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Author’s Note

The eight clients I write about are not real, but composite characters drawn from years of conversations in my consulting room, as well as those with colleagues and friends. While I divulge a few facts about myself, I do not share any information in breach of client confidentiality, nor introduce any detail that is identifiable to any client I may have spoken with. Having said that, you may recognise yourself in aspects of some of the stories simply because of the ubiquity of the habit I relate.





If you have always been criticised, from before you can remember, it becomes more or less impossible to locate yourself in the time or space before the criticism was made: to believe, in other words, that you yourself exist. The criticism is more real than you are: it seems, in fact, to have created you.

RACHEL CUSK,

Second Place






Introduction


It’s my own fault, my own fault. Everything’s my own fault. I knew I was parting with reason because this senseless nagging, that it was my own fault, kept on in some part of my head that didn’t exist.

Mrs Armitage in
PENELOPE MORTIMER,

The Pumpkin Eater



One particularly cold January morning, many years ago, I pulled back my bedroom curtains and surveyed the frosty street beneath my first-floor window. I imagined my newly installed boiler packing up, and my young boys becoming dangerously ill because I had failed to protect them from their freezing-cold home. I then noticed my neighbour as he left his house, trailing white smoky breath, and quickly chastised myself for not warning him to take care as he walked to work. My omission could mean he might slip on an icy pavement and smash his head, leaving his pregnant wife a widow.

Wrestling my mind back from the potential disasters I could cause, I spotted a man sitting in a car parked opposite my house. He was writing things down, resting his clipboard on the steering wheel, pen lid between his lips. His presence petrified me: I was convinced that he had been sent to spy on me and was compiling a scathing report of my misdeeds.

That morning, my anxious mind was intent on punishing me for my possible wrongdoings. The man with the clipboard signalled the seriousness of my actions and omissions: I had done something – or many things – so dreadful that the authorities had mandated his surveillance. Maybe I’d failed to return a tax form from a previous year of employment. Or perhaps someone had informed social services that I was an unfit mother.

As I ruminated on my many possible transgressions, all the energy drained from my body and I sat down on the bed to recover my strength and my wits. Criticising myself for my lapses, imagined or otherwise, wasn’t new to me – in fact this was a habit that caused me frequent bouts of anxiety – but this particular episode showed how hard my self-critic could bite. It, or she really, as it’s a part of me, managed to convince me that I was seriously bad in an objective, state-endorsed type of way.

No wonder I felt so physically weakened. Self-criticism can provoke overwhelming anxiety and paranoia in so many of us – and can affect our internal world in various ways that are damaging or disastrous to living well. It’s a mental habit that we aren’t often aware of, but I suspect that if you are reading this book you either know, or have a hunch, that you have it. You may even spot others close to you bashing themselves needlessly, wishing they would stop. It’s likely. Self-critics are everywhere, and they have kept me very busy in my job as a psychotherapist for the best part of twenty years.

Self-criticism runs like a golden thread through nearly all the problems that people bring to me. Most of my clients don’t initially talk about this habit, though, as they don’t even realise they have it – instead self-criticism tends to tuck inside many more familiar experiences of distress, such as anxiety (as mine used to do), depression (where it thrives most obviously perhaps), intimacy and relationship struggles, addictions, eating disorders, overwhelming grief and – often at its most pernicious – self-harm and suicidality. You may not be suffering from any of these mental health issues, but my guess is that you could ease up on how you treat yourself nonetheless. I want this book to inspire you to do so.

I share the stories of eight clients whose lives illustrate some of the key reasons we lose the ability to treat ourselves with fairness, kindness, love and compassion. I don’t believe any baby is born worried that the pitch of its cry is annoying, or whether its thighs look fat with a nappy on. But over time, assailed by an array of social, cultural and relational influences, we learn to turn in on ourselves, often without noticing. I want you to think more about how much of this applies to you, because that is the first step to learning to do something differently, and to improving your mental health. We have to notice our inappropriate or harsh criticism before we can learn the healthier practice of measured reflection and to foster a greater internal warmth. We may even learn to give ourselves some praise too. In the epilogue, Further Thinking, I point you in the direction of further reading and thinking about the promising road ahead.

Each story explores one or two common reasons why people might have a harsh self-critic – though of course there are many more than I am able to cover in just one book. I don’t mean to give parents a particularly bad rap, but they tend to be a popular topic of conversation in my consulting room, and they come up frequently in these stories. It is well established – not just by Freud and other notable psychotherapists in his wake, but by the growing body of developmental psychology research – that parents have a powerful influence on how we learn to treat ourselves. Despite a parent’s flaws, I believe, however, that he or she is doing his or her best – they often have their own self-critic to contend with after all.

Parents aren’t my only focus. I also look at childhood bullying; the oppressive perfectionism stemming from our contemporary Western culture; persistent stereotypes and prejudice about gender, race and sexuality; our relentlessly pro-natal society; the eviscerating nature of grief; as well as the negative effects of one type of fundamentalist religious thinking. I show how repeated criticism from the outside tends to percolate into our beliefs about our own self-worth.

My stories also show some of the various ways that self-criticism can manifest as detrimental behaviours, such as by making us: people-pleasers, act selflessly at a heavy cost to our own needs, appear arrogant, exhaust ourselves striving for perfection or avoid positive relationships and opportunities. It’s no accident that three of the clients in this book are men and five are women, as more women make it to my consulting room than men. Research suggests that women are more self-critical, but also tend to be more tuned in to their self-loathing, and more able to tolerate the vulnerabilities that this experience brings, so they turn to talking therapy more often. My personal experience hasn’t convinced me that men are any less self-critical, I think they hide it more.

It’s important to say that self-criticism isn’t just a learned behaviour, but one that is wired into the human brain as a mechanism to keep us safe from real or imagined fears. But there is also no guarantee that a self-critic will emerge as a response to the influences I highlight. We each have our own store of inherent and learned resilience, we are plugged into variously effective support systems, we contend with differing experiences of health and disease, and we have our own DNA that responds to behaviours and our environment in particular ways. There is much more to learn about why – in the words of the author and psychologist Tara Brach – so many of us are trapped in the ‘trance of unworthiness’, and much more to learn about how, as a society and as individuals, we can help prevent the trance emerging in the first place.

A self-critic isn’t always easy to identify, and I hope to help you work out if and how yours is running the show. As one expertly self-deprecatory client put it to me, self-criticism is ‘like the wallpaper in my bedroom – always there, but I can’t describe it in any detail’. I know a self-critic is in operation when I hear someone talk about disliking, loathing or (unduly) blaming themselves, or when they describe how they suffer with low confidence, low self-esteem or low self-worth. We use many other words to convey our inner antagonist, although feeling ‘not good enough’ or ‘a failure’ is more than enough of a clue for me.

A self-critic can be more obvious to those who hear a harsh version of their own voice berating themselves in their minds. The voice may have favourite phrases to put the boot in after you have apparently failed or made a mistake, and these words may be said out loud: ‘you idiot’ or ‘you twat’, or far, far worse. If you hear another person’s voice berate you in your mind (rather than a version of your own voice), that isn’t technically a self-critic (I would call it an inner critic), although this distinction easily blurs when another person’s voice merges with our own. My ex-boss’s shouting voice is clearly not me, but other nasty voices became mine over time.

I want you to learn more about the self-critic’s wily behaviours. There are so many ways we tell, and believe, untrue stories about ourselves that are belittling, deflating, deprecatory, disparaging, derogatory or even viciously attacking: a self-critic is creative, persuasive and cunning. We may denigrate certain aspects of ourselves – such as our appearance or how we perform in the office – or, far more destructively, we can varnish every aspect of ourselves with pejorative judgement, making the psychological work to remove it far greater.

Ultimately, self-criticism reflects the quality of relationship we have with ourselves. Of course, there are times that we do need to keep ourselves in check, but a kindly self-correction rather than self-criticism makes for improved mental and emotional health. I certainly deserve a telling off when my wit becomes too caustic or, as my family would attest, my temper fires too quickly. If all goes well, I can recognise or agree that I’ve cocked up, apologise, and move on feeling okay about myself, with an intention not to cock up in the same way again. Mistakes make us human. Acute self-criticism about real or even imagined mistakes can spoil, or even ruin, our lives.

Writing about self-criticism feels timely. Since I started working as a therapist two decades ago, I have noted a rising level of self-attack, and thus low self-worth, amongst my clients. A constellation of catastrophes – an urgent climate crisis, the shambolic legacies of Brexit and Trump, and a global pandemic – have contributed to a greater awareness of our dissatisfaction with ourselves and the way we lead our lives. For many people I have been talking to, this means realising how they have been striving towards competitive ideals that only set them up to fail, and therefore to feel badly about themselves.

There’s a story that has done the rounds in certain meditation circles, which I heard on a retreat years ago. I think it shows up how deeply embedded self-criticism is in our culture – but also that it need not be. Sharon Salzberg, an eminent US Buddhist scholar and teacher, wrote about her visit to a conference in India in 1990. Speaking with the Dalai Lama, she asked, ‘Your Holiness, what do you think about self-hatred?’

He looked confused. ‘What’s that?’ he asked.

A very wise man was struggling with the idea that a human being could feel so badly towards themselves. When Sharon described how her own self-criticism had caused her great distress as a young adult, the Dalai Lama asked, ‘How could you think of yourself this way?’ Perhaps he was being deliberatively provocative, knowing only too well of how prevalent self-hatred was in the culture he was forced to flee to, but three decades later his question is even more relevant.

Will Storr fluently unpacks why we are ill at ease with ourselves in his book Selfie: How the West Became Self-Obsessed. He examines our relentless search for meaning in a world that has become atomised by neoliberal economics. He charts how we have stripped away state welfare provision while focusing on deregulation and the free market. This ultimately pits us against ourselves and pushes us away from each other. The self-obsession he interrogates is a depleting, self-deluding one, resting on attempts at success that ultimately feed dissatisfaction. We are encouraged to win, achieve, succeed and gain, largely via consumption. And because we have lost our sense of connection with each other, we are thrown back on ourselves, and left to strive alone to prove our worth.

Storr describes the ideal that we are encouraged to aspire to as an ‘extroverted, slim, beautiful, individualistic, optimistic, hard-working, socially aware yet high-self-esteeming global citizen with entrepreneurial guile and a selfie camera’. I would add more qualities to this list: wealthy, well-travelled, nutrition-conscious, youthful, maternal/paternal and eco-conscious. These paragons are omnipresent – and normalised – in our parallel virtual worlds, and the dangerously distorting social media platforms operating in them.

The pressures to prove ourselves also make us more prone to egregious otherings. As a white, privileged, cisgender woman, misogyny is the type of hatred that I have the most personal – and degrading – experience of, but I listen in despair to the prejudice clients describe experiencing because they are people of colour, have a disability or a neuro-difference, are homosexual, or are non-cis gendered. I also talk to people denigrated because of their religion or class. It’s hard to feel good about yourself when you are being repeatedly told that you aren’t good, or worse, when you are treated with utter contempt.

In among our lonesome striving towards an impossible ideal, I also see a potentially destructive demand to be mentally and emotionally well: the wellness industry has created another stick for us to beat ourselves with. I’m all for any lifestyle plan, baroque something-free diet, natural or synthetic drug, meditation practice, sacred mantra or app that alleviates human suffering. But I do worry that the overwhelming proliferation of means to arrive at a notional nirvana stack up to convey the idea that we aren’t doing well if we don’t enlist them. Although increasing numbers of people seem to be engaging help for their suffering, which is a good thing, many arrive at my door reprimanding themselves for being there in the first place. They feel they have failed if their efforts at self-help haven’t worked.

This double whammy of self-criticism – criticising your self-critic – is more prone to happen in a culture that emphasises striving, happiness and wellness like we do. Clients have often reported thoughts to me along the lines of ‘I know I shouldn’t be so unhappy, it’s ridiculous. I have a good job, lots of friends, I do loads of yoga and breathing exercises’. Such thinking leaves little room for the counter-intuitive, more compassionate and frankly more useful practice of acceptance that we are okay as we are, warts and all – just as the Dalai Lama alluded to in his response to Sharon Salzberg.

I certainly don’t want to contribute to this double whammy by my emphasis, in this book, on our need to identify, challenge and safely separate from our self-critic. But I do want to inspire a greater awareness in you, so that – at the very least – you can ask yourself why it is that you may treat yourself far worse than you may do your friend, or indeed even a total stranger. My stories show how this has been possible for many of my clients, which means it could be possible for you too.
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