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Basic Principles

The Inner Critic is an energy that we perceive as body sensations, postures, emotions, thoughts, and as a “voice.”  It began to manifest in us early in life, as soon as we experienced approval and disapproval, love and anger.  It has a purpose, to try to make us safe, successful and loved. 

Unchecked, it becomes neurotic and insidiously pervasive. It can create an atmosphere of fear and anxiety (both inner and outer), and disrupt our ability to think clearly, sap our energy and undermine our self confidence. It can destroy our innate ability to enjoy eating and to maintain natural balance in what and how much we eat. 

The Inner Critic pairs up with two other “voices” in side of us, the Inner Perfectionist and the Inner Pusher. The Perfectionist is always looking for ways we can be improved, and ultimately, made perfect. The Pusher is the voice inside that sets an agenda for achieve perfection and tells us what we must do in order to attain it. The Pusher likes to make “To Do” lists.  

Case study # 1: The Perfectionist in Jean likes to look at fashion magazines and pick the “perfect body” or “perfect weight.” Her Pusher then sets an agenda to follow to reach this (photo shopped and air brushed) body or (unrealistic) weight, an agenda that includes dieting, exercise, rigid self-discipline and renunciation. Jean’s Inner Critic then joins in to scold when the regime isn’t being followed perfectly.

 “What an idiot. You just ate something that wasn’t on our diet.” 

“You ate 80 extra calories today. Tomorrow you get no breakfast at all.”  

Her Inner Critic looks in the mirror and criticize what it sees. “Look at your body! It’s disgusting.” 

Counting calories, weighing in, depriving oneself becomes a heavy burden and all pleasure is stolen from the normally enjoyable act of eating. The rigid, unhappy state promoted by this trio of inner voices cannot be maintained. Eventually a “slip” occurs, and Jean eats something her Critic says she is  “not supposed to eat.” Perhaps she baked a chocolate cake for her daughter’s birthday, but the kids weren’t hungry and most of the cake wasn’t eaten.  The parts of Jean that have been feeling deprived on her rigid diet speak up and say, “ This was a special occasion, a birthday party.  Couldn’t we have just one little piece of cake?” As Jean finishes the piece of cake,  the Inner Critic comes in with a vengeance. “ Look what you’ve done. You’ve ruined three months of hard work! I give up; you’re  completely hopeless. You might as well eat the whole cake.”  

Overwhelmed by this scathing inner attack, Jean finishes off the entire cake and goes to bed feeling deeply ashamed, resolving to fast the next day to make up for the extra calories she consumed. Thus begins the phenomenon of “yo-yo-ing,” marked by swings between strict dieting and binging. 

Case study # 2: Lisa comes to her health care provider complaining that is nothing she can eat any more. In fact, she’s been losing weight, and her weight is alarmingly low for her height. She thinks she’s allergic to gluten and dairy, tuna might contain mercury, eggs contain too much cholesterol, chickens and salmon are factory farmed, beans and lentils give her gas, anything in plastic containers might be contaminated with PBA’s, and she doesn’t want to buy any produce that isn’t local and in season. She reads nutrition books and has a cupboard full of vitamins and supplements, but she’s worried that she can’t trust the manufacturing process. She’s read that calcium supplements might be contaminated with heavy metals.  She’s worried that other dangers might be discovered in coming years, in foods she’s eating now ! 

Lisa’s Inner Perfectionist is trying to make her meet standards of ethical, medical, and environmental perfection. Her Pusher has her reading every new article and blog on nutritional issues and environmental problems. Her Inner Critic berates her if she slips and eats something on the “forbidden list” and also criticizes everyone else who eats with abandon, unaware of the dangers hidden in most foods. 

The energy of the Inner Critic/Outer Judge can be transformed. This is possible for anyone to do. The transformed energy offer us many gifts: clarity, discernment, determination to change things that are not working optimally, and access to a storehouse of energy and creativity that can be used for good in our lives and in the world. It does take patience and perseverance. We need the appropriate tools and the support of a wise advisor and a group who understand our struggle. 

Ways to work with the Inner Critic:

(1) Recognize as early as possible that the Inner Critic is speaking. Also recognize that this is not the voice of Truth.     How to recognize the Inner Critic? 

Listen for its favorite words: “you are TOO ___ “, “you ALWAYS ___”, “you NEVER ___ ”, “ You are SO ____” , “ you SHOULD ____, “ you SHOULDN’T _____.”

More than the words, the tone: derisive, angry, skeptical, sarcastic, hurtful, bitter, righteous.
It helps to separate from the Inner Critic to ask if what it is saying is something that would be good for a mother to say to a child. Or would it be heard as abusive language? 

(2) Step back, by switching your attention to mindful awareness. At first this awareness is directed to body sensations.  We sit down and feel the body – the heart beating,  the breath flowing in and out, the pressure of the seat, the floor beneath our feet.  Next we attend to emotions – loneliness, sadness. Stepping back from thoughts, we focus on what we know to be true right here, right now. The sounds in this room, the sensations of a body that sits, this one breath. 

We rest in the present moment. In the present moment the Inner Critic has nothing to grab onto.

(3) Be curious about what is happening. “I really want some cake but it’s not on my diet. My Inner Critic is really upset, but what does my inner Good Mother or Wise Advisor  say? ” 

Separate out what is objectively true (“I ate some cake and now I feel very full, ” from the erroneous conclusions that the Inner Critic is adding. “Therefore I am a failure/stupid/ etc.”

(4) Take a single portion of the “forbidden” food and eat it slowly, with full attention. 

(5) Find another way to nourish yourself that does not involve eating. Take a walk, or a shower. Garden. Play with a child or pet. Listen to music. Call a friend or someone you love. 

(6) If the Inner Critic is very persistent we can redirect its energy to a wholesome practice such mantra or loving kindness practice. (Say one phrase each out breath, “May I be free from fear and anxiety.” “ May I be at ease. ” “May I be happy.” ) 
