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Let the beauty you love be what you do.

—Jalal al-Din Rumi



Doing beauty is different from doing it right, seeking perfection, or even performing heroic feats. It requires courage, the capacity of the heart, but that too is not enough. One must encounter beauty, allow it to weaken the knees, moisten the eyes. For me, raised as a child where school performance was the bullseye of worthiness, beauty lived in places that I was not. How does one do beauty as a teacher, a friend, a lover, a writer, a walker of this earth? Lisa showed me the beauty of my intelligence, the beauty of my gift, the beauty of my therapeutic practice, the beauty of my vulnerability, the beauty of my nose, eyes, and feet, and the beauty of my wounds. She saw the beauty of my unshaming way and how it compelled me to teach. 

Walking by her side, I’m a humble learner who remembers, over and over, that I am not alone, that there’s something far better than getting a good grade and any form of mainstream lucre or popularity. While some say one must love oneself before one can love another, I am not an example of this truism. I have learned to love myself because I have been shown a beautiful way, the way the woman I married guided me through (when I was open, not resistant). This book is about unshaming, but the seed of unshaming is loving, and loving for me is doing beauty’s bidding. Lisa has incubated and gestated this knowledge with me and in me for the last twenty years.

When I was first approached by a publisher for The Unshaming Way (not North Atlantic Books, who is the publisher of this book), I was surprisingly unmoved, as if the wind of depression had breezed by. Lisa asked me, “Why are you not happy? Excited?” 

“I don’t want this coming year to have another project,” I replied, “another weight in the backpack of my climb.” 

She said, “Why not have Candace Walsh help you?” Candace has been an ally before, is socially on point, is finishing her PhD in creative writing, and is a master craftswoman of essays, poems, and novels. 

Due to my conditioned response to spending money, and my sense that I should do it by myself, I resisted. But beauty did her job, pointing me in the direction that Lisa clearly knew was best. Candace and I spoke for a couple of hours nearly every week for over a year. Drafts went back and forth, iterating to a form and language that did more beauty than I could have done alone—a beauty that transformed an interlocking weave of psychological information into a reader-centered journey. Along the way, the beauty of our friendship blossomed further. 

For many years, I thought of my parents from the perspective of the abuse and trauma I suffered. I grieved and at times bemoaned my fate, and I crafted a fist ready for combat and eyes unblinded by the shame that blurs our clear vision of the violence we experience as children. It took many years for the love that was pregnant in our relationship to enter that space—a love that had been blotted out by brutality and terror. It wasn’t through an intentional process of forgiveness that the love returned; it was through years of walking a path of self-inquiry, following my nighttime dreams for their direction, and being parented by others along the way. Today, I don’t feel a conventional gratitude or the impulse to say, “thank you,” but rather a simple recognition of the love inheritance hidden behind the generations of trauma that formed Martin and Louise Bedrick, both dead and gone, but who left love seeds for me to plant, nurture, and bring to flower. 

I have always had a poet’s soul, penning verse to express my feelings and experiences even as a young child. I remember my early intention to write, thinking: “How did my parents get to be this way, when it seems so obvious that their attitudes toward children, feelings, and our great social diversity were offensive to life itself? They must have forgotten what the eyes of the child so readily see. I will also forget; I better write it down.” I wrote in verse.

Finding poetic voices along the way also taught me beauty. They were Maya Angelou, whose words made me weep deep; and James Baldwin, who never believed he was beautiful, wounded by his stepfather’s ugly assaults, but who showed me America’s ugliness and beauty hidden in this country’s shadow. Another voice was Coleman Barks, translator of the thirteenth-century mystical poet Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī. Coleman “unlocked these poems from their cages,” as Robert Bly observed, by spending hours on the task daily without a thought of publishing. Lately, it has been Galway Kinnell’s native wisdom about life and Mary Oliver’s devotion to nature that have lit my way to doing more beauty. Perhaps one day I will live a pure poet’s life, with beauty being all.

My life has been made more beautiful by the blessings that only elders can bestow. Thirty-four years ago, Dr. Arny Mindell heard my childhood story and said, “David, come see me.” Arny’s childlike dreaming eyes always saw who I was becoming. His understanding of the body’s intelligence, what he called “the dreambody,” is pivotal to my work. His unwavering belief in my nature seeded me with the essence of my vision of unshaming. 

Salome Schwarz has been my spiritual friend for eighteen years. Her awareness cuts through the obfuscations of the mundane, guiding me reverently into the deep ocean where my spirit swims. She left her body one year ago; I’m still integrating her ways of knowing. For that and her unwavering love, I am compelled to give back. I prepared a luscious meal for her in my dream the other night. We have both arrived at the place we were meant to be: a place of greater beauty.

Tim McKee, from North Atlantic Books, was given a copy of my book proposal and immediately invited me to dialogue. I felt the high integrity of his publishing mission and alignment with my healing vision, one that cut deeper than the popular psychology of four or seven steps to healing, and one that intimately wove social consciousness into personal healing. Life brought me to the right publisher, and here the word “grateful” is fitting. 

Perhaps my greatest teachings have come to me via the thousands of students and clients I’ve seen over the past thirty years. Step by step they woke me up to my errors and blind spots as well as the greatness of the work I was called to do when I was caught in a sense of self contracted by the trauma of my childhood story. Being a teacher simply does not flower without having students. Thank you; thank you all. 






Chapter 1

Unshaming Orientation



I grew up in a family marked by violence. While my father’s brutality was clear—belts, fists, and harsh words—my mother’s denial, dismissal, and gaslighting of the violence had its own, more covert, power. These responses shamed me—led me to distrust my own experience, to ignore or dismiss my hurts later in life, and to think something was wrong with me and my suffering didn’t matter, instead of asking myself the question: “What happened that caused me suffering?” As someone who was disbelieved by the person who was supposed to love me in the world, I came away from that situation convinced that people need to be truly witnessed, deeply believed. I didn’t just think that we should believe that what a person says is matched by some objective observation. I believed that what a person experiences and how they behave, however irrational it might seem to an onlooker, are worthy and valid, and that the seeming irrationality is like a veil around sacred messages that will emerge, unfold, if you believe in people instead of shaming them.

Asserting this viewpoint at an early age provoked criticisms from both of my parents. My father called me a dreamer, which to him meant out of touch and unrealistic. My mother told me, “You can’t change the world.”

Ironically, their efforts to censure me drove me toward my life’s purpose. I spent over thirty years studying Jungian psychology and nighttime dreams. (I don’t think my father meant that kind of dreaming, but life has its own magic.) I pursued an education in conflict resolution focused on world problems—race, gender, wealth inequality, anti-Semitism—and eventually went to law school hoping to, yes, change the world. I focused on helping women and children navigate domestic conflict, divorce, and custody disputes. 

My initial foray into understanding family and social dynamics led me to study organizational psychology at the University of Minnesota. That training formed the basis of a twelve-year effort to change the world by transforming institutions. I consulted with employees of 3M, Honeywell, the United Way, the US Navy, and dozens of other companies before furthering my studies by pursuing clinical training in working with individuals and large-scale conflict at the Process Work Institute, an offshoot of the Jung Institute. There, I became a teacher and adjunct faculty. In the following years, I opened a private practice, taught numerous classes, and wrote three well-received books on body shame, family violence, issues of addiction and power, and psychology’s role in social activism. All of these experiences led me to this point: illuminating the ways shame operates—not just for my clients and social media audience, but also for you. Shame hides us both from others and from ourselves, preventing self-awareness as well as self-love. 

Unshaming’s Promise

In this book, you’ll learn how shame is instilled in all of us, mostly at a young, tender age. How to recognize it instead of being run by it. How to unshame by dismantling existing internalized shame and preventing further shaming for ourselves and others. How to call shame out as what it is and rob it of its power. As you unshame, you’ll also learn what shame has masked: your truths, your gifts, and the life path that was meant for you. 

Shame enters us all through small cracks and crevices, sometimes unnoticed. Perhaps you don’t like your body. That’s bad enough, but then you think, “I’m such a loser, a failure.” That’s shame. Or maybe you have strong feelings you can’t control: anger, grief, depression. That’s difficult enough, but then you think, “What’s wrong with me that I can’t control this?” That’s shame. Or perhaps you are a louder or quieter person than others, which people around you express in the form of criticism. That can lead to feeling bad or like an outsider, which is painful. But then you think, “Why can’t I be different, be like other people?” That’s shame. Shame is not criticism. It does more than hurt; it leads you to be disloyal to your basic nature, to turn against yourself. It’s a self-attack, which means that without unshaming, you can’t ever get away from the ongoing damage. Unchecked, as a worldview, shame annihilates. It’s a unique form of violence. Unshaming is also a path of self-discovery. In a Jungian framework, unshaming is shadow work, shining a light on things that have been made invisible to us. 

Shame is different from other assaults and violences, which injure our body or psyche without obscuring the fact that we’re suffering because we were violated. Shame, on the other hand, twists and perverts this fundamental understanding, leading us to believe that we’re not suffering because we were hurt; we’re suffering because there’s something wrong with us, and therefore we deserve to suffer. Conventional ideas of shame hold that you feel bad about something you’ve done or who you are. This aligns with a moralizing, Judeo-Christian view that sins should be punished. The greatest injury that shame creates is rendering ourselves invisible to ourselves. Thus, this fundamental belief system, when internalized, prevents all injuries and violations from actually being addressed. Instead, we spend our resources trying to “heal” what we believe is wrong with us instead of working to lift the veil of shame, which would allow us to see clearly and address the underlying wound. Too much of what people call “healing” banks on people believing the voice of shame, treating people as if something is wrong with them, robbing them not only of their money and time but also of their belief in themselves—their own authority. 

You may be wondering, “Is there positive shame? Useful shame? Needed shame?” I’ve been asked this question many times. My research and study with people over the past thirty years indicates that there is no positive function of shame. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be furious about some people’s behaviors, or that we shouldn’t restrict or condemn those behaviors. It does mean that shame is not useful in bringing about sustainable change in such behaviors. 

Thinkers and theorists who are aligned with a Judeo-Christian moral universe are more likely to hold the viewpoint that both shame and guilt are necessary to guide one’s conscience, as if a conscience would be directionless without the whip of shame. However, researchers June Price Tangney and Ronda L. Dearing, authors of the 2003 book Shame and Guilt, discovered something different when they conducted a longitudinal study that followed four hundred children. They found that although guilt (as distinct from shame) did lead to some positive responses to harmful behavior, shame led to increased drug use, suicidality, and similar negative outcomes. Other studies have backed up these findings.

There are far more accurate words to address our moral concerns and outrage: remorse, compassion, empathy, accountability, relatedness, amends, restoration, responsibility, and yes, guilt. By responding this way, we can develop a clearer and cleaner understanding of shame’s workings without a sloppy use of the word shame muddying the waters of our understanding. Using the word shame in a precise way is an important step toward growing less tolerant of its effects and clearer on unshaming’s process. 

People who continue to assert that shame is necessary, after being confronted with research and lived experience to the contrary, often argue that there are two kinds of shame: toxic shame and nontoxic shame. Yet dividing shame into two categories doesn’t address the fundamental healing questions: What does healing shame actually look like? How can you heal yourself from a shamed state? How can healers, therapists, and facilitators address shame in a way that supports their clients? 

To answer these questions, a clearer understanding is needed of the causes of shame and of what unshaming looks like. We also need an understanding of shame’s relationship to early and intergenerational abuse and trauma (topics covered throughout the book and specifically in chapters 9 and 10) and what awareness and skills are needed to unshame.

Let’s begin by taking a look at how shame is created and instilled in the first place. 

Shame’s Implantations

Some foundational experts in the field of shame, like Brené Brown, define shame as an emotion. In Brown’s books, she provides examples of shame via stories that are almost always about people being criticized, internally or externally. 

With gratitude and appreciation for Brown’s contributions, I build on this definition to assert that shame goes beyond the experience of being criticized to encompass all kinds of assaults, including abuse. And criticism doesn’t always lead to feeling shamed. Has someone ever accused you of something so ridiculous that it made you want to laugh? I’m guessing you didn’t feel shamed at that moment. 

What turns a moment of assault into shame? Many writers on shame talk about belonging, fear, power, and societal expectations. My research from over thirty years adds up to this: the way an assault lands in our psyche is due to the way others have witnessed us being assaulted—as shaming witnesses—whether they were present or we told them about it later on.

If they brushed off the assault and our injury through denial, dismissal, or gaslighting, or if they suggested that we deserved it, they were a shaming witness. And if this happened early or repetitively, we internalize that shaming witness. We believe that we can’t be trusted to judge things accurately and that something must be wrong with our perceptions and feelings. We lose trust in ourselves and conclude that we don’t matter. That denying, dismissing, or blaming voice relocates from outside ourselves—a shaming witness’s viewpoint—to inside us. This has tremendous consequences because shame is a lens through which we see ourselves, distorting, corrupting, and blinding us to our true selves. As shame teacher Gershen Kaufman said, “Shame is a master variable,” far more impactful than any single emotion.

Thus, when later assaults happen, including criticism, we don’t respond from our natural reactions to being hurt. We don’t trust ourselves because we believe that something is wrong with us. We don’t have a self-loving, self-trusting layer around us that helps us process and respond with appropriate self-protection. We witness ourselves the way we were witnessed. This is internalized shame.

On the other hand, if other witnesses responded with compassion, belief, and protective responses, we internalize that way of seeing and witnessing ourselves. We are seen, felt, and believed. Therefore, when someone assaults or criticizes us later, we respond by caring for ourselves, protecting ourselves, and believing in ourselves. We are still potentially injured, but we don’t internalize the unjust belief about ourselves. In this case, no shame is present. 

Thus, shame is an internalized witness, not an emotion, although shame can produce emotions like guilt, embarrassment, and remorse. Shame as an internalized witness has certain characteristics:


	It denies, dismisses, or gaslights, rather than witnessing events and our actual experience.

	It objectifies. Its view is dehumanizing because it doesn’t witness a feeling human being, a subject; it witnesses an object. 

	It pathologizes. Shame “figures out” what’s wrong with you that needs to change. It seeks to identify what is wrong with a person, not an injurious moment in that person’s life.

	It is incurious. Shame doesn’t inquire about what you experienced somatically, physically, or emotionally. Shaming witnesses never inquire about our actual experience. They come across as having everything all figured out.



We have all internalized a certain viewpoint from which we look upon ourselves. That viewpoint says growing, healing, and developing ourselves takes place by determining what’s wrong with us—what our symptoms are, physically or emotionally—and fixing or removing them. It’s an ever-present lens. Every time we do or feel something that creates discomfort, we are conditioned to think, “What’s wrong with me? How do I fix this?” It’s not a rare event; it’s the sea we swim in. That view hides us from ourselves. It hides our real feelings, the stories we suffered from, hurts and injuries we underwent. It hides the truth of who we are and who we’re meant to be. Shame leads us to normalize and socialize ourselves instead of unfolding the flower of who we are, connecting with our true selves, and bringing ourselves forward as gifts to the world. When we are filled with ideas and theories of ourselves, we can’t help but neglect what our actual experience is. Why is experience so important? Because it is pregnant with gifts, medicine, and intelligence: by us, for us.

A Shame Scenario

Imagine this scene: A person stands up to give a talk to a group of people. In the middle of the talk, someone yells out, “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

The speaker stops talking. They freeze. They don’t know what to do or say. The audience also freezes, waiting to see what they will do. 

The speaker thinks, Why does he think that? How many other people here agree with him? Maybe I didn’t prepare well enough. Why can’t I figure out how to respond? Everyone’s staring at me. I must look like a deer in headlights. I should be able to do something. What the hell is wrong with me? Do something!

Three things are happening in this story. First, someone criticized the speaker in public. Being criticized in private doesn’t feel good, but public criticism is even harder to deal with because one’s injury is humiliatingly exposed to onlookers, and onlookers are witnesses who can shame or unshame. The criticism pierced right through the speaker. It hurt like hell. 

Second, no one in the audience responded verbally, bearing compassionate witness to the speaker’s pain. No one challenged the critic or said, “Wow, how impolite,” or, “Ouch, that must have hurt,” Or “Are you okay? That would be super difficult for me.”

Third, the speaker’s thoughts are overcome with questions, self-doubt, and self-scolding. They’re looking to identify what they did wrong, and they’re self-chastising about what they should be able to do. They believe they must overcome their hurt, humiliation, and stillness. They believe they should be stronger, clearer, and able to respond differently.

These three parts of the situation make up a scenario of shame. Let’s take them one at a time:

1. The Heckler’s Assault

Everyone experiences criticism many times in their lives. Criticism is often a verbal assault. It can hurt, knock you down, or put you down. Public criticism can add humiliation to the pain. 

However, criticism alone does not create shame. Sometimes criticism bounces right off. The person may not feel hurt or injured at all. The statement may be perceived as ludicrous or inaccurate. We dismiss the critic, or we may be well aware of the issue and have made peace with or even embraced it. Thus, it no longer affects us; we remain detached.

Or one might say. “You just voiced a very strong criticism. I was feeling stunned for a moment. I would love to hear your viewpoint, but I’m not open to the way you shouted out at me. Let’s have a dialogue.” Or: “Not only do I disagree with your statement, but I find your behavior rude and unacceptable. I have something very important to say here, and I won’t be shouted at.”

Why wouldn’t these responses lead to shame? Because the person is witnessing the criticism event, the public reaction to the event, and their feelings. When this happens, the criticism may still feel hurtful, but the person is much less likely to walk away feeling that something is wrong with them or that they don’t matter. These two beliefs—“Something is wrong with me” and “I don’t matter”—are the hallmarks of shame.

2. The Shaming Witness

The audience did not serve as a compassionate, unshaming witness. No one spoke up protectively or with concern for the speaker. No one bore witness to the occurrence. This silent crowd is an example of a shaming witness.

When someone is injured and no one responds with compassion, the person is vulnerable to thinking that their feelings are wrong and their response to the criticism is wrong, or even that they’re not worth caring about. This heckled speaker would likely internalize the shaming witness, thinking that this attack was justified and they deserved it, and that they and their feelings don’t matter. That’s shame. 

However, if the audience had responded with a demonstration of care, compassion, and empathy, or even anger at the heckler, the speaker would be less likely to feel shame. Or if they simply said, “Wow, that was a strong moment,” shame would be less likely. I say less likely because if, due to previous shaming experiences, the speaker is vulnerable to feeling that something is wrong with them and they don’t matter, the audience may not be able to fully protect the speaker from experiencing shame. 

How we have been witnessed when criticized, or when we tell a story of being criticized, impacts whether we will experience and internalize shame.

3. The Internalized Shaming Witness

In our scenario, the speaker instantly went into a painful self-examination of what they did and how they were responding. They did not bear witness to the assault or its hurtfulness; nor did they reflexively summon a protective or self-defending response. The speaker’s response—that of a shaming witness—joined forces with the heckler.

The speaker has not internalized an unshaming witness. Instead, he has internalized a shaming witness: one that analyzes to figure out what was wrong with them, one that doesn’t take notice of their actual feeling experience and treats their hurt as if it is irrelevant. The speaker is blinded to their own integrity and authority. 

If the speaker could have borne witness to their inner experience with protectiveness and compassion, as an unshaming witness, they may still have felt hurt; but their experience would not be shame and would not send them on a self-annihilating hunt for their flaws or into full-on denial of their experience.

It is no easy task to walk through the world with a self-awareness and presence that can withstand an attack without feeling deserving of that attack. Why don’t we respond to all the criticism, inside and out, with an “Ouch” or a “Hey, back off"? Why is it so often difficult?

The reason: We have endured past experiences (usually during childhood) of being injured without trusted loved ones or peers coming to our defense or even acknowledging our experience. They may have been silent and cowed, like fellow schoolchildren when a cruel teacher ridiculed or mocked us. They may have joined in, like a parent who is humiliated that a church elder has found fault with their child and doesn’t stop to find out more about the situation before reprimanding or punishing. No one acted as an unshaming witness for us—someone who dismantles the shaming event with their compassion. Instead, we were shamed. As shamed individuals, we accept the assault. When we have shame, we feel we deserve the assault. When we have shame, we simply believe the assault and proceed by trying to fix what’s wrong with us. When we have shame, we suppress our experience, only to have physical and psychological symptoms later that we no longer connect to the earlier event; thus, we pathologize ourselves. In other words, we lack an inner protector and lover.

When shame is defined as criticism (or guilt, as discussed earlier) or as an emotion, we miss out on coming to recognize and navigate the complexity of shaming events. We also miss out on the chance to unshame ourselves. We unshame ourselves by using an internalized compassionate witness as an ally and force field. We unshame others by compassionately witnessing someone experiencing harm, defending them, and validating their experiences and their right to be treated with kindness. These actions add up to a shame-dismantling superpower.

Shame happens whenever we feel assaulted and are not free to make a boundary. It happens when we treat feelings as problems to resolve. When a group is marginalized and minoritized and nobody notices or bears witness to the injury being caused. When a person is abused and people deny or dismiss the violence. When we treat physical symptoms as weaknesses, a failure to measure up to social norms. When people view long-term consequences of trauma as pathologies instead of earlier experiences or intergenerational stories. Shame happens when we treat addictive tendencies as self-medicating, as if there’s no valid hunger behind the hunger for a substance. 

The Mycelium of Shame and Unshaming

Because shame is a lens through which we see ourselves, it can seem like a mycelium—the underground network that connects untold numbers of fungi—that feeds or starves different parts of us: our physical and mental health, our self-awareness, the way we subconsciously identify as marginalized, the way we subconsciously marginalize others; the way we hold memories of abuse and experience traumatic somatic responses; the way we care for our feelings. Unshaming transforms that mycelium into a nourishing, sustaining system that edifies you and others. Given the mycelial nature of unshaming, there is much interconnectedness among the themes of this book’s chapters. When you read chapter 4, “The Role of Boundaries in Healing Shame,” you’ll notice that boundaries affect internalized oppression, abuse, and feelings. If you work on chapter 8, “Unshaming Disturbing Feelings,” you’ll notice its connections to social oppression, inner criticism, and abuse. All these topics are related. They’re overlapping, inseparable. 

You might be wondering: why parse out these foci into chapters? I do so because that taxonomy is the way we naturally think about ourselves and our healing. Each chapter is a different doorway into the house of healing shame.

Shame siloes us off from each other and from aspects of ourselves. Unshaming commences a reweaving and acknowledgment of the rightness of overlaps and wholeness. The categories also show how the lens of shame functions to illuminate aspects of our personal development and healing that were previously occluded or blurred. I’ve also structured the book so that each chapter builds on the next. 

An Invitation to Self-Discovery

Given the numerous permutations of shame, it might be useful to focus on how shaming and criticism work together. 

Exercise

Take out a pen and paper or a notebook and respond to the following questions. 


	Remember a time when someone criticized you. How did you respond? Did you take it in? Were you free to disagree and defend yourself directly (not lost in a fury, but clearly and forcefully)?

	When you are criticized, are you aware of feeling hurt? Do you take your hurt seriously? Is there an inner voice that says something like, “Ouch, that hurts,” so that you can then care for the injury?

	Are you aware of how criticism lives inside of you—what people call our “inner critic”?

	Do you speak back to that inner critic and defend yourself, at least some of the time? If so, describe what you tell yourself.

	Do you default to thinking you need to change, correct, fix, or even “heal” yourself?

	Where do you think you land? Do you have an internalized shaming witness, or an internalized unshaming witness? 



An unshaming witness responds, can clearly defend and disagree, and notices an injury so time can be taken to care for it. An unshaming witness gets to know how you feel. What does a shaming witness do? It provides no boundary, meaning the criticism goes right in. We either believe the criticism (“It’s true, I’m busted”) or we feel victimized by it because we don’t appropriately and directly defend ourselves, and perhaps we don’t notice that this event was injurious. A shaming witness treats your feelings as something to fix.

You may be feeling despondent and perhaps even shamed about being shamed. The unshaming process might seem overwhelming. But it’s worth it to replace your internalized shaming witness with a loving and compassionate one—to engage on this path of self-love and self-discovery and to reconnect with your path of heart. In the last chapter, you’ll have the opportunity to combine everything you’ve learned to become an unshaming witness to the world.

An Introduction to Unshaming’s Blessings

Some of the benefits of unshaming are developing the skills of seeing (respect), feeling (relating), and believing (radical belief). These skills can powerfully assist anyone who is feeling angry or depressed, or who is struggling with addictive tendencies or painful relationship patterns, which are all fueled by shame. Additionally, shame erodes self-trust, self-belief, and self-love. Unshaming’s skills build self-trust, increase self-belief, and grow self-love.

You may, like most people, think of unshaming as a removal or abating of a painful feeling. But in fact, it’s a restoration. We unshame to free parts of ourselves that were buried. As one of my Facebook followers put it, “Unshaming is redemption of our authentic selves. How hopeful and uplifting!” 

How does this work? The act of unshaming witnesses a person’s experiences with respect, which depathologizes. Instead of being diagnosed, the person’s humanity and subjectivity are affirmed, not their objectification. 

The act of unshaming relates; it witnesses with feeling. When a person experiences a listener’s compassion, empathy, and heart, they internalize the sense that they matter, counteracting shame’s message that they do not. 

The act of unshaming witnesses with an absolute radical belief in the person. This kind of belief nourishes the person’s trust in themselves, whereas shame leads to the internalization that they cannot trust themselves and they need outer authorities to tell them who they are, what they need, and how to feel and behave. 

Let’s go a little deeper with those concepts.

Respect (formed from the Latin specere, to look, and re, again) means inquiring further and more deeply into a person’s actual experience. Often this looks like exploring a person’s somatic experience, but it could be the experience of their body in motion, their posture (what we call body language), their visual experience (what they see and visually remember and imagine), and the dialogue that is going on inside their head (often inner criticism). In session, I make a detailed inquiry of these experiences. The person finds themself in the role of a subject, not an object, a pathology, or something to fix, which undermines shame’s impact. In this book, readers will learn how to self-respect.

Relating is when we inquire deeply and compassionately into how a person feels. Especially when we inquire into how someone reacted to being hurt, neglected, or disrespected, they almost immediately experience themselves as mattering. When a person is hurt and no one responds with empathy, compassion, or a protective impulse, the person experiences themselves as not mattering. The feeling of mattering can be restored when another person inquires with compassion and empathy about one’s feelings of being injured. If there isn’t anyone at hand who can play this role for you, you can do it for yourself. When a person engages with self-inquiry while being a compassionate witness for oneself, this same restoration of mattering can occur.

Radical belief is when we believe a person and believe in them. Believing in a person means believing they have the answer to their difficulty and they know the kind of medicine they need for what ails them. When we make our inquiry with this belief, people arrive at insights and momentary enlightenments. This tells us which direction their healing will take, and it restores their inner authority and their trust in themselves so they can stop projecting their authority outward on others, as shame has led them to do in the past. 

In each of the following chapters, you’ll witness me modeling these skills in action as I work to unshame people. 

Remember when I said that we unshame to recover parts of ourselves that were buried? Another way to put that is that those shamed parts are in the shadow, as I touched on earlier. The shadow, a Jungian concept, is made up of all the qualities we don’t want to own about ourselves. It’s the part of a person that is split off from the person’s dominant view of themself because a dominant cultural view deems that part unworthy, unacceptable, impermissible, or immoral—and thus shameful. These qualities may be seen as negative, such as anger, hatred, or jealousy. Or they may appear as qualities that are seen as positive, such as feeling proud of oneself or believing in one’s genius. Most people in our culture don’t experience themselves as beautiful. Thus, beauty is in the shadow. Any extraordinary quality tends to be in the shadow. 

Relegating these qualities to the shadow is always a form of suppression or oppression. And make no mistake: suppression and oppression are acts of violence. They violate. Shame enters when people, groups, or institutions deny the violence by agreeing with the suppression, or they gaslight you by telling you there’s something wrong with you, and you need to fix or get rid of this quality, like a diseased limb. 

Here’s the deeper implication of connecting the shadow to shame: our healing task is to bring the shadow into the light. That means we need to own and integrate the shadow so it functions to deepen the person and make them more whole. Unshaming is shadow work.

Healing shame—which I call unshaming—is more than becoming resilient to shame or not feeling ashamed. Unshaming redeems the shamed qualities. If we don’t own them and integrate them, we will remain cut off from our authentic selves, our powers, our gifts, and our life path.

I could spend the next hundred pages listing the benefits of an unshamed life, but the case is clear: shame hurts. It dismembers. It pathologizes what is beautiful and true. Unshaming is not just the absence of pain. It’s spacious, free, and brave. When a formerly shamed part of yourself becomes unshamed, it doesn’t just come into the light. It flowers. 

Please take in this excerpt of Galway Kinnell’s poem “St. Francis and the Sow”: 


The bud

stands for all things,

even for those things that don’t flower,

for everything flowers, from within, of self-blessing; 

though sometimes it is necessary

to reteach a thing its loveliness,

to put a hand on its brow

of the flower

and retell it in words and in touch

it is lovely

until it flowers again from within, of self-blessing.



When we unshame, we are reteaching precious, restored parts of ourselves that they are lovely. When we self-bless, we bloom. 






Chapter 2

Becoming an Unshaming Witness to Yourself and Others



She sat eating dinner with her parents, refusing everything but broth and nonfat sorbet. She was malnourished and beyond thin. She had recently landed in the hospital twice from fainting while working out in the gym. 

Her parents saw a pretty young woman, a beautiful daughter. They didn’t even know that they were bearing witness to bodily violence. They didn’t intentionally deny or dismiss the silent, painful story their daughter was telling; they were ignorantly blind, not mean-spirited. 

Nonetheless, their witnessing communicated this message: “Everything is fine. We are not moved to compassion and concern as you sit there, weak and suffering. Please continue to hide your authentic self, your painful experience, your truth, behind ‘thin and pretty.’”

They didn’t intend to shame their daughter; they intended to wrap her in adoring eyes. Nonetheless, their “innocence” left her isolated, believing it would be wrong for her to share the depths of her pain and self-hatred—and worse, that something must be wrong with her for having such depths within her. 

We live in a world of witnesses, not just to violence and abuse but to the ever-present flow of communication from body and psyche, which continues for days, weeks, years, and generations after the violence takes place. There are witnesses who align with a cruel attacker, like my mother, who dismissed and denied the ways her husband abused my brother and me. There are also witnesses whose silence communicates complicity with a person’s self-harm, as in the story above. 

Shame is created or deepened when someone shares intimate details about their experience with a witness, and the witness offers unsolicited advice, dismisses feelings, denies the experience happened, decenters the speaker, tells the speaker their feelings are wrong, encourages the speaker to feel sorry for the injurer, ignores the speaker, changes the subject, or blames the speaker. This is a shaming witness.

There are also witnesses who can hold space for the speaker, in the moment or later on, with curiosity, respect, and compassion. This is a healing witness. Bearing loving witness means beginning with this fundamental intention: I want to know what it is like to be you. This requires making a genuine inquiry into what the other person actually experienced. To make this inquiry, we need to explore what that person feels, as a body experience; what they would do or say if they were free; and what kind of inner dialogue goes on inside of them regarding what they are sharing. This can happen at any time, which means healing can also happen at any time. We can be free. We can be unshamed. And we can unshame others.

A healing witness does four things: 


	Acknowledges. “I see/feel/hear/perceive” the injuring, violating event. 

	Empathizes. “I feel empathy and compassion in response to your hurt.”

	Expresses a protective response and/or supports the person’s resistance. “You didn’t deserve that. You’re right to be angry.”

	Radically believes the person’s account, and radically believes in the natural healing directions and intelligence of the person’s system. “I believe you; I believe in you.”



The Essentials of Unshaming

Becoming an unshaming witness necessitates shifting your paradigm. American mainstream culture is permeated by an allopathic paradigm. That paradigm’s message is: When something bothers you, it’s a symptom of an underlying illness that needs to be cured, and then you’re better. For example: “I have a headache.” The allopathic paradigm’s answer: take a pill. “I’m angry.” The paradigm’s answer: meditate and do deep-breathing exercises. How about “I’m depressed”? Think positive or take an antidepressant. All of those responses are fine. I support people getting the help they need. The radical part of this is that we overwhelmingly think that way. It’s so fundamental to our beliefs about health and well-being that we default to that approach. Along with the medical industry, the alternative wellness industry treats people this way, too. 

We need to divest from this default to absorb the main message needed to become an unshaming witness: symptoms are messengers that carry intelligence. Not about what’s wrong, but about directions and steps your life wants to take to become more true and more you. In that case, instead of truncating yourself and taking pieces away from who you are, you’re bringing more into yourself and your life, and becoming more you. 

Conventional paradigms have a certain model of health. They say, “Your body temperature should fall within 97.6° and 99.6° Fahrenheit. Anything outside of that is not normal and needs to be treated.” In reality, the fever response is an example of body wisdom: it’s part of an immune response meant to kill germs. But this wise response is pathologized. There’s no questioning of whether the norm is a good one or what the context is. We seek balance, harmony, ease, and comfort, often at the expense of our wholeness. We shoot the messenger who is invariably aiming to disrupt the status quo—our status quo. But, as we know, asserting and reestablishing the status quo is never sustainable for the long term, whether it’s for an individual, a community, or the dominant culture of a nation. Over time, when we insist on the restoration of our status quo, we create a kind of inner totalitarian state and experience our symptoms as terroristic. 

There’s also a range of emotions considered by conventional paradigms to be normal, and emotions outside of that normal range of 97.6° and 99.6°, so to speak, are also pathologized. Such as anger. 

For example, a client once said to me, “I’m afraid my anger is going to get me fired.” 

As he shared more, I realized that his boss was an asshole. 

“Okay,” I said, “what else can you do with that anger? You have to make it your own. It’s already a part of you.” I would never say You have no right to feel that way. His boss was an asshole, and he had a right to feel angry. The anger is like a fever trying to protect a body from an invasive germ. 

I’m not saying that anyone has a right to be cruel or abusive because they’re angry. If someone I care about is angry, I have a right to say, “I don’t feel safe when you’re angry. What are we going to do about it?”

An unshaming paradigm does not have a model of health. Let me be clear: if you’re ill, you should still get medical care. I believe in and use medical care, too. We need to get help to relieve symptoms and suffering. Sometimes people can die without the support of antidepressants or chemotherapy. I’m also not expressing a lack of compassion. If you are experiencing physical suffering, I hope it diminishes or disappears. 

And I believe the unshaming process can be part of the solution. I’ve noticed time and time again that a symptom is often also a messenger. Like a busy bike messenger, once you receive the message, they leave. If you don’t answer the door or sign for the package, they’re going to keep coming back. Thus, unshaming is worth pursuing, along with medical approaches. If the symptom is a messenger, then listening to the message and integrating its intelligence can not only relieve the symptoms some of the time but can also lead to more self-love, intimacy with others, and a life path that is truly yours.  

It’s hard to make that paradigm shift. I get it. It requires an ongoing commitment to noticing and reconceiving. But don’t worry. If you decide to take it on, this book, along with your own efforts, will keep steering you toward that shift until it’s part of how you see the world.

Let’s look at how not having a model of health plays out in a therapeutic setting. When my client says, “I’m judgmental,” how do I respond? To me, the state of being “judgmental” is not good or bad. Instead, I’m curious about it, because in an unshaming paradigm, I believe this manifestation of judgmental behavior is a messenger with an intelligent message. I want to hear that message! Unshaming is a process of investigation. For many who criticize their judgmental qualities, the symptom’s message is: “Stand up clearly and directly for what you think and feel. Make strong and overt judgments. Own your powers to discern.” It’s not “If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all.”

You might be wondering if unshaming means the freedom to do bad things without feeling bad about it. No, it doesn’t. Yet I still apply the unshaming process to and with people who struggle with seriously harmful behavior, like child abuse. For instance, a client once told me they needed help because they hit their child. (If the child is in danger, outside enforcers must also be contacted.)

First I said, “If you want to hurt your child, keep your child away from you for now,” because the unshaming process should never preempt taking steps to protect the vulnerable. At the same time, ignoring the client’s plea for help would also be negligent, because the parent’s anger would only fester and grow more severe in the darkness of shame.

Then I asked, “What’s it like to hurt your child?” 

“I get angry, and then I smack her,” the client said.

“Can you show me the hand?” I asked, because the message often expresses itself somatically, in this case through bodily movement. “I want to know what you’re doing. Right now, your child is safe. She’s not in this room with us. What does the hand do?”

“I lose control!”

“Lose control a little right now.” 

As we continue the unshaming process, I learn that the person who loses control around their kids is controlled all day long at work. At home, that person feels set free. 

I asked, “Tell me about the ways your job controls you.” Maybe they’re attached to a telemarketer station or they operate a crane, so they can’t go to the bathroom or take lunch when their body needs it. This person needs to break free in their job instead of in harmful ways at home. 

“We’ve got to help you find and claim moments of freedom all day long,” I said. “The urge to break free is intelligent. In this safe space, we have to get to know the hand that hits your child. We aren’t going to spend a lot of time on what you wish your hand was like; otherwise, we’re never going to get to know your body’s intelligent message.”

My father spent his life as a broker selling insurance at his family business. He hated it. Whenever he came to a red light, he used to get apoplectically furious. When I told this to my therapist, he said, “Your father was sitting at a red light his whole life. He spent forty years at a red light. He should have run that light.” My therapist was speaking metaphorically. My father should have created more movement and freedom in his life. 

It was so true. In fact, sometimes when a fury rises up in me, I notice I have been unfree to follow my deeper impulses, needs, or life directions.

Next we’ll discuss an example of unshaming that’s related to how illness is shamed in our culture. People who are ill often need care, whether it’s medicine, a device, or certain kinds of therapy. That legitimate need is often shamed. In this instance, a client of mine had asthma; she often took breaks during our sessions to go to the bathroom. 

When I asked her about this, she said, “Well, I go to the bathroom to use my inhaler because I’m ashamed for people to see it.”

I noticed that shame showed up when she mentioned the inhaler, so I expressed curiosity to begin the unshaming process.

“Can you take it out?” I asked. “Let’s look at it together. Let’s witness you doing it. How do you feel with the inhaler? When you put it in your mouth, what’s happening? What’s it like?”

Her eyes welled up with tears. “I also had asthma when I was a kid. My parents sent me to a mountain school where the air would be different. I was without my family for a while, and the inhaler was my only friend.”

If I had said to her, Let’s look into medication changes that might help you to stop needing the inhaler, that message about her loneliness and isolation would not have come to the surface. My intention was for her to feel more okay about having an inhaler, so I said, “It’s your friend. It helps you breathe. Treat it like that. It’s not a bad thing.” 

And yet so many people feel shamed by needing to take a pill or use an inhaler. If they have a negative, shamed belief about taking an antidepressant, every time they take the pill they’re swallowing both a neurochemical medicine and a dose of self-shaming. It’s like a harmful mantra. If you have to go get your tooth pulled or you need to engage in chemotherapy, it’s important to recognize this act as a “yes” to life. It means “I want to survive this,” not “I failed somehow” or “I’m worthy of punishment.”

It’s important to unshame the need.  

My client having asthma as a child led to her being sent away from her family. “I thought I was sent away because I had done something wrong,” she told me. As an adult, she sent herself away to use the inhaler, a continuation of that first isolation. The trauma happened again and again in small moments: I have to go away from you in order to be myself.

By cultivating conditions in which she could feel comfortable using her inhaler in front of me and eventually others, she experienced the use of her inhaler without an infliction of isolation. She could be herself and stay in the room. 

Another one of my clients shared with me how her young son, who was slightly anemic, didn’t want to take his iron pill. 

I said, “Sit down with your child and the pill bottle and explain that this is to help him get stronger. Draw pictures together of what it means to be strong. Let him draw a picture of strength on the bottle with a Sharpie. This time, every time he takes his medicine he’ll be thinking ‘I’m gonna be strong,’ a positive association, instead of ‘I have to take my medicine, I’m giving into something I don’t want to give into.’” This set of associations creates a positive framework, which is what we should all have when it comes to doing things that support our health. 

Another client might say, “I’m thinking about getting on antidepressants, but I have this idea that being on antidepressants is a bad thing.” Their tone is saying I need support to be okay with going on antidepressants. Thus we pursue helping them make that decision freely. In my view, antidepressants are as much a part of nature as chamomile. Humans, who are part of nature, created antidepressants.

In contrast, someone else might say, “I’ve been on antidepressants for years, and people say I have to stay on them forever.” Their tone is communicating that they need my support in communicating with their psychiatrist about safely reevaluating their prescriptions and dosages.

As unshaming witnesses, we need to put aside our personal biases. My responses are very different from social or political philosophies about pharmaceutical companies. I may have issues with the efficacy of some antidepressants (and other drugs) based on pharmaceutical companies’ research claims. That’s different from unshaming a person. Some people mix these things up. When it comes to working with yourself, those philosophical roadblocks should be removed. If you need it, you need it. If you want to be a vegetarian, but you need meat based on your body’s ability to thrive, you can still have that philosophy while also being faithful to what your system needs. 

Unshaming is a process. A person presents their concern, whether it’s an asthma inhaler, their anger, or their cravings for ice cream, and I start to unshame it with them.

Unshaming Yourself

Before you can be an unshaming witness to those around you, you have to begin the process of unshaming yourself. Unshaming doesn’t happen by learning a theory or observing a model. The key to your own unshaming is through experience. Experience is the sine qua non of unshaming. Objectivity is not the point.

A self-inquiry based on experience might ask these questions:

“What’s it feel like to be me in that way?”

“What voices are in my head? Are they critical?”

What’s your experience of being yourself? What it’s like to eat ice cream? What’s it like to love your sweetheart? It’s a subjective experience. Subjective experience rules unshaming. People are subjects, not objects. Thus, unshaming is the opposite of being objectified.

When I work with a client, they are the subject. I have to get to know them. You might think you know all there is to know about yourself. Here’s a happy surprise: you don’t. Shame disconnects us from our experience and takes away our connections with ourselves. It disconnects us from our real intelligence and gifts. It disconnects us from believing in ourselves, which is the most loving act. When you unshame yourself through self-inquiry, you learn amazing things.

A lot of my students use the word courageous to refer to this process. It is! Unshaming is a courageous, curious inquiry into your actual experience. And this also means putting away labels, ideas, theories, and opinions you have about the issue you’re about to examine. Otherwise, you’re looking at it through a lens with opinions, which blocks your ability to follow the intelligence of the symptom or issue. 

Consider the following two statements. 

“I can see that








Accessing Experience



The Body’s Sensations 


Body Movement


Voice/Sound



Facial Expression 



Inner Dialogue 


Amplifying Experience





	How is this amplified experience something I would normally try not to express?

	Where in my life do I not feel free to express or show myself that way? 

	How do I need to be more like that? 

	How am I not noticing this is going on inside me? 

	What if I were freer to express this? 

	How would it be useful to bring this out more in my life?



Globalizing Experience





Integrating the Intelligence











	Think of a quality of yours that you dislike and that you would like to get rid of. Name the quality and your judgment about it.

	Using the movement channel: put your criticism away and use your hand to express that quality. Allow it to make a gesture in movement. 

	Amplify: Allow your hand gesture to become freer. Exaggerate it, make it bigger. Whatever it is doing, do “more” of that. And then go even further, like a playful child being told to be really free to make that gesture. Continue the movement and allow yourself to enjoy it, without worrying about the initial dislike you had.

	Integration: How is this different from the way you usually express yourself? Where could you use a little more of that form of expression? How might it help you solve a problem that’s been bugging you for a while?

	Reclaiming the shadow, shape-shifting: Imagine that you were the person who made that gesture. Forget about the rest of you for this moment, and say, “This is me. I’m like this.” What kind of person are you? If you want to go further, stand up and walk around like that person would. Play. Embody. Enjoy.
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