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			Prologue

			The National Arts Club buzzed with restless energy. Press milled about the members-only clubhouse, journalists draining bodega coffee from paper cups as February sunlight streamed through stained glass. I hovered alone in the shadows, clutching a printout of the speech Gloria Allred and I had worked on the night before.

			All things considered, I looked good. The outfit, later described by the New York Post as a “virginal white mohair coat, navy-blue minidress, and brown sky-high platform do-me pumps,” had come from the fast fashion outlet Zara. It probably cost two hundred dollars—significant to me, as I could barely pay for shampoo at the time, let alone new clothes.

			Never mind what I could afford, it all felt essential, like armor. Standing at a podium that morning in the mansion-turned-clubhouse’s former library, in front of an elaborate fireplace and surrounded by mahogany bookcases stuffed with leather-bound books, I was determined to not be what people thought of when they heard the word “prostitute.” I wouldn’t let them make me out as a victim, sitting on a bed with my face obscured, hands folded in my lap. Nor would I be the villain the media had spent the past six months painting me as.

			People would see me, I hoped, for what I was: your average single white female, a thirty-year-old Midwesterner, one of countless transplants who’d moved to New York City for college and decided to stay. I was a writer and, until recently, had been a public-school teacher of art and creative writing at an elementary school in the South Bronx.

			I was also a former sex worker. And to many in the New York press corps—and, it seemed, to my superiors in the New York Department of Education—my past as a dancer and escort and my current role as an educator were incompatible.

			But was that the real issue here? Or was it maybe that I’d refused to stay silent about that past? Truth be told, I’d never been exactly secretive about it. It had never been an issue. I’d spoken freely about my prior sex work when I was in graduate school, among my friends, even to some of my teaching colleagues. But when I’d dared to get political and started raising my voice in a more public forum, the backlash had begun.

			It started with an op-ed I’d published on the Huffington Post months before that criticized online classifieds Craigslist founder Craig Newmark’s decision to cave to political pressure and remove the erotic services section of the website. I’d used my firsthand experience selling sex on the platform to support my argument that not all the women on Craigslist were underage or working for a pimp. And because I was also arguing that sex workers should be allowed a voice in the conversation about women’s participation in the sex industry and be unashamed to speak for themselves, I’d signed my name to the piece.

			That’s when the frenzy began.

			After the article ran, a reporter from the New York Post put two and two together, connecting my name to another essay I’d written months earlier in which I’d mentioned being a schoolteacher. The next morning I was front page news: Bronx teacher admits: I’m an ex-hooker.

			The moment my employer got word of what was happening, I was banished from the classroom and hidden away in the infamous “rubber room”—a warehouse for teachers who were deemed too problematic to put in front of students but not able to be fired—while my case wound its way through the city bureaucracy.

			All through that fall and winter, I fought hard to keep my job. But the fight was over. The press conference at the National Arts Club was my last-ditch effort to save face.

			When my all-star attorney Gloria Allred and I emerged, the room of reporters came alive like an animatronic display. For a moment, I felt as powerful a villain as they’d made me out to be.

			Gloria spoke first, calling the whole situation a witch hunt.

			“Everyone has a past,” Allred said, “and people should be judged for what they do while they are employed, and not for their past sex life.”

			Cameras and microphones pointed at Gloria, the professional, while I fixed an earnest look on my face. As she talked, I focused on looking normal, or whatever I thought normal looked like in a situation like that.

			I believed then—as I do now—that there is nothing morally wrong with working as a prostitute. Women have the right to do with their body what they please, and individuals who work in the sex trades deserve rights and protections. I believed in my right to speak freely about my past and share my opinions, however controversial, and I stood firm in all these convictions.

			But the unrelenting humiliation—the shame—I felt in that moment had me doubting myself and my beliefs.

			When Gloria finished, I stepped over to the mic.

			“I have decided to resign as a teacher for the New York City Public School system,” my speech began. “It was my belief, as well as that of my attorney, that the First Amendment protected my right to publish my experiences and opinions—however controversial—and that I did not waive my rights by becoming a government employee. The Department of Education, however, disagreed.

			“Regardless of the outcome of a trial—which I have every reason to believe I would have won—I do not believe I would have ever been welcomed back to the classroom by the Department of Education, and I have no interest in putting myself in places where I am not welcome.”

			I looked up to see if anyone could tell that I was lying. The truth was that a team of pro bono lawyers had made it clear that had I brought the case to trial, I almost certainly would have lost. Before this, on day one and within the first fifteen minutes of a hearing between myself and the DOE, the arbitrator told me that I was going to be fired for misconduct, which meant I wouldn’t qualify for unemployment. What would I do then? he had asked, lacking the decency to conceal his smirk. I had no savings, no family, no means to support myself. Five months after the scandal first broke, I had no job on the horizon. I was unemployed and unemployable.

			I was choosing to surrender my rights and resign rather than see my case to trial in exchange for the promise that the DOE wouldn’t contest my claim for unemployment insurance. Without it, I didn’t know what I’d have to do to survive, and I was terrified.

			With those words, I quit my job in front of the entire New York City press corps. My mortification was complete.

			

			 

			Shame is a pernicious emotion that defies definition. It’s the painful distress that comes from knowing you’ve not lived up to an expectation, however unrealistic or impossible that expectation might be. Not only have you failed, but in shame, you hold yourself singularly responsible for that failure.

			At its core, shame is an existential feeling of unworthiness and profound inadequacy. It is not just the fear that others will find you unlovable. It is a deep-down fear that you don’t deserve to be loved.

			Shame makes a person feel unique. You feel extraordinary, but it’s a painful exceptionalism. In recovery, you’ll sometimes hear it described as feeling like “a piece of shit in the center of the universe.” That’s exactly how it felt the day of the press conference: shame makes us feel as conspicuous and unwanted as a dog turd.

			It’s the same feeling I experience a decade later when I realize I’ve forgotten a friend’s birthday, I don’t have twenty bucks to kick toward the teachers’ end-of-year presents, or my kids act up in a public space. The details and severity may change but that chilling, horrific feeling of shame is recognizable to all of us. Especially women.

			Like most women, I’ve spent my lifetime at odds with this painful and largely unspoken human emotion. I’ve compromised female friendships, walked away from professional opportunities, skipped meals, told lies about myself, my children, and my marriage, and spent countless hours in the gym—all in a desperate attempt to avoid shame. Some days, the slightest embarrassment—or even just the fear of embarrassment—turns me into Stephen King’s Carrie.

			Center stage and covered in pig’s blood, I lash out with a primal rage at anyone within my vicinity. Someone will insult me on social media or I’ll stumble upon an unflattering photo of myself or I’ll feel slighted in some interaction at the store. And instead of softening to the seemingly unbearable fact that I am imperfect or fallible or just not precisely what the world wants me to be, I hear shame whisper, Dude, what’s wrong with you?

			And I explode.

			As we’ll learn, some people are more inclined to run and hide, hoping to evade shame’s mortification. Others freeze or become servile and submissive. Me, I fight. In the two decades since the New York Post dubbed me a “prosti-teacher,” I continue to wage equally unwinnable battles: against the troll on Twitter that I let get to me, against the other driver I accidentally cut off on the Parkway, against the customer service agent in the unfortunate position of informing me that our insurance won’t cover couple’s counseling. I resist the inevitable decay of my body by spending money I don’t have on yet another antiaging serum or cramming another spin class into my already jam-packed day. Rather than simply apologize for losing my temper, I’ll go toe-to-toe with a toddler, turn a neighbor into an enemy, or banish my relatively innocent husband to the couch.

			Which, inevitably, leads to more shame. It’s a vicious cycle.

			My friends rarely use the word “shame,” but I feel it in their stories. When we agonize over how to care for our aging parents, begin to talk frankly about our marriages, or admit how we really feel about what happened to our careers once we had kids, shame is often lurking in the corners of our consciousness. Any time we reveal something that puts us at odds with what society expects of us and make ourselves vulnerable to judgment, shame is nearby at the ready to insert itself into the mix.

			We call it tough love and tell ourselves it’s for our own good, as if believing the lie that we are inadequate will somehow magically assist our bid for self-improvement. Rather than motivating, to me shame is paralyzing. It’s the feeling of numbness when I realize I’ve forgotten a pediatrician’s appointment (What kind of mother neglects to prioritize her children’s health?), or the helplessness when I’m baking a pie for a neighbor and the damn crust doesn’t turn out right (I pride myself on being a good neighbor as well as a good pie maker; now I’ve ruined both). Shame is the vulnerability hangover that hits me on the way home from my son’s parent-teacher conference, when I find myself replaying every last thing I said (Why can’t I just shut up?). It’s at the root of the resentment I feel toward my husband when I find yesterday’s crumbs on the dining room table (Why doesn’t he share my pathological need for everything to be just so?).

			For everyone, but for women especially, shame blocks the paths toward freedom and autonomy, cajoling us into choices that may not serve us in the long run. We leave jobs rather than confront or work alongside our harassers. We remain in romantic relationships that offer little more than financial stability and social standing. We deliver babies “naturally” even when doing so can pose a mortal risk. We stay home rather than breastfeed on a public toilet or pump in a broom closet because we’ve been convinced that “breast is best.”

			If we let it, shame will destroy our friendships, erode our romantic relationships, compromise our parenting, and tank our careers. That’s why I made it my mission to befriend my foe. I spent the past two decades of my life coming to terms with this most primitive and universal of human emotions, learning my individual shame triggers, and researching shame’s impact on others as well as on our culture at large. I couldn’t defeat shame, and so I surrendered to it. I invited the unwanted visitor in and I listened patiently to the story it told me about my worth. Only then, having heard it, could I rewrite that story on my own terms.

			Shame may be natural, I’ve learned, but the way it functions in our society is not. The fact that women experience shame more frequently, and more intensely, isn’t some biological glitch: it’s the direct result of a patriarchal culture that urges women to feel bad about themselves…and then punishes us when we do.

			Egyptian American journalist and feminist social commentator Mona Eltahawy put it best when she wrote: “Patriarchy deploys shame like a drone: it shadows you, ready to take you out any minute, exhausting you by keeping you forever aware of its presence to the detriment of all other things that you could be investing your attention in.”

			The incontrovertible truth is that shame has been weaponized against women in particular to prevent us from knowing our value and accomplishing our goals. But it doesn’t have to be this way. The cure is telling and claiming our own stories, and that’s what you’ll do in the course of this book.

			

			 

			The methodology of this book is simple: beyond my story, you’ll find interviews with hundreds of real women talking about their self-conscious feelings and fears of inadequacy, including some of the most brilliant women of our time. Together, we’ll ask and answer the questions: What are we ashamed of? Where is that shame coming from? What are we doing about it?

			In part 1, I’ll begin to identify the misogynistic roots of our feelings of inadequacy. I’ll explain why women experience shame more frequently, and more intensely, than men, and how incessant self-hate influences our behaviors and choices, oftentimes unconsciously.

			Then, in part 2, I’ll focus on what we do about this. We can eradicate shame no more than we can eliminate any other unpleasant feeling. And since we can’t eradicate it—we must face it together. Together, let’s learn to be critical of the sexist root causes of shame, curious about how and when shame arises in our individual and collective lives, and compassionate toward ourselves and each other when it happens.

			“Shame resilience” is a term created by Brené Brown to describe an ability to notice shame, process it, and then let it go—all without allowing it to change how we view ourselves. According to Brown, this is how we grow through shame rather than allowing it to control us.

			By reaching out and sharing our personal stories, however shameful, we develop a clearer sense of who we are and what we believe. And we create a world where others are equally emboldened to express who they are, understand how they feel, and ask for what they need.

			Rather than allowing ourselves to just be, shame makes it so that we are constantly striving to be more, be better, be different. So it’s ironic that when I am aware of my shame, I am in closer contact with my personal ideals. It is paradoxical, but when I acknowledge (rather than ignore or avoid) shame, I am a better wife, mother, friend, and feminist.

			A word on that word, “feminist.” The fact that this book centers itself around the experiences of women and other gender minorities makes it, by definition, feminist. The strategies for healing from shame are, similarly, feminist actions: telling our stories, returning to the body, feeling our truths, and developing critical awareness. Sitting in groups, large and small, and learning to listen to ourselves and each other with empathy and compassion—these are feminist acts. Simply put: sisterhood can help us acknowledge our inner demons and where they come from, seize control of what is in our power, and transform shame into compassion. It isn’t about “fighting” shame because when you fight a feeling, you’re at war with yourself. Instead, freedom comes from getting quiet and curious, and welcoming and accepting the feeling so as to allow it to pass. Only then can you turn to fight the real enemy: the institutions weaponizing our perfectly natural emotions against us.

			At the same time that this is an unapologetically feminist work, this book will also critique the role shame has had in the feminist movement. We’ll examine how shame has played a part in the way society and the mainstream feminist movement have historically silenced certain female experiences and whole categories of people. We’re told that there’s a “right” way to be a woman—even a liberated, modern woman—and if we stray too far out of those lines, shame is a tool to drive us back in. I want to give voice to the acute pain this erasure has caused in my life, as well as the lives of those I love, including but not limited to sex workers.

			With that, I want to share a definition of “woman” by Monica Hesse, columnist for the Washington Post. As Hesse wrote for the Washington Post in 2022, “The act of being a woman often has less to do with biology than it has to do with how you move through the world and what you see and worry about on the way.” Womanhood, Hesse maintains, relates to “how people treat you. The respect you are afforded or denied. The knowledge you are assumed to have or lack. The laws that are permitted to regulate the most intimate parts of your body.

			“To some people,” Hesse writes, “the definition of being a woman may feel immutable and fixed, limited only to genetic makeup or the reproductive organs we have at birth. Others of us are reminded of our womanhood when we step out into the world each day and offer ourselves for judgment.” When I talk about “women,” this is who and what I’m talking about. If you identify as a woman, I’m talking about you.

			Just as women everywhere struggle to connect to ourselves and our emotional experience, we struggle to connect with other women—particularly those with experiences we deem dissimilar to our own. Shame isolates us, and it isolates others. This is why it is so deadly.

			I mean that literally. Rafts of studies show that shame has an insidious, pervasive, and pernicious influence on our health. Shame is closely linked with a wide range of psychological difficulties—depression, psychosis, post-traumatic stress disorder, eating disorders, and other conditions associated with a shorter life expectancy.

			Whatever its trigger, shame keeps us silent and silence keeps us from receiving support. Fearful of rejection, we don’t disclose a truth that might elicit a kind word from a friend, let alone medical advice from a doctor. Shame can get in the way of a patient seeking treatment and it can keep us from disclosing the full details of our physical and mental health to our doctor, which may result in inadequate or ineffective treatment being prescribed. It can also lower treatment adherence, meaning that we’re less likely to follow doctors’ orders.

			And shame itself is bad for our health. A team of researchers at the Cardiovascular Stress Response Lab at the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies of Queen’s University found shame temporarily decreased artery function, leading them to speculate that people who frequently experience a lot of shame may have an increased risk of developing cardiovascular disease. A separate 2022 study titled “Racism, Shame, and Stress Reactivity” found that Black women who experienced high levels of shame during the past year and over their lifetime—including “shame related to frequent racist experiences”—demonstrated even greater cortisol reactivity, the stress hormone that can increase cholesterol, triglycerides, blood sugar levels, and blood pressure. These are all common risk factors of heart disease, the leading cause of death for women in the United States.

			It’s no exaggeration to say that shame is literally killing us.

			Beyond shame’s impact on our physical health, there is its more insidious impact: the self-annihilation we risk when we reject the parts of ourselves we might cherish if not for shame. I have denied, cut off, and abandoned aspects of myself for fear that others couldn’t or wouldn’t accept me as I truly was. And the painful reality is that I haven’t always been accepted. The loss of my career as a public-school teacher is just one vivid example of how I have been made to feel anomalous. But I am not unique, and neither are you.

			Whatever your shame, we’ve all been there. We all know that feeling. These days, when I find myself in this utterly forsaken place, I know just what to do. I know that shame is an opportunity to come back to reality, to revise my thinking about myself and the world, and to realize a deeper truth. Just as soon as I recognize the feeling of shame crawling up my spine, I steady myself. Instead of squashing it down, or running away, I allow the feeling to be. At first blush, I get quiet and really, really curious. I stand outside the feeling and examine it with the same intense attention a small kid gives a bug. My son, Oscar, can spend hours with an insect, even a frightening one. He is cautious, wary, until slowly but steadily he realizes the nature of the beast, be it a butterfly or a dung beetle. Whatever its nature, he and the relatively harmless creature can coexist. Even if it stings, he trusts that he can keep himself safe.

			Yes, a feeling as intense as shame can be terrifying. But we can do this, too.

			We can pay close attention to something that scares us.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Identifying Shame

		

	
		
			1

			Perfect Monsters

			How Society Weaponizes Shame Against Women

			My neighbor Penny tells me that she hits herself. A fortysomething-year-old, happily married stay-at-home mom to one exceptionally well-behaved toddler, she’s not exactly the person you’d picture pounding her own fists into her head. Penny’s the kind of woman who still irons her husband’s shirts, a middle-class white lady living in the suburbs who deadheads petunias and handwrites thank-you cards. Penny’s the woman in your friend group who makes the reservation. When there’s a shitty job no one wants to do, she’s the mom who happily volunteers first.

			Self-harm isn’t exactly what most consider normal, yet the gist of what started Penny’s undoing will sound familiar to every woman everywhere: by her own account, Penny piles too much on her plate, then feels ashamed because she can’t get it all done while the stress of trying to do so, she says, makes her act like “a monster.”

			It happened just this past Saturday, Penny told me, when she and her family were leaving for a weekend trip to the beach. Her husband, Greg, stood at the door, keys in hand, while Penny rushed around the house, packing and tidying, getting angrier by the minute until Greg expressed gentle impatience, and Penny’s rage boiled over. She shouted at her husband, who—Penny said—just stood there, momentarily dumbfounded, before he started shouting back in defense.

			“And now Greg and I are shouting at each other, and Hudson is crying, and then everyone is crying.” Until, Penny said, she resorted to an old coping mechanism as a way of making it stop: “I went into the bathroom, locked the door, sat on the toilet, and started hitting myself in the head.”

			Penny’s casual laughter belied the struggle to trust me and find the courage to be real. I held eye contact as she said it even as my pulse quickened. In our culture, we’re conditioned to find another’s shame entertaining, and I’m no exception. But I am aware this is a problem, and so rather than feel titillated by my friend’s pain, I found ways to empathize. When Penny described her growing anxiety behind the urgent need to make the beds, to replace damp towels with dry ones, to quickly make and pack yet another snack, I could relate to my friend’s perfectionism. I, too, have felt the frantic fear that I was forgetting something, the compulsive need to wash every last dish in the sink.

			Still, I struggled to synthesize this new information with what I thought I knew about Penny. Of all the moms in our friend group, Penny and Greg appear to have the strongest marriage. They probably have the most money. Hudson’s always the best behaved. Penny’s the friend who never loses her patience.

			She’s the mom who always remembers to pack snacks.

			Penny never used the word “shame” but I felt it as she told me her story. It pulsed quietly as she described paralyzing anxiety and self-hatred. Even as she shrugged it off casually and softened it with humor, I felt her pain.

			Most of us have heard the term “shame spiral,” coined by clinical psychologist Gershen Kaufman to describe the loss of control triggered by an unsettling event.

			That’s what happened that day to Penny: failing to live up to society’s outdated yet persistent image of the perfect wife and mother, Penny lashed out at her husband, which only made the feeling worse. Even as she felt angry with Greg for not being more helpful, she ultimately blamed herself and took responsibility for the whole situation—so much so that she felt deserving of punishment, which she then inflicted on herself behind the closed bathroom door.

			Penny’s not only a neighbor, she’s also a close friend. Still, it’s not unusual for people I barely know to tell me equally personal things. Benign conversations with relative strangers naturally gravitate toward the edges of the permissible. While those around us engage in polite conversation, we’re exchanging stories about blow jobs we gave strangers in our twenties or all those extremely regrettable times we lost our shit on our kid.

			I tell myself that it’s because as a journalist, I’m trained to ask just the right questions. But I know it happens more frequently when people are aware of my own complicated past. These confidantes know that I have experiences in the sex industry, that I was publicly shamed for writing and speaking about these experiences in 2010, and that I still frequently write and speak publicly about these and other presumably shameful experiences.

			It happens so often that I sometimes refer to myself as the “shame whisperer.”

			Whatever the cause, I seem to have a unique, even uncanny ability to Dr. Pimple Pop the darkest secrets out of people. And based on the number of confidences that I receive, this sort of unloading seems to be exactly what a lot of folks long for.

			Don’t get me wrong: most people would do everything in their power to avoid judgment, let alone humiliation. When we don’t measure up to society’s expectations of us, we feel deeply flawed and alone. These are intensely painful feelings. No one wants to feel shame.

			At the same time, from my unique vantage point, I really do suspect most folks crave a less filtered life. How wonderful it would be if we could speak openly about our messiness, neither glamorizing it nor minimizing our pain. We’d all rather not hide aspects of ourselves and our experiences out of a fear of rejection. We’d all rather be completely ourselves, entirely honest and at ease, and still feel as if we belong. We all want to live unafraid to share who we really are and what’s really on our mind. We all want to be the same person regardless of the audience—to have integrity, in spite of our fear. We are as desperate to embody our truths as we are terrified to do so.

			So what’s stopping us?

			What Is Shame, Really?

			Shame is a pernicious emotion, one that evades recognition even as it permeates every aspect of our lives. Defined most simply, it’s the painful distress that comes from believing we haven’t lived up to an expectation: When there is something we think we should have done or been or said or did—but didn’t or weren’t—shame takes hold. It doesn’t matter if the expectation was realistic or impossible. I failed, we think, and it’s my fault.

			I asked my Facebook friends to describe how it felt, the last time they were struck by shame. Unsurprisingly, a lot of people misinterpreted the assignment. Instead of focusing on themselves, the majority of responders reflected the question outward: offering definitions, referring me to experts, recommending books. If they shared a personal shame story, they told me the details of what happened rather than how it had made them feel.

			The fact that folks struggled to describe the physiological response in their bodies is unsurprising; we are not a culture accustomed to describing our feelings. Shame, in particular, defies words. This is because, as we are feeling it, shame seizes our limbic system while shutting down the parts of our brain that are capable of language.

			Still, a handful of people answered the question the way I was hoping they would. My friend from high school, Al, described shame as a feeling of intense embarrassment, sadness, and regret.

			“I have many memories that I look back on that make me physically ill,” he said. “A lot of the time I’m intensely critical of myself after feeling shame, too, and that always turns into depression, even suicidal thoughts in the past.”

			“Physically, it starts with prickly heat on top of my head, neck, shoulders, back, and arms,” Heather said. “Then my vision gets really clear but my hearing seems diminished, and my heart rate increases. Then there’s the replay on a loop of whatever it is I’m ashamed of.”

			“It’s more than feeling uncomfortable,” Patty Ann said. “It makes me not want to exist.”

			As with any feeling, what triggers shame differs from person to person. Whereas just the thought of trying on bathing suits might spark extreme anxiety and body hatred in some people, the same situation might elicit a more subtle or even an entirely different emotional response in someone else.

			Odds are, though, that you find bathing suit shopping at least a little bit triggering. It’s so ubiquitous a trigger that it’s been studied: in 2012, researchers at Flinders University in Australia found that just imagining ourselves in a dressing room trying on swimsuits will put most women in a bad mood.

			Appearance and body image, family and parenting. Money and work. Mental and physical health. Addiction. Sex. Aging. The traumas we survived. The stereotypes we endure. These are the things, according to social scientists, that really set off our shame reflex.

			We are set off, or “triggered,” whenever we fear we have failed to meet society’s expectations of who, how, and what we should be. In her foundational book Women and Shame, American professor and writer Brené Brown makes clear how we pick up on these expectations from our family and friends (teachers, mentors, health professionals, work colleagues, faith communities, neighbors), as well as from the media (books, music, magazines, movies and television, and the advertising that permeates all facets of modern life). The messages of what we “should be” are so complex and competing that they’re frequently unattainable…and yet, we internalize them and develop what psychologists call “negative self-talk.” In some cases, negative self-talk sounds like “I’m so stupid.” Usually, it’s more subtle. Maybe when you tell yourself “I shouldn’t have done that,” the “I’m so stupid” stays silent—but it’s there.

			Shame is frequently confused for other self-conscious emotions.

			
					
					Embarrassment, for example, also arises when we become aware that we’ve broken social norms. The difference is that when we feel embarrassed, we will often, eventually, be able to see the humor in the situation. In some instances, we may deflect shame with humor, but we don’t really find it funny; in fact, it is incredibly difficult to speak of. Embarrassment can bring folks together, whereas unprocessed shame does the opposite: it disconnects us from others, and from ourselves, because we feel the need to hide whatever we’re ashamed of at all costs.

				

					
					Shame is more similar to humiliation, in that both feelings are incredibly painful and long-lasting. Take embarrassment and elongate its half-life tenfold. The difference between shame and humiliation is that we recognize a humiliation as undeserved, whereas when in shame, we believe the mistreatment we’re enduring is our fault.

				

					
					Shame is most frequently confused with guilt—the I shouldn’t have done that feeling when you make a mistake or do something wrong. The difference? Guilt can motivate a person to change a behavior, make amends, apologize, or rethink our priorities, whereas shame does none of these things. Shame shuts us down, and we are unlikely to take positive actions to address our misdeeds because we don’t see our behaviors as the problem; we see ourselves and our whole being as fundamentally flawed. Shame is less a feeling that you’ve done something bad than it is a feeling that you are bad.

				

			

			If you’re not sure of shame’s impact on you and your life, it might help to listen to the stories of other women probably a lot like yourself. I interviewed 150-plus women and gender nonconforming/nonbinary folks, plus some cisgender men, on the topic near (if not dear) to all of our hearts. Together, we explored all the ways that shame is weaponized against women to prevent us from knowing our worth and achieving our goals. We talked about the “big” shames we carry, but also those everyday moments where we feel unnecessarily cruddy about ourselves because we’re just not meeting some (usually impossible) expectation.

			The following quotes illustrate just how endemic shame is to our everyday experience:

			
				Now that I am a mother, there is even more pressure to be selfless, always putting my child’s needs before my own. Ever since I was young, I have struggled with self-worth.

				In my culture, mental health is just not talked about. There’s a phrase in Chinese that translates to mean “eat bitter,” meaning suffering is part of life. My dad would say this phrase to me. You just have to work hard, and not complain. My ADD went undiagnosed, and I struggled.

				An old boss of mine…would call me at 4:00 a.m. stressed, would only reach out to me when I made a mistake, and would make comments on calls with others that I wasn’t wearing makeup. I would work seventy to eighty hours a week for him almost to “prove him wrong,” only to be met with shame at the end of every day.

				Sex is complicated for me because of my history. There are things that have happened to me that make intimacy on any level really hard.

				I present as straight. I have only been in heterosexual relationships. I think that my family would quickly write me off as attention seeking if I ever defined myself outside of the way that they see me, which is difficult because they don’t even really know me.

				For a long time, I didn’t feel comfortable in my body, and to be honest, after giving birth I still struggle with this a bit. I’m embarrassed by my flabby stomach that won’t go away. I am ashamed of feeling this way.

				Now that I am an “older woman,” I’m always looking at younger women mournfully…I look at almost everyone I see and feel like I failed.

			

			Still the Issue of the Day

			Twenty years ago, Brené Brown called shame a “silent epidemic.” In Women and Shame, Brown identified the emotion as being at the root of a whole host of personal struggles and social ills, including depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and addiction. Her work lays clear how these and other problems are the natural consequences of what she deems our “culture of shame”—a society that does not allow most of us, but women in particular, to make missteps or mistakes.

			It was a message that resonated. Brené Brown went on to achieve true guru status with her TED Talk on the topic, which has received more than ten million views and literally hundreds of glowing-with-gratitude comments. Women were delirious with relief to have shame named for them, and to be offered reassuring kindness, relatable antidotes, and practical advice on how to ease our very real, individual pain.

			From Brown’s success sprung a whole movement of anti-shame experts who launched an all-out war on shame. Glennon Doyle has written multiple books riffing on the theme that we are born to be warriors, and discussing how we can individually find the strength, bravery, and power to battle shame. Author and yoga instructor Jennifer Pastiloff hosts “shame loss” workshops, seminars, events, and retreats where women work to free themselves from the shackles of shame by embracing their inner asshole and ceasing to give a fuck. And there are many more.

			The anti-shame movement has shone a light on the pain that comes with constantly fearing and focusing on one’s perceived inadequacies. And yet, shame remains no less pervasive today than it was ten, twenty, or even thirty years ago. We spend $192.2 billion and $511 billion respectively on diet culture and the beauty industry; still, one in five adults feel ashamed of their bodies. When you focus just on teenage girls, that number soars to seven in ten. Women earn more college and graduate degrees than men and we make up more than half the workforce—yet research finds that girls and women remain woefully less self-assured compared to men. More than 75 percent of executive women suffer from imposter syndrome. Among working women with children, only one in four feel they are effectively balancing motherhood and their careers.

			We’ve come a long way toward giving women the freedom and dignity to live full lives, with jobs and ambitions and self-directed choice. So why aren’t we feeling good about ourselves? Why has our culture of shame only gotten worse?

			One of the reasons shame still persists is because some people, including some experts, think it can be useful. Some developmental psychologists argue that there is such a thing as “positive” shame, and that a mild feeling of self-censure helps children regulate their behavior and follow the rules. In his book Shame: Free Yourself, Find Joy, and Build True Self-Esteem, psychotherapist Joseph Burgo describes shame as a necessary means of society expressing its values and enforcing expectations of how we ought to behave. Shame promotes social cohesion, he and other experts say, and encourages members of a tribe to obey the rules for a common good.

			Shame may “work” in the sense that it will elicit a behavior change in the short term, but it isn’t an effective strategy for producing meaningful changes in behavior—and, according to researchers, it can actually end up causing more harm than good. Rafts of studies demonstrate that childhood shame leads to chronic anxiety, low self-esteem, feelings of emptiness, perfectionism, unhealthy relationships, and a lack of healthy self-love. Similarly, research finds that adults who are prone to shame are more susceptible to psychological problems including depression and anxiety. Rather than promoting social cohesion, shame reduces an adult’s tendency to behave in socially constructive ways.

			Shame won’t result in meaningful, long-lasting behavioral change—but assuming it did, let’s look more closely at just what values our society tries to shame

			
			What’s Race Got to Do With It?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Learning to Listen to Pain

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Speaking Truth to Shame
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