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12 'What Self-injury Is All About What Is Self-Infury? 13

! can’t slow down

- Spacing out
1 want my mom, but she’s dead, been dead q long time.
Forever. | want to cry but | can't. If | could just ery, | could,
like, maybe slow down, but | can’t think about that, cause if

"I hate you! How could you get ﬁrm.i‘wﬂr one .s\wosm_ﬂ The
first onel What's wrong with you?"

Never good enough. [¥'s never enough, never enough; I'm
worfhless. .

He just said "Bye" and hung up the phone, .

OH MY G0OD, ) VE GOT TO GET MY H OMEWORK
DONE AND '|'M RUNNING OUT OF TIME, THERE'S
NEVER ENOUGH TIME, I'VE GOT TO GET FOCUSED

Looked over af the Oriental rug, out the beautiful Boston
bay windows with the overpriced lace curtains, this house.
tooks like the front of a Christmas eard Looked at the cold,
dark, gray, hopeless sKy in the middle of a cold, dark, gray.
To_vm__nmm_ Jm,\m?m:o:.sm_ Doston winter,

(The _QQ.E hever ends)

I'break down, [} never stop crying ... b

GOT TO GET MY HOMEWORK DONE, GOT TO GET
FOCUSED .

Looked over at the stave, the electric stove, the burners
that will slowly turn bright

RED .

I turned on the stove

(There’s ne turning back 30<£

Grabbed a metal spoon

("f'm into heavy metal now, just plain cutting doesn't
work anymore’) ‘ . . ,

Spacing out

Numb .

Weaiting for the phone to ring again ‘cause Andrew
might call (but | krow he won't), Whe does he think he i1s?
Thinking he's "alf 1" n,&.j:m dance, w:__o‘_&:m his hair back....

Looked down at his name carved across ny leg over a
month ago, A-N-D-R-E-w/ (why does he have to have such a
long friggin’ name?). That was m?ﬁ& that | wrote his narne,
really deep.and it won't go away, never even-went out with
hirn, hardly ever aven-falked with him, mxnm?r for sitting .
next to him in math clgss, He doesn't even know | exist

There's o0, much pain, too much heartache . ..

Tarned up the stereo to drown out the pain. (Bur.can't
Keep it on too lang ‘cause if's mmjrm.sm late and it 3\_._.m_.?r dis-
turk Mrs, Grumbles, the old lady who lives next door.)

The thoughts Just 3.&3@ . .

Around and around

I'VE GOT TO GET MY HOMEWORK DONE
Zci?.zm ,

Burned my upper arm
Where | usually do 1 S
‘Where no-one else can see
Over and over
Twice
And | still can't feel anything
Three fimes , ) .
Maybe more , ?
Oh. my God, | just can't feel anythihg
Frm mmi__sm_. scared
Can't feel anything
H#'s not s\o_wwim anymore
Looked down at my leg
AN-DR-E-W
Took the spoon and burned over the dork's rame _
Left It there foo long, s\a.v\ too long, ‘cause | just can't
feel amything .

! heard ny.skirrb o .

o Ew am ik e e

R el T AT

And finally the welcome vn_.i. W
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16 What Self-Injury is All About

4., When in this state, a constricted ability to “
solve,”

action ,
5. A sense of psychic relief after the act of self-harm - )

6. A depressive or agitated-depressive mood, althgugh
sulcidal ideation is not typically present

problem-
or to think of reasonable alternatives for

%

Why mmwﬁéﬁﬁ%w

"Why would anyone want to hurt theraselves on purpose?
Well, if they did, it was probably just an accident . . »

It happens, and a lot more often than one would dare
to imagine. However, because. the problem of deliberate
self-harm, self-injury, self-mutilation, self-cutting, or self.”
injurious behavior syndrome is not yet well understood,
many. people~including parents, therapists, and other
trained professionals—tend to avoid dealing with the issue.
It is many times dealt with ineffectively. Most people tend
0 panic and “react” instead of respond or sometimes alto-
gether dismiss the problem, The best way to understand
‘what this. disorder is—and what it is' not—is to see how it
affects the lives of people who have it,

Much like a person may use alcohol or drugs, or SQEW@
in other self-destructive behaviors :
one who self-injures is trying to ru

.Intolerable emotions andfor me
sense of control, .

like anorexia or bufimia,
n away from or “turn off”
mories. Or to gain some

~nJ nJ ~n
Sometimes, a person’s inner pain and rage and frustration
are 50 deep, so unbearable, that there are ro words to de-
scribe the raging tornado building within her mind and body.
An upsetting event happens: an unkind word is said: the sound

~of the wind chimes in the background trigger a mernory of

that summer ot her grandmother's houss'in jxmncc:,m__\v\x

e Jrav v

What Is Self-Infury? 17

- where her uncle molested her when mrm_ was five years old.
Maybe nothing in particular happens; it's Jjust been'an annoy-
ing couple of days, and the broken shoelace, with no time
left before having to catch the school bus, Is the "straw that
Eroke the Hnm__'zm___m back” No words for oneself lat ulone any-
one else. An internal dialogue comes on,jlike a fast-moving
train, usually in the abstract, obsessing and obsessing in im-
nm_m.m and sensations that seem to speak ™o cut or not fo cut,
fo cut or notto cut, fo cut or not.to n:+ . The decision is
made. An initial glimmer of relief: but there's more ... ina
split second Q\.__m.mw. there are ho more emotions, ho more
hurt feelings, Jjust a sense of complete und total numbness.
"Spacing out!" much like daydreaming in a boring elghth-
grade math class, but more . .. losing a sense of Hime, or of
exlsting, or of being for real.... The knife touckes-the fore-
arm, but no pain is felt, only a barely perceptive inifial pin-
prick. followed by an awesomely numb sensation, much like
the dentist's needle when you're getting Novocain, The knife
runs deep, deep enough to finally draw blood, reallty comes
back, the colors and sensations in the room all get very
bright and very strong, then finally the welcome pain, the
scream, the relief, and it's over...for-now.

N N

What It Is and What It Isn’t

As with any @mu\nroyomwoﬂ concept or %moamm that is not yet
fully understood and that is just beginning to reach people’s
attention, there is a tendency to o<mvnwmmbomw and to incor-

- rectly ‘diagnose self-injuty. Some people think they see it

m<m€€jm8]mm ASEmﬁmﬁaosnmmo:Em.oﬁmn _SUUy Em&%
parents, teachers, professionals, and others would labef a
kid with ADD just"because he jumped up and down a few

times. Diagnoses must be made with caution, with under-

standing, and with respect to the individual.
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20 What Self-Injury Is All About

-accidental slip of the razor biade or knife may cause a more
serious -injury. One may -require medical care, such as
stitches, or a visitto a hospital emergency room, When acci-
dental infuries happen, the person may create & cover-up
story for hospital personnel. O, she may altogether refuse
treatment, because she fears being “found out.”,

Denise, a seventeen-year-old who was also suffering
with a severe case of bulimia, at one time. gashed her leg in
the high school bathroom with a razor blade. She had usu-
ally been scratching herself with a plastic comb “because it
was there,” but one morning before catching the school bus,
she took one of her father’s razor blades and threw it into
her backpack. The incident happened when she was angry
at her teacher, who she said “ignored her” The cut was
*-more than she intended, because she was used to scratch-
- 'ing herself.with 2 comb, not a razor blade. When asked why
she.didn’t get stitches, Denise replied, “I don’t know,”

There is also a great sense of shame, social stigma, and
sometimes guilt associated with acts of self-harm. There-
fore, the person usuaily atternpts to hide _momﬂm.._go.oa_ or
other "incriminating evidence.” Frequently, a teenager who
self-cuts will wear loose or baggy clothes and will always
wear long sleeves, even in the summer. There can always

be a clever excuse or rationale, for example, “It’s my boy-

friend’s jacket; it has sentimental value.” There may be fre-
quent trips to the bathroom, either to mmq\HE.E,,m or to
attempt escape while trying to calm down and de-escalate
when tension is mounting. To cover up, the self-injurer may
create excuses such as, “Oh, have a weak bladder; I drink a
lot of water.” Similar to bulimics who often hide their secret
from others for months or years, those who suffer with the
self-injurious behavior syndrome may also be able to hide
their silent addiction from others fora long, long time.

: bl e T
b vt

et e
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So Misunderstood, Yet So Intriguing

The self-injurious Um:mioa syndrome isinot yet well under-
stood and is alarming to many (probably most) people. This
Includes well-trained medical and mental heaith profession-
als. Anorexia and bulimia were just as shocking more than
twenty years ago. B _
Today we have a much more comprehensive knowledge
base about anorexia and bulimia. This is due to medical
and psychological case studies, research, and circulation of
rmoéwgmm to the public through books, articles, and the
media. ‘Furthermore, there are various different theories
and points of view; as well as a number of available treat-
ment _.,ommonm to choose from. Most people have at least
heard about anorexia and bulimia, and they probably know
of someone affected by it. . N
..Hu,mov_m..éro self-injure and are looking for heip may run
into brick wails over and over again when trying to find a
therapist or anyone who {s willing or able to effectively work
with them. Sometimes, self-destructives behavior is ristak-
enfy seen as suicidal behavior and thus treated incorrectly
with inappropriate _.‘_zo&om_ and psychotherapeutic inter-
ventions. If cuts are discovered on a seil-injurer, she may be
put into a hospital on a psychiatric unit because it is mistak-
enly thought that she tried to kill hersel, Typically, she is re-

leased within a few days and feels 39,@“ Ewmc:nmﬁmﬁoogmsg

alone than ever. The cycle continues. . . .

Armando Favazza, a well-known medical doctor and
researcher who has worked with and| written about self-
injurers, stated in 1988 that some o:mo%o self-mutilators al-
ready are frequent and generally dissatisfied users of mental
health services. Chronic mmhmjgmﬁmHmﬁoﬂm @w@mmzﬂ atrue ,hv_wooa_
and guts” therapeutic challenge. They are prone 1o recurrent
crises and oﬁwmn:@,m%mmﬂﬁ&\ to @.mnn@:. The ever-present

+

—
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24  What SeilInjury Is All-About

Likewise, there is not a definitive answer as to ‘what
causes the self-injurious behavior syndrome. As with alco-
holism, drug abuse, and eating-disorders, there is not ust
one cause, but many factors invelved. Selfinjury is initially
2 learned behavior that may become addictive, Seif-injury is
usually not learned by direct observation, hut rather by
picking up -on subconscious cues in the environment. For
example, a physically or sexually abused child may sub-
ooaﬁ_o:mq learn that when someone inflicts pain on her
physical body, she can “go away,” or escape. Therefore, she
herself can deliberatély inflict pain on her-body whenever
she wants to m,m_o.m@.m. again (for example, when something

Uma:mﬁ@msmodiﬁms_moBmozo mm%WmogmﬁEWSm mean and
Aurtful). ,

Does This Describe You.or Someone You Enow?

The self-injurer is not “unique” or alone, although she may
feel that way. Over the last several years a number of com-
mon characteristics have been identified through clinical
ommoémmo:_m,._‘ case studies, and in coniributions to.the litera-
ture on, mmﬁaca\._ The threg following lists of questions are

a compilation of these, Questions relate to experiences, at--

tributes, behaviors, and descriptive self-statements that
tend to be prevalent among those who sell-injure.
The self-injurer, especially-one who is having a serious

problem, ﬁz.,_goﬂ likely be able to answer “yes” to many
of the questions, especially on list 3. Because of the am-

biguous and variable nature of the self-injurious behavior

syndrome, there is not a set nurber of questions to be an-

swered “yes” to or a specific pattern of symptoms that wil -

apply to everyone. The purpose of these lists is to increase
aAWAreness, \

The questions ,mozwa_._.i these lists can be used as a self-

* "
S e
e . N T
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- test, by and for the self-injurer. They can also be used, U_%_

helping professionals or caregivers to gather more informa-
tion about suspected self-injury. % . ,

Keep in mind that some people who do not self-injure
will be able to relate to a few iters, especially on lists 1 and
2. This is not unusual.. For example, u.cﬂ because someone
had an-alcoholic father or is a high achiever, or both, does
not mean that she is a selt-injurer oris likely to become one.
No self-injurer is likely to relate to everyitem, even on list 3,
but will likely be able to Identify with many.

List 1: Common Childhood History mwa,_ Background
Factors of Those Who Seli-Injure

g.mn,« self-injurers have had some of the following experi-
ences in their backgrounds, such as childhood abuse and
eating disorders, Consider the following questions. .

‘Do Jou have an alcoholic father?
Were you sexually abused as a oE._%
Were you physically abused as a child?
Were you emotionally abused as a child?
Were you neglected as a child? . -
Have you.experienced severe ﬂmE‘Tmm
Was your mother not there, or: emoticnally not.
avallable?
8. Do you have, or have you had, anorexia?
~ 9. Do you have, or have you had, bulimiz? .
10. Are you, ‘o were you ever, a compulsive overcater?
11."In your childhood, was there a focus on religious
images (bleeding statues, crucifixion of Christ, gory
images)? . .
12, In your oEEroomuEmm there a focus on religious
ideas BESQ_,«.&,,MWE and mnmmz.USm (for example,
“God loves those whorn He makes suffer)?

o
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32.

33.

34,

35,

36.

37,

38.
39,
40,

(41,

42,

43,

44,

45,

do, because of %mm&sm laws)
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5

Would you say that you're not a “touchy-feely” per- .

son {for example, you don't fike for people, especially
%omm that arg not close to you, to touch you or hug
%05,.‘

Do you sometimes feel an extreme :moa to be held?
Do you sometimes have @mwmosm_ grogming prob-
lems (for example, don's mroémn or wash your hair
regularly)? _

Do you have body image problerns (for example, see
<oca_m=u as “fat” or “ugly™)?

Are you self-conscious about ﬁosnrmsm Your own
body (for example, in the shower)?

Are you “visual” in a sometimes ocmmmméo-oow:@:_
sive sort of way (for. sxample, a towel not straight on
a: 82& rack or a friend’s- mmE,Em crooked irritates
youy? .

Have you-ever felt the urge to hurt someone (for ex-
ample, to slap or punch out-the boss or teacher)? .
Have you acted on physical aggression?

Do you often feel misunderstood U% others?

Are you a high achiever?

Do you have extreme Emsm (for example, happy out-

bursts or screams of joy when you see someone you

haven’t seen for a fong time)?

Have you, or do you now, sometimes wear inappro-

priately revealing. Qoﬁ:nm Cr portray an inappropri-
ately sexy/flirtatious personal appearance?

Are you the dominant person in most 58%9.858
relationships?

Did your parents have :%onrosazmo%gm_oa m:-
ments or actual physical probiems?

Do you have hypochondriac/physical ailments or ac-
tual physical problems? -

Do you like to drive fast (whether or not: you actually

ok © g amresnn et En

. 46.

47.

48,

. prisingly accurate?
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Have you.had ..wm%n?oa or oﬁrmh Emw:oésoﬁ
€xperiences?

Are your mmm::mm\mcﬁ Bmszoﬁm 403\ strong, and have.
you felt very sure of them, msn have they been sur-

N . v

Are you very ﬁmnomw%%

Items on list 2, Common mumaog:a\ Characteristics Seen

in mm:ﬁé:ﬁﬁ are usually not of serious clinical concern,

unless taken to an extreme (for exarmple, mmmﬁmmzmgmm 9,

codependent personality). If there is a ?.ogmn: mwmw pro-
mmmmuosm_ help. .

List 3" Self-Injury Checklist

The mo:os.Em is alist of common. experiences, mwm::% and
‘self-statements made by self-injurers. Do these symptoms

moca familiar to you?

Do ‘you have more %ms one Bo%oa of self-injury
(cutiing, burning, etc.)? :
Do you have problems with dissociation " (for ex-.

mB@_m _.mvmezm ocﬁ__mmm:zm E»m wocazo:mm:w
there)? : , ¢

Do you not feel pain while mo_m.ﬁ,_czzmu

‘Do you self-injure alone (it’ s not a party thing)?

f
Have, you found in your mxnongoo %mﬁmm_? EE,%

gmmgm in no:ﬂﬁmgaa c:mﬁ;cnozm mno% 3038
etc.)?

Do you wear long m_mmém mza Qoﬁ:_zm that. covers/
hides a lot in the summer? |

Do you sometimes feel that you need to be “put back
to reset”?

Do you somgtimes feel that you're at the point of
being “too far gone” (for mmeRm that you're moSm
to hurt yourself no matter érm%
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