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For those of us who have walked away from a conversation, meeting, or visit feeling violated and

not understanding why, this book helps us recognize and set healthy boundaries.Boundaries bring

order to our lives, strengthen our relationships with others and ourselves, and are essential to our

mental and physical health. For those of us who have walked away from a conversation, meeting, or

visit feeling violated and not understanding why, this book helps us recognize and set healthy

boundaries. Real-life stories illustrate the ill effects of not setting limits and the benefits gained by

respecting our own boundaries and those of others.
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Chapter 1THE WALL BETWEENLaura's StoryI was born a month premature. In those days,

preemies were put in an incubator and left alone. In my imagination, armed with what I've gleaned

from years of therapy, I can return to those first days. What I see first looks like a tunnel with a clear

roof. I am looking up through the incubator. A bright light shines all the time. The walls beyond are

plain and white. I feel cut off from everyone and don't know who I belong to. The only time I am



touched is to be cleaned.Recently, I asked my mother how much she held me those weeks we were

still in the hospital after my birth."Why, I held you all the time!" she said."How much?" I insisted. All

the time was not my memory."Why, whenever they'd let me.""How often was that?" I persisted."I

held you every time they brought you to me to be fed" she said. "Twenty minutes, three times a

day."An hour a day my first three weeks of life. My baby self knew that wasn't nearly enough.That

touch deprivation continued. When I was six months old my father left my mother, so she left me

with my grandparents and took off. My grandparents were not the most demonstrative people in the

world. Maybe I saw them kiss each other once in all the years I lived with them. Me, they never

touched.When I was ten my mother remarried and decided she wanted me back. The second night I

was in their house -- my mother worked nights -- my stepfather came into my room and got into bed

with me.After never being touched or held, I felt hands on my body. His touch made me feel sick

inside. Something told me this wasn't right but nothing had ever told me that my feelings mattered or

that I had a choice about anything. So I put up with it.I remember the first time a boy touched me. I

was thirteen, he was sixteen. We were at a teen dance and all I could think about was that I finally

had a boyfriend. He danced with me and kept his arm around me all night. Was I jubilant? Was I

thrilled? No, I was terrified. The only kind of touch I'd ever known disgusted me.This was a nice boy

who was completely proper and respectful, but when he put his arm across my shoulders I felt sick.

My heart was beating so loudly from fear I could hear its pounding cadence in my ears. Far from

enjoying my first healthy experience with a boy, my heart beat like that far into the night, hours after

I was home alone. I avoided his calls. I wouldn't see him again.Beth's StoryMy mother was over 40

when I was born. My father, older still, was a military man. He commanded the household and

everything in it, especially me. From preschool on he had long, serious discussions with every one

of my teachers. He watched what I ate, directed my play, and as I got older interviewed my friends.

It was he who taught me the neat way to dress, the proper way to sit and stand, and the meaning of

duty, obedience, and loyalty.When I had my first period, however, we were both shocked. Until then

I had been perfect -- straight As, conducting myself with proper military bearing. I was the son he'd

never had. But becoming a woman interrupted my perfection. He didn't have to tell me but I knew I'd

failed him in a big way. So I stopped eating. Eventually I stopped looking like a woman and my

period stopped. My mother was concerned but my father wasn't. And since she didn't have a lot of

say in our house nothing happened. Eventually, however, I was so thin and had so much trouble

concentrating that my mother insisted I see a doctor. The doctor put me in the hospital

immediately.My father didn't want me away from him, but my therapists said I was anorexic and

needed treatment. They forced me to eat. When my therapy group upset me, I called my father and



he told me not to listen to them. He called my counselor and argued with her that nothing was wrong

with me. The more he talked to me, the more I realized that it was ridiculous for me to be in the

hospital. Those people didn't know what they were talking about. I was just fine. Besides, I missed

him. He needed me. Finally my father came to get me. He didn't even care that insurance would no

longer cover the costs because I'd left against medical advice. He wanted me with him that

much.Boundaries -- What Are They?Therapists and recovering people toss the word around easily.

But what do they mean? Why have these stories been included? Do they say something about

boundaries? Maybe not yet, but they will.In this chapter we'll look at the big picture, boundaries from

an eagle's point of view. Later we'll close in on the details. We'll swoop down on specific aspects of

boundaries so that you'll recognize both the forest and the trees.Exercises pepper the chapters.

Enjoy them. Most are brief. Some involve other people. All let your body and heart in on the

knowledge you're collecting with your mind -- in learning what boundaries are all about.An Amoeba

Is Not a TulipSo what is a boundary? A boundary is a limit or edge that defines you as separate

from others. A boundary is a limit that promotes integrity.Your skin is a boundary. Everything within

your skin is the physical you.Each living organism is separated from every other living organism by

a physical barrier. Amoebae, orange trees, frogs, leopards, bacteria, tulips, turtles, salmon -- all

have physical limits that delineate them as unique from other organisms. This limit can be breached

by injury or other organisms, if the breach is severe enough or if the invading organism is toxic or

hostile, the host organism can die. An intact physical boundary preserves life.Even an organism's

physical components have boundaries. Your nerves are covered with a sheath or membrane. Your

bones are distinct from your muscles. The physical world abounds with boundaries. Were it not so,

when we sat down, we'd pass right through the chair (and the chair through us) and be sprawled on

the floor. Except then we'd pass through the floor, too. And then the earth? Where would we

stop?We Are Surrounded by an Invisible CircleOur skin marks the limit of our physical selves, but

we have another boundary that extends beyond our skin. We become aware of this when someone

stands too close. It's as if we are surrounded by an invisible circle, a comfort zone. This zone is

fluid. A lover, say, can stand closer than most friends, and a friend can stand closer than a stranger.

With someone who is hostile we might need a great deal of distance.We have other boundaries as

well -- emotional, spiritual, sexual, and relational. You have a limit to what is safe and appropriate.

You have a border that separates you from others. Within this border is your youness, that which

makes you an individual different and separate from others.arWhat is an emotional boundary? We

have a set of feelings and reactions that are distinctly ours. We respond to the world uniquely based

on our individual perceptions, our special histories, our values, goals, and concerns. We can find



people who react similarly, but no one reacts precisely as we do.My Size Is None of Your

BusinessWhen it comes to how others treat us emotionally, we have limits on what is safe and

appropriate. I came out of a store in downtown Seattle and a stranger started screaming at me

about a religious matter. I turned and walked away. I do not have to accept screaming from anyone.

I will accept appropriate anger from my friends and loved ones, but even then, I determine how

close I'm willing to be to an angry person.When I was younger, my landlady routinely commented

about my weight. "You're getting bigger, ain't cha."I let her say those things to me because I didn't

know any better. Now I know that no one has a right to comment on my body. If that happened

today, I'd tell her, "My size is none of your business and I want you to keep those thoughts to

yourself." If she persisted, I'd also persist. I might never again deal with her in person. I might even

move, whatever it would take to protect my emotional boundaries.I used to let my clients say

anything they wanted to me. If their need to be angry is that urgent, I thought, let them learn anger

with me. Now I sacrifice myself for no one. If a client says something that hurts, I set a limit. Clients

can be angry with me, and they can tell me so, but meanness and hostility advance neither the

relationship nor the individual. If I let someone abuse me verbally, I have done neither one of us a

favor.The same is true for you. When you let someone abuse you or hurt you verbally, the other

person is not advanced. Protecting yourself sets a necessary limit for both of you. That limit

advances the relationship.We have spiritual boundaries. You are the only one who knows the right

spiritual path for yourself. If someone tries to tell you he knows the only way you can believe, he's

out of line. "You must work out your own salvation with fear and trembling." (Philippians 2:12, New

EngliSh Bible) We can be assisted but not forced. Our spiritual development comes from our inner

selves.We have sexual boundaries, limits on what is safe and appropriate sexual behavior from

others. We have a choice about who we interact with sexually and the extent of that interaction.We

have relational boundaries. The roles we play define the limits of appropriate interaction with

others.In later chapters, we'll explore and further define these kinds of boundaries. But why so much

talk about boundaries? Why are they so important?.Boundaries bring order to our lives. As we learn

to strong then our boundaries, we gain a clearer sense of ourselves and our relationship to others.

Boundaries empower us to determine bow we'll be treated by others, With good boundaries, we can

have the wonderful assurance that comes from knowing we can and will protect ourselves from the

ignorance, meanness, or thoughtlessness of others.Touching Tells Us Where We Begin and

EndHow do we develop boundaries? Boundaries begin to form in infancy. In a healthy family a child

is helped to individuate, to develop a self-concept separate and unique from the other family

members.Early on, Laura and Beth both received consistent family messages about boundaries.



Beth had a father who wouldn't let her individuate; he didn't or couldn't let her develop separately,

with values and an outlook different from his own. She therefore had no boundary with her father.

By insisting that she think and be a certain way he prevented her from developing emotional

boundaries. He denied her femaleness which catapulted her into anorexia, and thus violated her

physical boundaries. He sabotaged treatment, preventing her from receiving the nutrition her body

needed, and ultimately was prepared to risk her life rather than let her develop an identity separate

from his. Beth's father was enmeshed with her.Laura, on the other hand, was exposed to

boundaries set far too distant for an infant and growing child. After being a part of our mother's

body, we are thrust into the world as a separate entity. We depend on touch for our first sense of

ourselves. Touching tells us where we are, where we end. Cuddling and holding tells us where we

belong and that we do belong somewhere with someone.A wonderful new type of birthing is

spreading. After birth, which occurs in warm water, a massage therapist gently helps the baby

unfold from the crumpled position he or she's held for so long. The therapist carefully stretches the

small cramped limbs and lightly massages the tiny muscles. "Welcome, Baby. This is you. We will

help you know yourself. We are with you. We know your needs."From the earliest days of her life

Laura was seriously deprived of touch. In contrast to the enmeshment Beth experienced, Laura

lived in a family that set boundaries so far away from themselves that each person moved in a

separate circle, so disconnected that Laura seemed to be growing up all by herself. By the time she

was ten, she'd felt alone for so long that it didn't occur to her to ask for help in handling her

stepfather's incestuous behavior. She expected to handle it alone.Like Beth, Laura had no sense of

her own boundaries. The lack of healthy physical and emotional contact from her family deprived

her of developing a sense of her limits and how to protect them.Put Up with My Behavior and You'll

Be OkayIncest is a grave violation of physical, emotional, and sexual boundaries. Laura's feelings

told her that she didn't like what her stepfather was doing. But feelings had never been talked about

or tended to in her family. Each person, within his or her separate circle, was expected to put up

with hardship and do his duty regardless of feelings.Her stepfather was asking her to act in spite of

her feelings. When we are forced to act against our internal messages, feelings become

increasingly more difficult to bear. Slowly, feelings themselves change from a friend to a betrayer

that only brings pain. (This takes place over the years.) This effect of incest is one of the most

serious damages of all, to cause these harmful splits within a person, splits that result from having

learned to act contrary to feelings.If you grew up in a dysfunctional family, you probably had little

help with boundary development. You may have grown up without any clear sense of your own

boundaries. In fact, you may have been taught to let others run over your boundaries.We learn



about our boundaries by the way we are treated as children. Then we teach others where our

boundaries are by the way we let them treat us. Most people will respect our boundaries if we

indicate where they are. With some people, however, we must actively defend them.Boundaries

Require MaintenanceYour skin is an obvious example of your physical boundary. Your emotional

and relational boundaries may be less obvious, but they are just as important.If the barrier of your

skin is breached by a scratch, you become vulnerable to infection. If your emotional or relational

boundaries are breached, you also become vulnerable to harm. When these invisible boundaries

are trespassed by the thoughtless or intrusive actions of others, it is called a boundary violation.Like

any fence, boundaries require maintenance. Some people are like ivy. They keep trying to crawl

over or through our boundaries. It's tiresome, but if we let these people stay in our lives, we must

keep pruning them and throwing the behavior weeds out of our yards.What are boundaries like? Are

they rigid or stiff? If I have a boundary that limits hostile comments from others, am I also walling out

compliments?Boundaries come in assorted shapes and sizes. They can be rigid like a brick wall or

as flexible as a plastic bag, as impenetrable as a lead shield or as permeable as a chain-link fence.

Some boundaries are transparent, others are opaque. Boundaries can be so far out that people can

hardly get within yelling distance. Or they can be so close that, in the words of Groucho Marx, "If I

were any closer, I'd be in back of you." Chapter Six describes different boundaries in more

detail.What is seen as a healthy boundary in one country or culture may be misunderstood or feared

in another culture. Actions interpreted as boundary violations by white people in the United States

may be common customs in Native American circles. U.S. citizens, with their easy familiarity, may

unwittingly violate boundaries in other more formal countries by practices common within our own

borders.In a recent training session of Goodwill Games volunteers, this heterogeneous group of

about 2000 Americans of varied ages and backgrounds was asked to rank a series of values. With

few exceptions, honesty, growth, and independence were rated as the top three. At the bottom of

the list of 20 values were formality, obedience, and tradition. Many cultures of the world would have

reversed the order, placing tradition and formality at the top and honesty and independence at the

bottom.Such basic differences can create a clash of boundaries. An open-faced American rushing

in with extended hand and first names violates a culture prizing formal ritual in initial contacts with

strangers. We may view the strong Soviet value of community loyalty as a lack of individual

independence; Soviets may find our directness rude and boastful. Boundaries, to some extent then,

am influenced by the values of the culture in which we live. When we interact with other cultures, it's

important to be sensitive to these differences and to remember that each side may unwittingly cross

a boundary not from malice but from ignorance.I Am Not YouOur emotional health is related to the



health of our boundaries. When we grow up in a dysfunctional family, learning how to use

boundaries is one of the most uncomfortable set of clothes to try on. It threatens our former

understanding of survival itself and in that way goes against our very grain. But with time the

wardrobe changes. We come to see ourselves as clearly separate from others, yet not too distant,

and if our boundaries are intact we have a sense of well-being. Intact, clear boundaries feel good.

Healthy boundaries are flexible enough that we can choose what to let in and what, to keep out. We

can determine to exclude meanness and hostility and let in affection, kindness, and positive

regard.Where are your boundaries? Do you know? Do you have a sense of your edges, your

uniqueness? Are you comfortable within your limits?Picture Your BoundaryExercise 1.1Equipment:

twine or string at least 25 feet long1. In the middle of a room with lots of space, put the twine on the

floor so that it makes a circle. Stand in the middle of the circle. Imagine that everything outside the

circle is not you. Imagine that everything within the circle is you.2. Think about what fills up your

circle. What do you care about? What do you believe? What do you hate? What do you love? Who

are you? What is attractive to you? What repels you? What do you value? What do you think about?

What are you really like?3. A million things make you distinct from everyone else. The more you

know about these things, the firmer your self-concept.Option a. Write the answers to these

questions.Option b. Discuss these questions and their answers with a friend.Exercise

1.2Equipment: magazines, large paper grocery bag, tape or glue1. From the magazines, cut or tear

pictures or words that describe the external you, the you that is presented to the world.2. Paste or

tape the pictures or words on the outside of the bag.3. Inside the bag put the words or pictures that

describe your inside self.4. After you're done, compare the words and pictures inside the bag with

those outside the bag. Have you described two different people?5. Discuss your discoveries with a

friend.Boundaries QuizExercise 1.3 (Optional) Just for fun, see how much you've learned about

boundaries, either here or through living.I. Multiple Choice. Choose the correct answer.A. The word

boundary, as used today by therapists and recovering people, refers to one's1. Physical and sexual

limits2. Emotional and spiritual limits3. Relational limits4. All of the aboveB. The phrase boundary

violation indicates1. That one's limits have been breached2. That one has expanded his or her

frontiers3. A minor infringement of one's defenses4. None of the aboveC. A boundary violation

causes1. No particular consequence2. An emotional shock wave3. No harm to a really strong

relationship4. A problem only to the victim of the violationD. Boundaries are1. Usually flexible2.

Usually rigid3. Impossible to change4. Different for different peopleII. Mark the incidents that are

boundary violations.A. Grandpa takes little Jim fishing. (Jim loves to be with Grandpa.)B. Esther tells

Betty a secret Mary told her.C. Your therapist invites you to go for coffee.D. Your boss wants to



know details of your personal life.E. Your boss cries on your shoulder.F. Your therapist accepts your

invitation to go for coffee.parG. Mom tells little Debby about her problems with Dad.H. Your boss

asks if you'd like a hug.I. Your new neighbor pats you on the bottom as he turns away.J. Your

mother makes a comment about you being overweight.Answers. I. A. 4.; B. 1.; C. 2.; D. 4. II. Letters

A and H are the only incidents that aren't boundary violations.Copyright &copy; 1991 by Parkside

Publishing Corporation --This text refers to the Hardcover edition.

This book has been a Godsend to me. It really helped give me some clarity on what healthy

boundaries are. It is a little slow getting started and almost all the case studies are women, but other

than that it's a fantastic book.

Very eye opening. It has helped me determine what I am comfortable with and my interactions with

others. It taught me how not to be a doormat.

I loved this book - I've been recommending it to everyone. The author is funny and interesting; I

loved that she gave such detailed examples. I'm new to these "boundaries" things, and I am glad I

chose this book to get me started. I found it empowering to read because it doesn't victim-blame,

instead it fills me with a feeling of worthiness and responsibility for my own self.

Loved this book so much that I recommend it frequently to others. In fact, this purchase was to buy

two more so that I could have them on-hand should the opportunity arise to inform others on this

important topic. I like the way the material is presented in this book, with easily understandable,

real-life examples that make it easy to internalize the information.

After reading this book I now know how to set boundaries and respect the boundaries of others. It's

an issue I struggled with daily. This book really helped me understand how my childhood was

affecting my current relationships with others.

Helped me to know where my boundaries are lacking. Many good real life examples. Helpful tasks

to complete to gradually learn how to set boundaries.

Awesome book! Being very detailed in explanation and illustration, she helps the reader understand

why boundaries are so important, where they became an issue and how to establish them.



Trauma and hardship are mentioned but not glorified. I would not give the book to a person younger

than 15, unless they have faced similar difficulties. Excellent descriptions of complicated emotional

subject matter. Truly therapeutic. I will be sending this to a few loved ones.
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