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112 What Self-Injury Is All About

for that matter) who cuts or burns herself repeatedly,

-silenily screaming for help. -

Historical Overview of MQM\A&:Q..
Manry Biblical/Religious Cases

Self-injury has been around for a long, long time. In the fifth
century s.c., in book 6 of History, Herodotus describes a

Spartan leader who deliberately and severely mutilated

himself with a knife. Deliberate self-injury is also mentioned
in the Bible: the Gospel of Mark 5:5 describes a man who

“night and day would cry aloud among the tombs and cut
himself with stones.” _

Seif-mutilation resulting from religious -delusions or ex-

treme religious beliefs have occurred since before the time
of Christ. They continue to occur to this day, although less
mmn_c@s&\ and only in those with severe psychosis, schizo-
phrenia, and delusional intoxication. Documented cases of
such acts demonstrate religious seif-mutilation to either
atone for sins (including sins of thought and sins of action)

or for the purpose of appeasing one’s God or gods.

A review of the existing literature on self-mutilation ac-
companying religious delusions shows that castration and
enucleation (deliberate removal of one or both eyes) are the

- most cornmeon momam. Other acts include cutting off or other-

wise injuring one’s hand(s), slashing or burning one's flesh,
and amputation of one’s tongue. _

Referring to biblical texts to explain acts of religious self-
mutilation-occurs among a nurmber of (extreme pathologi-

-cal) self-mutilators. Probably the most commonly quoted

passage is Matthew 5:29,30, which states, “And if thy right
eye offend thee, pluck it out. And if thy right hand offend
thee, cut it off.” Consequently, some extreme religious self-
mutifators are inclined to remove any body part that H.smu\

ISR RO
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feel causes them to commit, or even to think of, sin, Other
verses in the Bible give examples of self-mutilation. In
Matthew 19:12, eunuchs castrate themselves “for the sake
of the Kingdom of Heaven.” I Kings 18 describes a rain-
making ceremony in which the priests of Baal gashed them-
selves with knives and lances until blood gushed. _
Sometimes, such examples from the Bible-and refigious
stories and examples are misinterpreted. They may be in-
terpreted literally by some extremists to mean. that self-
mutitation or the -amputation of a particular body part
Is necessary to demonstrate one’s faith and to free oneself
from sin. One may think that, for example, after all, how
could such actions be wrong if they're portrayed in-the
Bible as being appropriate or even honorable in certain
circumstances? _ '
Clark (1981) in his article on self-mutilation and accom-
panying religious delusions makes recommendations for
treatment and study of such extreme cases. These are atten-
tion o previous history or evidence of self-injury; attention
0 preoccupation with biblical passages regarding self-injury;
ateention to preceding drug abuse; and attention to early
loss of the father in males. Rapid tranquitization and inten-
sive psychotherapy are advised mo:oém:m hospitalization.

The “Holy Anorexics”

During medieval times, a number of women in search of
piety, wishing to imitate the sufferings of Christ, would
deliberately starve themselves and deliberately injure them-
selves by such methods as self-flagellation (that is, self-
punishment by whipping), scourging and disfiguring their
faces, and impaling their breasts with nails, Living lives of
extreme deprivation;-stiffering, and charitable acts toward
others was ‘encouraged and applauded by priests. Many
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self-muti{ation contained three essential elements: (1) m.m.
gression turned inward, often that which is felt toward an
external love-hate object, usually a parent; (2) stimulation,
with either a sexual or purely physical intent; and (3) a self-
punishing function that allows the person to atone for an
aggressive.or sexual “sin.” The great paradox is that while
self-mutilation -is mmqﬁcamism and selt-destructive, it is
“also an attempt at self-healing. .

Menninger (1934) wrote: “In any circumstance, however,

while apparently a form of attenuated suicide, self-mutilation

is actually a compromise formation to avert total annihila-
tion, that is to say, suicide: In this sense it represents victory,
sometimes a Pyrrhic SoﬁoJ\ of Eo life instinct over the
death instinct.”

The trend in the academic literature from that time on,
up until the late 1980s, was to vary from an extreme to a
BEHE.m:NEm point of view. Self-injury was sometimes seen
as a form of “para-suicide” in which the person has suicidal
ideation or intent. Sometimes the whole problem. of self-
injury was referred to as .éam_?ocﬂ:m: or, according to Pao
(1969), “delicate self-cutting,” thus not oozmamzsm the full

" scope of the problem.

Irn 1979, Morgan (in England) described a .dm:omﬂw self-
harm” mwzaﬁogw. This included self-mutilation as well as
drug overdoses and failed suicide attempts. In 1983, Pattison
andKahan reviewed fifty-six case reports of self-harm in the
existing clinical literature and developed a model for the
Deliberate -Self-Harm Syndrome. According to this model
the syndrome involved

onset in late adolescence
multiple episodes of self-harm
multiple types of self-harm
low lethality |

B
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5. the behavior continues over many years

6. four predominant psychological m%:%.ﬁogm (despair;
anxlety; anger; ooman?m consiriction)

7. predisposing factors of lack of social support; homo-

sexuality (in men); drug and alcohet abuse and suici-
dal ideation (in women)

8. associated depression and psychosis

Drug- overdoses and failed suicide attempts were ex-
cluded from Pattison and Kahan’s model of the Deliberate
Self-Harm Syndrorne. The syndrome was considered by
these authors to be an HB@Emm,ooEB_ disorder.

In 1986, Lacey and Evans described ﬁsm connection be-
tween self-mutilation and other impulsive addictive disor-
ders. Hence, they described the problem of self-injury and

- addiction substitution. They described a “multi-impulsive

disorder” with interchangeable symptoms such as binge
eating, substance abuse, kleptomania, and self-mutilation.
These authors noted that people with this disorder tended
to drift from. clinic to clinic: “Thus, if alcohol abuse is ad-
dressed in'the m_oo:o~ treatrment unit, the patient may stop
drinking but moves to food or cutting.”

It has long been known that addiction substitution hap-
pens, unfortunately, more often than not. In order for an
addict to really recover, a solemn and rigorously honest
commitment to abstinence must be made., Underlying
emotional issues as risk factors need to be addressed and
dealt with, brought into awareness and understood. .

In 1987, the groundbreaking work of Favazza high-
lighted the idea that self-injury is distinct from suicide. His
theoretical writing and empirical research did wonders in
advancing our knowledge base and understanding of self-
injury. Favazza states, “A basic understanding is that a per-

e

son who truly atterfits suicide seeks to end all mmmssmm
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‘of her mouth on both sides as well as her tongue, which was
_purple, swollen, and badly bruised.

Early and accurate assessment of the problem of self-
injury and appropriate therapeutic intervention can help
such women while the destructive behavior is merely epi-
sodic, _ummoﬁ ftbecomes a full-blown addiction.

Prevalence of Self-Injury

Getting a true estimate of how often self-injury actually oc-
oE,m_E the general population is not possible. This is be-
‘cause it is a “hidden” disorder, like bulimia. It is easy to
nide. Many self-injurers and the wmow_m in their lives do not
even know that self-injury is a disorder, or have the words to
explain it, or realize that other people have it too. Some
would not admit to it, either to themselves or to anyone
else, or do not think that it isa :9.02@3: (like alcoholics or
drug addicts who are in denial or who do not realize that
their excessive QzassmEmEm drugs has become a problem
or arr addiction).
Over the years, researchers rmzo attempted to estimate
how many people in the general population self-injure. At
times the research methodology has been flawed, or bi-
ased, or both. One significant study by Briere and Gil (1 998)
used advertisements looking for people with a EmSQ of
‘selEmutilation placed in popular magazines (Good House-
keeping, Parents) and publications for child abuse survivors
(Moving Forward, Treating Abuse Today), and handouts that
were distributed at abuse-survivor conferences on both the
East and West oomm.ﬁm,_. Not everyone reads those particular
magazines, and not everyone is interested in.or attends
conferences. This study in particular excludes men, teen-
agers, and people of lower socioeconomic and educational
backgrounds. mczr@ﬂa.oﬁmv the Bmmmajmﬁmémam unable to

e A B =
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tell which questionnaires that came back were from the
magazine solicitations or the conference attendees. In an-
other study reported in the same article, a national sam-
pling service generated a stratified, random sampling of the
United States, based on geographical locations of registered
owners of automobiles and people with listed telephones.
However, this tends to exclude teenagers (the largest pro-
portion of mmq;écnm@ and people who do not own cars or
who do not have a ﬂm_mﬁroso.

Briere and Gil's (1998) results from the aforementioned
study were that self-mutilation was reported by 4 percent of
the general and 21 percent of the clinica population, and it
was equally prevalent in males and mmﬁm_om This preva-
lence is considerably greater than Walsh and Rosen’s (1988)
estimate of 14~600 cases per 100,000. Favazza (1998) writes
that superficial/moderate self-mutilation (the most com-
mon form) occurs at a prevalence rate of at least 1,000 per
100,000 in the population per year. In a survey of 500
college students in America, 14 wmmom:ﬁ admitted. to at
least one mc_momw of self-mutilation Amm%mNNm DeRosear, and
Conterio- 1989).,

It has been somewhat easier (but still difficult) to get esti-
mates of the prevalence of mm_ﬁacaocm behavior in clinical
populations. Most of the studies include only those self-

injurers who present for psychotherapy in clinics that serve

abused children or trauma clinics, or for therapy in general,
or who are in confined settings such as psychiatric hospi-

. tals, residential treatment centers, or prisons.

In reviewing the literature, Pattison and Kahan (1 @muu re-
port that the vast majority of mm_?EtQ cases occur in late
adolescence, particularly among violent and antisocial youth

in.institutional settings, with incidence rates as high as 40

percent, o
In the. landmark. mE&\ of 240 female m%,gca_mﬁoa by
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124 What Self-Injury Is All About

reluctance to deal with this issue openly. These authors state
that it is important (for psychiatric consultants) to

1. provide more inforrmation-to educational m%mnmﬁm
2. identify populations at high risk for self-mutilation
3. guide the (school) staff in their Emzmmmaw:ﬁ of this
highly contagious behavior

Males Who Self-Injure

,zgo.@ﬁou_mg of self-injury is most often reported across
the clinical and research literature in females, mainly in
teenage girls and young adult women. Females.tend to ask
for help and to seek mental health treatment services such
as psychotherapy more often than males do. Favazza (1992)
writes, “The majority of repetitive self-mutilators who come
to the attention of psychiatrists are females in their twen-
ties, about .n.io‘ﬁzﬁm of whom report childhood sexual and/
or physical abuse.”
Many males-in our society ﬁmsg to ‘avoid emotional ex-
- pression that may invoive getting in touch with difficult feel-
ings, such as deep sadness, and at all costs may want to
avoid crying. Some males may be concerned about not
_wanting to appear “weak” or “needy,” so they may be reluc-
tant to, or do not, seek help.
Self-injury does occur in males also, but much less
mnmng.sa%lgcﬂ as with anorexia and bulimia. Male self-
- injurers tend to have more severe cases, for example, to cut
or self-destruct more savagely, and to have more associated
psychopathology, such as antisociai personality disorder.
- This may be at least in part because by the time male self-

injurers come to the attention of treatrent professionals,

~their selfinjurious behaviors ‘are well advanced and very
“serious.
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Males tend to express their anger via physical aggression
toward others, whereas females tend to turn their angry feel-
ings inward, teward themselves, _ .

The greatest concentration of males with the probiem of

self-injury are found in prisons. In prison settings, especia Ity
in heavy confinement, the self-mutilation problem can be
spread “contagiousty” and may reach epidemic proportions
(Favazza 1992). ,

Over the years, there have been a number of mEEmm
about self-injurers in the prison system. Jones (1986) ana-
lyzed data collected from the case records of self-mutilating
prisoners and compared this with a random sample-of oth-
ers in prison. Findings were that three-quarters of the self-
injuring incidents took place in isolation cells or on prison
psychiatric units. Injuries were the result of self-inflicted
cuts. Statistical analyses B<mm_wa that the self-mutilators
were more likely to already have scars on their wrists or
forearms upon admission and were more likely to have
atternpted suicide while in prison. While they were incar-

- cerated, the self-multilators were also charged with more as-

saults, convicted of more felonies, and had more severe
disciplinary actions taken against them.

In 1997, Fulwiler et al. conducted a study to.explore how
prisoners who injured themselves without intending to die
would differ clinically from prisoners who had attempted
suicide. Findings were that suicide attempt was associated
with adult affective disorder, whereas self-mutilation was
associated with a history of n:marooa_r%manaﬁ@ and a
mixed dysthymia/anxiety syndrome that began in child-
hood or early adolescence. Furthermore, the self-mutilators
and those who atternpted suicide had very different clinical
presentations and histories.

Having worked as.arconsulting ﬁm%oroﬂomaﬁ in a residen-
tial facility for teenage boys who are on .court probation, I
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128 What Self-Injury Is All About

impulsive and results in temporary: relief from mﬁ_:b.
toms such as racing thoughts, depersenalization, and
marked anxiety. She now has or has had an eating disor-
der, and may be concerned about her drinking. She
“has been a heavy utilizer of medical and mental health
services, aithough treatment generally has been unsat-
isfactory. In desperation over her inability to control
her mquicﬁ:msdm behavior this typical subject has at-
tempted suicide by a drug overdose.

I'believe very strongly in early assessment and therapeu-
tic intervention for children and adolescents, at the first sign
of trouble, before problems escalate _mbg take over a per-
son’s life, as happened to the gm:&rﬁm:ﬁ%ww?o_a self-
injurer described above. For example, even a very young
child who was Pphysically or sexually abused can benefit
greatly from some type of therapy, before resulting prob-
lems interfere with his or her school expetience, learning;
and life in general. The problém in- assessing self-injury is
that it is so easy to hide. Most teachers, parents, and profes-
sicnals do not understand it, let alone. know what to look

for. In teenagers, a “typical” profile of a self-injurer may look
something like this:

She is sixteen or seventeen years-old; of any race or
sociogconomic background: bright; attractive; does well
o mnmqniom:%“ and on first impression, seerns like a very
“normal” teenager. She may be obsessing about her ap-
pearance and her symmmmﬁ..m:a you suspect that she may
have, or may have had, problems with some type of an
cating disorder-such as anorexia or bulimia. She was
most likely sexually or physically abused, or both, some-
time in childhood. She comes from a family where there
are other problems—for example, an alcoholic or drug-
addicted patrent; a parent or parents who are.not there

o ]
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for her (e.g., they may be dead or in some way erotion-
ally unavailable). She has probably experimented with
alcohol and/or drugs more than the average teenager,
somgtimes overdoing it. She may already have an alcohol
or drug problem. She seems emotionally closed down: a
bit of a loner or aloof; often “moody”—sometimes quiet
and depressed, and sometimes anxious, inappropriatety
angry, or agitated. She has a tendency to, in general,
be highly impulsive. She sometimes looks as if she’s
“spacey” or in a world of her own. She may. be sexually
promiscuous, at least in the way she dresses, or she may
avoid boys and dating altogether. She may be a bit of &
perfectionist, have an air of uniqueness ot indepen-
dence about her, and she definitely has a mind of her
own. She may cornplain of a Jot of headaches or storn-
achaches, and starts missing a lot of time from school.
Her grades may begin to drop, and she may start to slide
academically—although she is bright, she can’t seem to
concentrate on her schoolwork. She begins to spend
more and more time alone, in isolation. She always
wears long sleeves, even in the summertime.

She may be your own daughter, or if you're a teen-
ager, your best friend; or a student in your junior high or .
high school classroom who looks like she daydreams too

- much. She needs help. _

Associated Feelings and Effects of Self-Injury

Favazza (1998) writes that “SM (Self-mutilation) can best be
understood as a morbid self-help effort providing rapid but
tempaorary relief from feelings of depersonalization, guilt,
qm,_hooao:, and boredom as well as haflucinations, sexual
preoccupations, angd.chdotic thoughts.” Favazza also states
that self-mutilating behaviors provide temporary relief from
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