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	The question is not about how you learn to feel. You were born a feeling person. When you were two years old, if you were angry, you felt angry and would throw a temper tantrum. When you were happy, you were full of energy and sunshine. Everyone knew what you were feeling by just watching you. By the age of two, almost all children are the emotionally healthiest that they will ever be, because they are free to feel all of their feelings.
Fish swim, birds fly, and people feel. Sometimes we are happy, sometimes we are not but sometimes in our life we are sure to feel anger and scorn, delight and disgust. . . We are free to choose how and when to express them, provided we know what they are. That is the crux of the problem.  Haim Ginott
At two, you were in touch with and accepted all of your feelings.  You did not judge your feelings as good or bad, they just were.  Now, the adults in your life were not always as accepting of the behaviors that resulted from your feelings. And, over the years, they have tried their best to put their judgments about your feelings on you.   
	At two, you did not know the names of all those feelings nor were you aware of socially acceptable ways of expressing those feelings. But, you were totally aware of what you felt and when you felt it. The importance of this concept is that you make decisions based on the feelings that you are aware of. If you are not aware of what you are feeling, you cannot make logical decisions about what to do with those feelings.

Your parents were okay with you not being able to name the feelings that you were experiencing. Most of your parents were not able to name many of the feelings they were having either. What they were concerned about was the “inappropriate behaviors” that you would demonstrate at the most inopportune times. So, your parent’s response to you was “Stop crying or I will give you something to cry about.” “You don’t hate your sister, you love your sister!” “Jump up, that didn’t hurt.” “Nice girls don’t get angry.” “Pretty is as pretty does.”  
	Your parents tried to make your feelings unacceptable to you by threatening to spank you and/or by mislabeling your feelings. “You don’t hate your sister, you love her.” So, hate is now called love??? And, pain is not really pain. “Jump up, that didn’t hurt.” Other parents tried to get their children to conform by using silence and emotional rejection. It is no wonder that it is now difficult, if not impossible, to be able to respond when you are asked “What are you feeling?”  
	By the time you were four years old, it was getting to be a little harder to recognize what you are feeling when you felt it. You were starting to get good at hiding some of your feelings and lying about the ones you could not hide. “I’m not angry. I’m just upset!” 
	By the time you were a teenager, you were busy sorting out your feelings as to those that were acceptable and those that would get you into trouble.  During this time, you started having delayed awareness. Six hours later, you were lying in bed thinking, “I should have said. . . when he said. . .” “How dumb, six hours later, now I am aware.”        
	Now, as an adult, when you are asked “Honey, what are you feeling?” Your response is “Nothing” or you give a behavioral answer instead of a feeling answer. “I was feeling like I need to clean out the closets. (Cleaning out closets is not a feeling. It is a behavior.) “I was feeling nervous and anxious about the closets being such a mess.” If you’re not able to give a feeling, then it shouldn’t come as much of a surprise to you that your mate isn’t able to give a feeling response either.
	There are a number of ways to approach how to learn to feel again. First, start with what you are doing (behavior) and work backwards. If someone is trying to get in line before you, what are you feeling?  You can also look at what others are doing. Then, figure out what a person must be feeling to act that way. Look at the model below. If you were trying to get in line ahead of somebody, what would you be feeling?
	The way it works is that something happens (people, events or words). Then you put a meanings to what has just happened. The meanings then determine what you feel, and your feelings determine your behavior. “That person who is crowding in line thinks they are better than the rest of us. They are being discourteous. If nobody else will say anything, then it is up to me.” You can use this model by starting at any place in the progression and working forward or backwards. 

	For instance, start with a feeling: “I’m feeling lonely.” What are my beliefs or expectations that are creating my feelings of loneliness? “I am feeling timid.” What are my beliefs about myself that create my feelings of being timid and/or shy? 
	If I am feeling timid/shy, my belief might be that I am afraid that I will say something stupid and people will reject me.  Or, I have no idea what to say and I will look stupid. Or, I don’t fit in with that group and they will reject me.  
	Once you figure out what you believe, you can start arguing with that belief.  For example: 
· If they can’t accept me, then they have the problem. 
· If I say the wrong thing, then that just proves that I am human. They have all said the wrong thing from time to time.  
· I have been thrown out of better places than this. 
· I get through fear by doing what I’m afraid to do. So, I can go ahead and do it even if I am afraid.
· Fear is the excuse that I use to not do something.  If it is important enough, then I would do it anyway.  

	You are in charge of your thinking.  You choose to think.  Your feelings are a function of what you are thinking. Changing what you think FIRST starts with accepting that you are choosing to think. 
	The next way to use this EMFB (Event, Meanings, Feelings, Behavior) model is to start with the Behaviors. For instance: Go back to when your children were small and look at the way your children sometimes responded with inappropriate behaviors. Then put yourself in their shoes and ask yourself, “If I had acted that way, what must I have been feeling?” Next, go back one step further and ask yourself, “If I felt that way, what must I be thinking/believing/expecting that would create those feelings?” Sometimes, it is easier to figure out what you are feeling by putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. 
	Another approach is to first figure out what you think/believe. What are the meanings you put on to those events that happen to you.  And, then ask yourself the question: if I believe/think “this” what must I be feeling? Then, move on to how would somebody who believes “this” behave?
	Learning to feel again is not an easy process. It will need to be reinforced on a very regular basis. The importance of being around feeling (not emotional) people cannot be over emphasized. (Feelings and emotions are sometimes used interchangeably. For many people, being emotional has a negative connotation, “the drama queen.”)
	A rule of thumb is that you become like the people you are around. If the group of people you are around can only talk about golf, NASCAR, football, and baseball or children, fashions, and what so-and-so is doing, then you are probably not going to increase your feeling awareness.
	Here is an exercise you might try in a small group of friends who want to increase their level of feeling awareness. First, someone selects a feeling word. Each person in the group gives a paragraph worth of information about how they experience that feeling in their body. Second, each person shares an experience where they felt that feeling.
	Now, someone else in the group selects a feeling word. Each person repeats the process until each person has had a turn. Save about 10 or 15 minutes at the end of the group to share what each person has learned about themselves, others in the group, and their world. If you would like some help in choosing a feeling word, see the list of file words below.HAPPY 		SAD		 ANGER		AFRAID 		DEPRESSED 

Ecstatic			Sorrowful	    Rage			Terrified		Despair
Excited			Mournful	    Hate			Panicked		Despondent
Overjoyed		Gloomy		    Furious		Horrified		Miserable
Vivacious		Broken hearted	    Livid			Hysterical		Melancholy
Jubilant			Weepy		    Enraged		Threatened		Gloomy
Hilarious		Cheerless	    Irate			Scared			Unhappy
Merry			Miserable	    Fuming 		Alarmed		Moody
Glad 			Woeful		    Mad			Fearful			Discontent
Cheerful 		Dismayed	    Controlled		Desperate		Empty
Optimistic		Isolated		    Disgusted		Startled			Flat
Pleased 		Lonely		    Frustrated		Insecure		Blah
Serene 			Alone		    Irritated		Timid			Somber
Satisfied 		Lost		    Annoyed		Anxious			Dull
Peaceful		Blue		    Upset 		Antsy 			Dead
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Good mental health is based on three principles:
· KNOWING what you feel when you feel it. You can only make logical decisions based on what you are aware of. Every second, your brain processes over 1 million pieces of feelings, both physical and emotional. The more feelings that you are aware of, the better your decision-making process will be.
· ACCEPTING what you feel when you feel it. Acceptance does not mean approval. Acceptance requires the removal of your judgments about your feelings. There are no good or bad feelings. Feelings just are. It is what you do with your feelings, your behaviors, which can get you into trouble. If you are having trouble taking the judgments off of your feelings, try saying something like, “Isn’t it interesting that I am feeling very angry right now. How do I want to handle these feelings of anger?” One of the options would be, of course, to stuff or repress your feelings. The problem with that approach is that “To repress a feeling is to give it unlimited power.”
· EXPRESSING your feelings in acceptable ways, so that your feelings do not build up and then you have a blowup. John Fisher, a therapist friend of mine, came up with what he calls the Dirty Eight. Using these eight is a guaranteed to escalate just about any situation. The Dirty Eight include: 1) name-calling, 2) putdowns, 3) sarcasm, 4) guilt trips, 5) threats, 6) controlling, 7) demanding, and 8) silence. Think of the last fight that you had with your partner. How many of these eight did you use? If you used any of these eight, then you were not expressing your feelings in acceptable ways. 

	So, how do you go about expressing very strong feelings in acceptable ways without using the Dirty Eight? It is very important to remind yourself that the opposite of love is not hate or even anger. The opposite of love is indifference, not caring. You get angry most at the people you love the most. 
	This exercise is going to take some practice. It’s easiest when you have a partner with which you can role-play. Choose a disastrous fight that you have had some time in your past. First, express your anger using the Dirty Eight; let yourself experience the intensity of your emotions. Second, express your anger WITHOUT any of the Dirty Eight. Don’t be surprised if you have trouble expressing your anger without resorting to the Dirty Eight.
	If you have problems getting your anger out in acceptable ways, try using the following model.  Be sure to do it with all the emotional intensity that you can muster:
I am angry at you because I love you and care about you. If you weren’t so very important to me, I wouldn’t get upset. I need to yell at you so I don’t stuff my feelings and let them blowup at you later. I need to get this anger out, so I can feel warm, close and caring about you again. 
	Remember, it is important to become the role model for your children. Where else are they going to learn how to express their feelings in acceptable ways if it is not with you?

Myron Doc Downing PhD
Specializing in workshops and seminars in 
Relationships, Depression, Anger Management, 
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