They’re more forgiving, empathetic, and able to take others’ perspectives. They’re more compassionate to others but are also able to caretake without burning out. Not a bad set of perks for something as simple as treating yourself as you would a good friend.

Self-compassionate people also have higher levels of self-esteem, but don’t fall into the traps laid by the quest for high self-regard. Self-compassion is not linked to narcissism the way high self-esteem is. It doesn’t lead to constant social comparison or ego-defensiveness. The sense of self-worth that comes from self-compassion doesn’t depend on looking a certain way, or being successful, or having others approve of you. It’s unconditional. This means that the sense of worthiness that comes from self-compassion is more stable over time.

The tremendous benefits of self-compassion, combined with the fact that it’s a skill that can be learned, help explain why so many researchers have begun to study this mindset. My good friend and fellow researcher Shauna Shapiro, who wrote a great book on mindfulness and self-compassion called Good Morning, I Love You, likes to say that self-compassion is the secret sauce of life. It makes everything better.

THE PHYSIOLOGY OF SELF-COMPASSION

As I said earlier, most people aren’t nearly as compassionate to themselves as they are to others, especially when they fail or feel inadequate. Part of the reason for this has to do with the automatic reactions of our nervous system. When we make a mistake or encounter hardships in life, we instinctively feel threatened. All is not well. So, we react to our perceived peril with the “threat-defense response” (sometimes known as our reptilian brain), the quickest and most easily triggered reflexive reaction to danger. When our brain registers a threat, the sympathetic nervous system is activated. Our amygdala springs into action, we release cortisol and adrenaline, and get ready to fight, flee, or freeze. The system works well for protecting against threats to our physical bodies such as a falling tree or a snarling dog, but can be problematic when the threat stems from thoughts such as “I’m such a loser” or “Do I look fat in this dress?”

When our self-concept is threatened, the danger is an inward one. We are both the attacker and the attacked. So, we fight ourselves with criticism, hoping it will get rid of the weakness by forcing us to change. We psychologically flee from others by shrinking in shame, withdrawing into the oblivion of worthlessness. Sometimes we freeze and get stuck in rumination, repeating our negative thoughts as if somehow thinking it through for the thirty-ninth time will make the problem go away. This constant state of reactivity is why being hard on ourselves is so bad for our health, leading to stress, anxiety, and depression. It’s important that we don’t judge ourselves for these reactions, as they stem from the innocent desire to be safe.

But we can learn to feel safe another way—by tapping into the mammalian care system. The evolutionary advantage of mammals over reptiles is that mammalian young are born very immature and have a longer developmental period to adapt to their environment. Compared to all other mammals, human beings take the longest to mature: it takes twenty-five to thirty years for the prefrontal cortex to develop due to our remarkable neuronal plasticity. To keep vulnerable youngsters safe during this long developmental period, the “tend-and-befriend” response evolved, which prompts parents and offspring to stay close and find safety through social bonding. When the care system is activated, oxytocin (the love hormone) and endorphins (natural, feel-good opiates) are released, which increases feelings of security.

Although the tend-and-befriend response is instinctually activated when caring for others, we can also learn to turn it inward. We can tend to and befriend ourselves to provide a sense of safety, security, and well-being. When we do this, the parasympathetic nervous system comes online, increasing heart rate variability (so that we’re more open and relaxed) and reducing sympathetic activity (so that we’re less tense). In fact, the three components of self-compassion—kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness—directly counter the self-judgment, isolation, and rumination that occur as part of the threat-defense reaction. In effect, we’re changing the balance between these two highly evolved, instinctive behaviors, both designed to ensure our safety, increasing one and decreasing the other simultaneously.

Because self-compassion happens physiologically, physical touch is a highly effective way to demonstrate care for ourselves. Our bodies respond to physical touch almost immediately, quickly helping us to feel supported. Touch taps into the parasympathetic nervous system, which calms and centers us. The human body is exquisitely designed to interpret touch as a signal of care. Just as during the first two years of life, parents convey a sense of safety and love to their infants through touch, we can do the same for ourselves.







SOOTHING AND SUPPORTIVE TOUCH

We teach soothing and supportive touch as a foundational self-compassion practice in the MSC program. When we are upset, sometimes we are too overwhelmed to remember to speak to ourselves kindly. The act of dropping out of our heads and into our bodies by moving our attention away from our thoughts to focus on a physical sensation such as touch can be incredibly helpful in difficult moments.

Instructions

Try out some different types of touch to see how they make you feel. Linger for about fifteen seconds with each type of touch and let yourself really sink into the experience. Check in to see the effect on your body. It’s good to find one touch that can help you feel soothed and comforted and another that helps you feel strong, empowered, and supported. People are different, so experiment until you find what works best for you.

Some tender soothing options include:


	One or two hands over your heart

	Cradling your face in your hands

	Gently stroking your arms

	Crossing your arms and giving a gentle squeeze

	Hugging yourself and rocking softly back and forth



Some strong supportive options include:


	A fist on your heart with the other hand over it

	One or two hands on your solar plexus, your energetic center (which is located right below your ribcage and about three inches above your belly button)

	One hand on your heart and one on your solar plexus

	Squeezing your own hand

	Two arms planted firmly on your hips



The idea is to find a “go-to” touch that you can use automatically in stressful or difficult situations. Choose a couple for now and try using them whenever you are feeling emotional or physical discomfort. Sometimes our minds are too overwhelmed to think straight, but you can use touch to communicate compassion to your body. It’s an easy and surprisingly effective way to care for and support yourself.








DIFFICULTIES WITH SELF-COMPASSION

Some people are naturally more self-compassionate than others, in part due to the way we’re raised. If our parents consistently nurtured and were kind to us as children, so that our mammalian care system became fully responsive and well-functioning, we’ll be more likely to internalize this supportive attitude as an adult. If they harshly criticized us, or were neglectful or abusive, it can be more challenging to be self-compassionate.

The level of security that we felt with our parents is called our attachment style. People with secure attachment—meaning those whose parents were consistently warm and caring, and who met their needs—tend to feel worthy of comfort and support, and are consequently kinder to themselves as adults. Those whose parents were inconsistent—sometimes emotionally available and sometimes not—or who were neglectful are more likely to feel they are unworthy and unlovable. This makes it more difficult to have self-compassion. And for those whose parents were emotionally, physically, or sexually abusive, fear can become intermingled with signals of care. In this case, it can actually be scary to give yourself compassion.

My colleague Chris Germer, a clinical psychologist and author of the insightful book The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion, frequently observed this pattern in his patients. The label he came up with for it is “backdraft,” a firefighting term. When a fire has been raging in a closed or poorly ventilated room, firefighters are careful about opening doors to combat the blaze within. If the oxygen inside has been used up by the fire and doors are suddenly opened, fresh oxygen rushes in, igniting the fire even further. It can be dangerous and explosive. The same thing can sometimes happen with self-compassion. If we had to tightly shut the doors of our hearts to deal with early childhood pain, when we start to open our hearts the “fresh air” of love comes in, bringing awareness to the suffering trapped inside. This can sometimes burst out in disturbing ways and become overwhelming. It’s not just people with trauma histories who experience backdraft, either. Anyone who’s used shutting down and closing themselves off as a way to manage difficult emotions can experience backdraft when first starting to practice self-compassion. This is actually a good sign because it means the healing process has begun.

Another slightly less scary metaphor is when our hands freeze and go numb while shoveling snow, then hurt like hell when we go inside and warm up. Just like our hands, we want our frozen hearts to thaw—it’s a good thing, even though it hurts. But we don’t want to move too quickly. One of the reasons firefighters carry those picks is so that they can poke holes in the perimeter of a burning building, allowing the air to come in more slowly. Sometimes we need to do this with ourselves: bring the compassion in slowly so it’s not so intense. In other words, we need to practice self-compassion in a way that is self-compassionate.

When we ask ourselves what we need, sometimes the answer is to focus on something else for a while. We can find another, more indirect way to care for ourselves, like taking a bath, going for a walk, petting the dog, drinking a cup of tea. Doing so is actually an act of kindness. It’s a way of caring for ourselves and meeting our needs, and therefore helps build the habit of compassion. Once we feel more stabilized, we can come back to the practice of opening our hearts more explicitly.

Mindfulness is very effective when working with backdraft. Anytime we focus our mind on a single object, it has the effect of settling us down. This is one reason why taking a conscious breath is calming, because we’re focusing on something other than our thoughts. Another effective practice is to simply feel the soles of our feet on the floor, helping to stabilize our awareness and ground ourselves to the earth.







SOLES OF THE FEET

Research finds that this practice helps people self-regulate and center themselves when they are emotionally distraught. It’s the central practice we teach in MSC to work with backdraft. While it’s typically done standing, it can be modified for a sitting position.

Instructions


	Stand up, and begin by noticing the sensations—the sense of touch—in the soles of your feet on the floor.

	To better feel sensation in the soles of your feet, try gently rocking forward and backward on your feet, and side to side. Then try making little circles with your knees, feeling the changing sensations in the soles of your feet.

	Feel how the floor supports your whole body.

	If your mind starts wandering, just return to feeling the soles of your feet.

	Now begin to walk, slowly, noticing the changing sensations in the soles of your feet. Notice the sensation of lifting a foot, stepping forward, and then placing the foot on the floor. Now do the same with the other foot. And then one foot after another.

	As you walk, appreciate how small the surface area of each foot is, and how your feet anchor your entire body. If you like, take a moment of gratitude for the hard work that your feet do for you, which we usually take for granted.

	You can imagine that the ground is rising up to support you with each step.

	Continue to walk, slowly, feeling the soles of your feet.

	Now return to standing again, and expand your awareness to your entire body—letting yourself feel whatever you’re feeling, and letting yourself be just as you are.










SELF-COMPASSION AIN’T FOR THE WEAK

Culture tends to provide a false narrative about self-compassion. It tells us that self-compassion is an indulgence that will take away our drive and make us soft. I remember when the first big New York Times article came out about my work, I was really surprised that many of the reader comments were negative. One in particular really stands out: “Great, just what we need, a nation of sissies.” I began to see that most people don’t understand the powerful nature of self-compassion. They assume that it’s weak or passive because it’s associated with care and tenderness. But compassion can also be forceful and dynamic. For example, first responders may endanger their lives while rescuing people from the path of a hurricane, parents may juggle multiple jobs to put food on the table for their children, or underpaid teachers may keep toiling in inner city placements to help students break out of the cycle of poverty. These are tremendous acts of compassion.

In Buddhist teachings, this powerful action-oriented aspect of compassion is called “fierce compassion.” It’s the force that stands up to harm or injustice. Sharon Salzberg talks about it as a type of tough love that brings together kindness, clarity, strength, balance, and action. The Buddhist scholar Bob Thurman describes it as “a strong, powerful energy of heat force [that] can be used to . . . develop inner strength and determination.” In order to alleviate our own suffering, in order to give ourselves what we truly need in the moment, we want to call on the full range of responses available to us—fierce or tender. A helpful metaphor we can draw upon to understand these two sides of self-compassion is yin and yang.

[image: images]

THE YIN AND YANG OF SELF-COMPASSION

The concept of yin and yang comes from ancient Chinese philosophy. It posits that there are two aspects of a universal energetic principle that are in constant dialectic. Yin represents stillness and yang represents movement. Yin is a soft, yielding, receptive, nurturing energy while yang is a firm, forceful, commanding, goal-oriented energy. Yin has historically been associated with the feminine and yang with the masculine, but both are considered essential aspects of being human, regardless of gender. Because yin and yang are complementary expressions of qi, or vital life force energy, each plays a crucial role in health and well-being. In fact, from this perspective, sickness stems from the imbalance of these two energies. As seen in the familiar symbol of yin and yang, the dark represents yin and the light yang, negative and positive polarities, although each has an element of the other, representing a fundamental nondualism. This metaphor of yin and yang closely reflects the core distinction between fierce and tender self-compassion. Though self-compassion isn’t typically discussed from this perspective and I’m certainly not an expert in Chinese philosophy, it’s a helpful framework that I draw upon with respect and humility.

The yin quality of tender self-compassion involves “being with” ourselves in an accepting way. It entails comforting ourselves, reassuring ourselves that we aren’t alone, and being present with our pain. This is the healing power of self-compassion. A good example of tender self-compassion is a mother cradling and rocking her crying child. When we feel hurt or inadequate, we’re there to soothe ourselves, validating our pain and embracing ourselves as we are. We tap into the caring energy that flows easily to those we cherish and turn it inward. One way to describe what it feels like when we embody tender self-compassion is loving, connected presence, corresponding to kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness. When we embrace our pain with kindness, we feel loving. When we remember our common humanity, we feel connected. When we’re mindful of our pain, we’re present. With loving, connected presence, our pain becomes bearable and begins to transform.

The yang quality of fierce self-compassion is associated with “acting in the world” to alleviate suffering. It looks different depending on the action required, but tends to involve protecting, providing for, or motivating ourselves. The dynamic energy of compassion is metaphorically like a Momma Bear who ferociously protects her cubs when threatened, or catches fish to feed them, or leaves a territory where the resources have been depleted to find a new home with more to offer. Just as tenderness can be turned inward, the fierce energy of Momma Bear can also be turned inward. We can stand up for and protect ourselves, we can nourish and provide for ourselves, and we can motivate the changes necessary to thrive.

The quintessential question of self-compassion is “What do I need right now?” and more specifically “What do I need to help alleviate my suffering?” The answer to this question changes depending on the circumstances. Sometimes what we need is to accept ourselves in all our human imperfection; in this case tender self-compassion is called for.

However, when we need to protect ourselves from potential harm, the elements of compassion have a different expression. Self-kindness in this case is brave. We find the courage needed to draw boundaries, say no, be as strong as steel. Common humanity helps us recognize that we aren’t alone in our fight, that all people deserve just treatment. We are empowered by joining with others and standing up for what’s right. Mindfulness enables us to act with clarity and decisiveness—seeing and speaking the truth. When self-compassion is aimed at protecting ourselves from harm, we embody brave, empowered clarity.

When our goal is to provide for ourselves, to give ourselves what we need to be happy, the form shifts yet again. In this case, self-kindness means we fulfill ourselves emotionally, physically, and spiritually. We take action to meet our own needs, knowing that they matter. Common humanity allows us to satisfy ourselves and others in a balanced and equitable fashion. We aren’t selfish, but we don’t subordinate our needs either. We respect everyone’s desires—including our own. Mindfulness facilitates our ability to be authentic, to actually know what we need, deep down, so that we can give it to ourselves and stay true to our values. When self-compassion is aimed at providing for ourselves, we embody fulfilling, balanced authenticity.

Finally, when our aim is to motivate ourselves to reach a goal or make a change, yet another form of self-compassion is required. Self-kindness demands that we encourage and support ourselves to do something different—the way good coaches motivate their athletes or parents motivate their children. Constructive criticism and feedback are used to help ourselves do our best. Recognition of common humanity enables us to learn from our failures. We employ wisdom to determine how to take corrective action, understanding that we’ll naturally make mistakes and hopefully grow from them. And mindfulness provides the vision to realize what needs to be done, to acknowledge what isn’t serving us and to pursue actions that would serve us better. We see our next steps clearly and stay focused on our goals. When self-compassion is aimed at motivating ourselves, we embody encouraging, wise vision.










	EXPRESSIONS OF SELF-COMPASSION




	Purpose

	Self-Kindness

	Common Humanity

	Mindfulness




	Tender (Be With)

	Love

	Connection

	Presence




	Fierce (Protect)

	Bravery

	Empowerment

	Clarity




	Fierce (Provide)

	Fulfillment

	Balance

	Authenticity




	Fierce (Motivate)

	Encouragement

	Wisdom

	Vision






The Buddhist goddess of compassion, Avalokiteshvara (which means “the one hears the cries of the world”), has many arms, each holding a different instrument to alleviate suffering. The table above displays some of the different forms of self-compassion that we can draw upon. Each of these ways of caring for ourselves will be explored in detail in the following chapters, so don’t worry if it’s too much to take in right now.

Some people wonder why there are three forms of fierce self-compassion and only one form of tender self-compassion. That’s because “being with” our pain implies stillness. It requires accepting things as they are with an open heart, and therefore has one main form. Although we may express this open heart in slightly different ways (physically soothing, saying kind words, etc.), it all falls under the umbrella of compassionate presence. Taking action to alleviate our suffering has more varied forms. In fact, there are likely many more than three, and the manifestation of self-compassion in action is as varied as our human needs. However, the three main forms of protecting, providing, and motivating capture some of the most essential ways we can use self-compassionate action to alleviate our suffering.







GESTURES OF SELF-COMPASSION

The three elements of self-compassion feel different when used to meet different needs, and we can actually experience their energies in our body. We teach this practice in the MSC program to help participants get a felt sense of fierce and tender self-compassion. This exercise is best done standing up but can also be done sitting down.

Instructions

You are going to be making a series of gestures that will help you feel the various expressions of self-compassion in your body. To start, it’s important to explore what the lack of self-compassion feels like:


	Clench your fists and squeeze them close to your body. See what emotions arise when your fists are clenched. You might notice that you feel tense, or tight, or stressed, or constricted. This is a metaphor for self-judgment and resistance—what it feels like when we fight ourselves or resist our pain or ignore our needs, and we do that unconsciously much of the time.



Now you can explore what tender self-compassion feels like:


	Open your palms, turned upward. How does this make you feel, especially in contrast to having your fists clenched? Many people notice that they feel more relaxed, peaceful, calm, accepting. This is a metaphor for mindfulness in tender self-compassion—what it feels like when we accept what’s happening with open, spacious awareness. It allows us to be with and validate our pain.

	Now extend your arms outward, symbolically reaching out to others. You might imagine giving a hug to a friend or loved one. How does this make you feel? You might feel a sense of connectedness, togetherness, or expansion. This is a metaphor for common humanity in tender self-compassion—when we go beyond our separate selves and include others. It’s what it feels like when we reassure ourselves that we aren’t alone.

	Now place one hand over the other, and slowly bring them both to the center of your chest. Feel the warmth and gentle pressure of your hands on your heart. Breathe gently. How does this make you feel? Often people say when they make this gesture it feels safe, soothing, warm, relaxing. This is a metaphor for self-kindness in tender self-compassion—how it feels when we give ourselves love. It can feel really good (unless you’re experiencing some backdraft, and that’s okay too).

	Then all together as a single movement, hold your palms up, reach out, and then bring your hands to your heart. This is what tender self-compassion feels like as a whole—loving, connected presence.



Fierce self-compassion manifests differently, and how it shows up depends on its purpose.


	Stand up if you can and adopt what’s called a “horse stance” in martial arts. Put your feet hip-width apart, bend your knees slightly, and tilt your pelvis forward. (You can also just sit up straight.) A horse stance is a balanced, stable posture with a low center of gravity. From this position we can take whatever action is needed in the moment.



Sometimes we need to protect ourselves:


	Stretch one arm out firmly in front of you with palm raised, and clearly and loudly say, “No!” Do this three times.

	See if you can sense the energy of this movement moving up and down your spine. How does it feel? People often say strong, powerful, courageous. With this form of fierce self-compassion, we embody brave, empowered clarity.



Sometimes we also need to provide for ourselves, to give ourselves what makes us happy:


	Stretch your arms out and pretend to gather up whatever you metaphorically need, bringing your hands in to rest on your solar plexus, your energetic center. As you bring your hands inward, say, “Yes!” Do this three times.

	See if you can sense how this affirmation energizes your body. How does it feel to stake your claim in this way? It might feel silly, but perhaps also satisfying. With this form of fierce self-compassion, we manifest fulfilling, balanced authenticity.



Sometimes we need to motivate ourselves to do difficult things, to support and uplift ourselves so we can make a change:


	Make a back-and-forth fist pump while saying enthusiastically, “You can do it!” three times.

	See if you can sense the forward movement of this supportive energy. How does it make you feel? Positive, hopeful, inspired? With this form of fierce self-compassion, we express encouraging, wise vision.



These gestures aren’t designed to be done repeatedly in everyday life; they’re more of a demonstration to help you understand and experience the various forms of self-compassion. But if you found any of the gestures particularly helpful, you can always use them as a way to call forth the type of self-compassion you need in the moment.








BALANCING YIN AND YANG

In order to harness the full power of self-compassion, yin needs to accompany yang (and vice versa) so they’re always in balance. If not, self-compassion is in danger of slipping into an unhealthy way of being. “Near enemy” is a useful Buddhist concept referring to a state of mind that appears similar to the desired state—hence it is “near”—but actually undermines it, which is why it’s an enemy. Each of the forms of self-compassion can morph into a near enemy when yin and yang aren’t in balance. For instance, when yin acceptance occurs without yang willingness to take action, it can turn into passivity and complacence. The Tibetan teacher Chögyam Trungpa termed this “idiot compassion.” Although it’s important to
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