SELFISH?

selfish 1: concerned excessively or exclusively with oneself:  seeking or concentrating on one’s own advantage, pleasure, or well-being without regard for others  2:  arising from concern with one’s own welfare or advantage in disregard of others.

Definition


According to the above definition, selfish means that I disregard other people in making decisions and make them based exclusively on what I want or need. Whenever we do this, we run the risk of controlling and manipulating others to get what we want which results in perpetrating abuse or disrespecting another person. It means putting ourselves in a one-up position over another. It destroys equality and mutuality and the possibility of intimacy and connectedness. It creates fear and shame and perpetuates fear and shame for both parties.


Unfortunately, it is not always easy to see our selfishness because it is often confused with selflessness. Knowing the difference is an issue of awareness. If we are not aware of our own deep seated and unaware motives of need and fear rooted in childhoods in which our needs were so often not met, or inadequately met, we carry these needs into adulthood without even knowing it. Very often when a I child has a feeling or a need, or does not comply with the parental wishes, care for the parents’ feelings, they are told they are “selfish.” This is a projection of the parent’s selfishness in controlling the child’s feelings to soothe their own anxiety about the child having feelings and needs in the first place. This is turning the tables on someone – or as is commonly known as gaslighting.  


Parents do not typically know how to embrace the feelings of children, because they do not know how to do this for themselves – they either indulge the feelings of children making them self-entitled, or punish and attack, judge or criticize feelings because that’s what they internally do themselves. Feelings get repressed and the experience denied.  Because parents have never learned to related to their own needs in a mature way, they will indulge or ignore the child’s needs in the same way.  

Childhood needs are so often repressed, and children learn patterns and tactics of behavior to meet their parents wants and needs in a desperate attempt to get their own needs met. E.g., If I am high achieving, I will get my need for approval met and avoid being shamed. If I am helpful, I will get my need for affirmation met and avoid shaming. If I give you a lot of attention and listen to you, then I will get my need to be liked and approved of met. 

Very often parents do not know what is age appropriate expectations for a child – they continue “doing for” a kid long after the kid can master the task themselves – this results in feelings of guilt, shame and inadequacy and needing to be “grateful,” to the parent.  Very often parents expect things of kids they cannot yet master and do not show them how to become self-sufficient, leading, in the same way to shame and feelings of inadequacy.


Internal, but unaware transactions and conditions are laid down in the psyche and we are not even aware of it then, and most certainly not by the time we reach adulthood. In adulthood we then continue being good, right, perfect, good listeners, helpful people with no awareness that I am doing so to avoid being shamed and to get our needs met. The motives are actually “selfish.”  And yet, as children, if we did not comply with the needs and wants of the parents, we were often labeled selfish which shamed us into compliance to meet their needs to get our needs met, which created “selfishness,” that looks selfless. It is a very confusing issue!

By adulthood we do not even know anymore what we want or need, and we give and do for others and then feel hurt, resentful, and bewildered when our childhood needs for appreciation, gratitude, appreciation, and affirmation are not met – after all we are bringing our side of the bargain to the table, why does the other person not necessarily do so? The conclusion we reach is that there must be something wrong with them ….or me when the unspoken contract is broken.

We think we are being “loving.” We do not see that it is conditional, has a hidden agenda and is socialized behavior – the blueprint of which was laid before we were even aware of it.


The word “selfish” is, through a subtle twist of Screwtape or his nephew Wormwood*,(the Devil and the Devil’s apprentice) a word that is used to control and tyrannize others into doing someone else’s bidding. People are taught to believe that if they ever consider their own feelings, needs, and wants; if they do not anticipate and meet the needs of others and are not overly concerned about other people’s feelings and needs before their own, or even at the expense of their own, that they are “selfish” and bad people. 

Calling someone “selfish,” is a boundary violation and perpetration in terms of controlling and manipulating another to do what we want. It creates shame and self doubt in the other. Often those who call others selfish are using a control tactic to get their needs met - they are the selfish ones! How often one hears things like, “I can’t believe how selfish ... is,” or “She is such a giving person - she always puts others first.” How often we hear parents instilling guilt and fear in their children when their children ask for their legitimate needs to be met. How often children are praised for putting their own needs to one side while caretaking their parents’ needs.

If we buy into this (and kids do) and learn to consider only the needs of others to the detriment of ourselves, we become victims allowing others to use us to their own gain, to get their own needs met. However, it is important to see that our meeting needs of others and giving them what they want is also perpetrating if it is done with no awareness of the underlying but hidden agenda of having an expectation of something back from the person to whom you are “giving” or are “helping.” This becomes evident if they do not fulfill their side of the bargain and then get the silent treatment, anger, resentment, martyr act, rejection, labelling etc. Now we have become the parents that created the difficulty in the first place.

Being loving and selfless does not mean sacrificing oneself and one’s needs and wants to meet the needs and wants of everyone else. Love means maintaining a balance and considering and assessing what is in my best interests and what is always in your best interests. It means never being in a one down or a one up position. It means never being a victim or a perpetrator. 
Religious and institutions that are about doing “good” in the world, are full of victims…. long suffering and resentful martyrs. Screwtape works overtime in these settings, subtly and not so subtly convincing people that the way to salvation is through being a self-sacrificing victim. 

There is nothing noble in this, nothing good, nothing loving. If we allow ourselves to be victims, we allow someone else to be a perpetrator - which is in neither person’s best interests. We live in a skewed system of those on top and those at the bottom. Those “giving,” and those “receiving.” And those receiving from their one down position had better be grateful!

What people often believe to be true need is nothing other than a want that helps them not feel bad and so protects them from underlying negative feelings. A want is a tactic to get a need met, but it is not the need itself. And to do what other’s want is not necessarily in their best interests at all - it is as destructive to them as the person meeting the want. For instance, if someone demands that others do things for them all the time, they never get to face the underlying feelings of inadequacy and dependency that they have and so never learn a sense of competency in the world. If I continually offer to help someone that can do something themselves, we give them the disrespectful message that they are stupid, incompetent, and we rob them of dignity. 
Motivation

The motivation for being selfless or not being selfish cannot be out of a need for approval, having people like us, being popular, being seen as a good person, or out of fear of what others think, fear of feeling guilty, fear of rejection, criticism judgment, anger, or conflict ... to do so is ultimately selfish - the gain is all ours. Even if we think we are getting our need for approval, to be liked, to be respected by giving to others met. Really, we are just being used and we are using others to avoid confronting our own fears and using well worn and conditioned tactics to try to get those unmet needs from childhood met. 


The best motivation for doing anything for another is love, which means considering what is truly in both persons best interests, maintaining balance, equality, and mutuality. Love results in connectedness, intimacy, and freedom - not guilt, fear, and control. It takes a lifetime of practicing noticing our inner motives and examining our true motives to realize ourselves as loving people. First, we must recognize how we are not loving.
Christian Context for those of you in the Sacred Text workshops

The Christ’s death was not out of need for our approval and not out of fear of what anyone would think. Christ’s death was the result of his love for himself and for others. The story of his death points to and indicates his death to the fears and needs of the ego. It was the result of love of self and love of others. He refused to at anytime compromise who he realized himself to be - a divine incarnation - just like each of us is. He refused to give in to his human fears of death, degradation, torture, shame, and rejection. If he had needed people to approve of him, he could not have been true to himself, could never have fulfilled his divine destiny and could never have achieved an eternal connection to humankind. We would not have the example of how to be reconciled to ourselves and God. The way of reconciliation is to be true to ourselves no matter how afraid we are. The “sacrifices” we make for others out of fear and need are selfish, self serving and unchristian. We need to rethink and redefine the ways in which we have been programmed to “not be selfish.”

Selfish:  taking or giving out of UNCONSCIOUS fear or need

Selfless:  receiving or giving out of love (no ego needs, or fear involved)
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*  Screwtape is the Devil who collaborates with his nephew, Wormwood in the book The Screwtape Letters. Screwtape corresponds with his nephew Wormwood who is at work in the world subtly corrupting humankind over to “their side” and away from God. It is a marvelous description of the unconscious workings of the mind trapped in ego functioning.
Practice:

· Notice your impulse to help, give, do, volunteer, give advice, caretake, enable….
· Ask yourself what you are feeling just before you do so? At some level there is anxiety and fear. Notice this and find the constriction in in your body.

· Notice what happens if you curb the impulse to do for or give to someone – notice again in your body the fear and constriction. What are you anticipating happening if you do curb the impulse?

· To what does this go back?

· What are your beliefs about being a good person?

· Is this necessarily being a loving person?

· When do good and loving do coincide? When is good the opposite of loving?

· What is your expectation from the other in doing, giving, or helping another?

· What happens if your expectation is not met? Can you find this feeling in your body? What is it?

· What stress has this pattern created in your life?
· Do you sometimes have mixed motives?

· How can you decide whether to help or not?

· Compulsion and a calling or purpose are different. Can you tell the difference in yourself? Can you bring deep awareness and compassion to yourself as you do this hard inner work of self reflection?

· Consider how you have been taught that selfless means being a victim and martyr.
· What defines a selfless act?

· Can you bring deep awareness and compassion to yourself as you do this hard inner work of self-reflection?

· Draw your own cycle of the repetition of the dynamic. Continue studying this until you deeply find the cycle within yourself

· How have you tried to do the opposite or the same as your parents did to you in parenting yourself or your children?

· Read “The Screwtape Letters” by C.S. Lewis – but remember to read it as the devil being aspects of yourself – not external realities, but internal dynamics.
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