


Transform the Painful Reactivity 
that Destroys Marriages & Careers, Drives 
Families & Friends Apart—and even Starts 

Wars—into a Win-Win Relationship with  
Yourself, Others, and Life. 

By Shawn Mahshie, M.A.

The 
Defensiveness  

Dialogue 

A Direct Path to  
UN*Conditional Love 

and Healing Childhood Wounds 
(“It never really was about them”)

Heal Anxiety, Anger, Alienation



• misunderstands or 
misinterprets our actions;  

• accuses us of  actions or 
motives that feel 
completely out of  
character with who we 
are trying to be in the 
world; or  

• uses these perceptions as 
a reason to ostracize, 
retaliate, or 'punish' us in 
ways that feel completely 
unfair to us.

One of  most painful things we humans experience is when 
someone important to us



We can feel instant shock, disappointment, or anger at the idea that 
someone we love or depend on for something sees us this way.   

 
We can descend into intense reactivity. Sometimes a sudden surge of  

rage seems to come out of  nowhere.  

While part of  us collapses into a puddle on the floor, another part 
might attack them back, close our hearts, or feel desperate to 

convince them otherwise. These survival-driven reactions tell our 
bodies that we are in the presence of  an enemy…. and that their 

perceptions or treatment of  us are a grave threat.  

Over time, a sense of   despair, hopelessness, or even depression can 
emerge when important stake holders in our lives don't seem to be 
changing their minds about us, despite our best efforts to convince 

them, withhold love, or to prove them wrong by being “really good.”



A hallmark of  situations like this—which often happen within 
marriage, family, work, or parenting—is the internal (or actual) 
conversation that we know as an intense need to  

• Defend,  
• Explain, or  
• Justify our actions or decisions. 

In short, we feel driven to prove to our “attackers" how wrong 
they are about us.  

The things we want to say in defense of  ourselves and our 
actions--the tenacity with which our brains plot and plan to turn 
around 'the offender's' perceptions of  us, or shame them for 
causing us so much pain--are often hopelessly ineffective strategies 
at best, and serious debilitating mental obsessions at worst.



And yet the good news is that 
the emotional state we 

experience as 
DEFENSIVENESS can be 

flipped into an incredible 
opportunity to heal these 

primal, visceral reactions that 
neither serve us nor resolve our 

painful situation.



It turns out that we can USE these 
situations very productively—and 

often very quickly.   

Now that we understand what do do 
with Defensiveness, it is possible to 
view each painful reaction as a direct 
path to the kind of  unshakable inner 
peace that does not depend on how 

others see us.  

In fact, it turns out that  
Defensiveness is a Goldmine for healing, 

reconnecting, and self-evolution!  

With this new mindset, its presence 
no longer signals a hope-LESS 

downward spiral, but a hope-FULL 
invitation to heal our relationship to 

ourselves and others.



 The Defensiveness Dialogue becomes a kind and 
reliable guide out of  our co-dependent quagmire.  

It serves to help us efficiently and compassionately untangle 
the deeply entangled mindsets that have made happy 

relationships almost impossible; mindsets we acquired at 
pivotal moments along the way; moments when we came 
to believe that our survival really DID depend on others 

affirming that we were “being who we needed to be” 
to earn their love, attention, and care.  

Through the simple awarenesses introduced in this book, 
we come to finally see ourselves, others and respective 

struggles clearly. We move into being the one who is big 
enough and secure enough to re-establish warm 

connections and creative win-win solutions—whether the 
other person changes their minds about us or not!



The radical new strategies and simple steps presented here offer a way to 
UTILIZE the hidden wisdom in the counter-attacks we plot and plan, to 
harvest all the things we so desperately want to say to others in our attempt to 
free ourselves from the suffering and stuckness we believe they are causing.  

Incredible freedom can emerge directly out of  transforming our intense need 
to GET OTHERS to See Us the Way We Want to be Seen.  Over time, 
we will rarely react at all… except with curiosity, compassion, and gratitude, 
shifting almost instantly into letting our reactions to others’ words and actions 
be our own powerful and empowering teachers. 



Bottom Line…. Defensiveness 
can become our spot-on cue 

for a mindset shift.  It can be 
an efficient red flag to bring us 
to see ourselves, the other and 
our respective struggles more 
clearly and compassionately. 
The outcome of  the process 

I’m about to introduce 
restores greater connection 

and happiness. It spawns 
creative, effective solutions to 
getting what we feel we want 
or need—and often does the 
same for others—whether or 
not they have changed their 

minds about us!



My Path to Discovering the Defensiveness Dialogue 

In one of  the most painful compulsions to defend I have ever 
experienced, I came to see that the minute I shift into even a 
glimmer of  trying to convince you of  my innocence, my rightness, or 
your wrongness (in seeing me the way you do), I experience a 
horrible 'kicked in the stomach' feeling.  

The littlest parts of  me feel instantly threatened, helpless, and hopeless: since they 
know they’re not in charge of  how others sees us. And alone, since I have left them 
to go try to change the others’ mind about me. 

I saw that I actually abandon myself  the moment I tell the most 
innocent, trusting parts of  me, “The only way we will be OK is 
when THEY see us the way we want to be seen.”  From that 
mindset—the one that sets about trying to change your mind about me—my pain 
emerges. 

It's feels like my body telling me I have already LOST the battle by 
making it into a no-win quest to get you back in my court—when I 
am the one who LEFT!  And when these futile efforts not only drive 
you further away! 

                                               



–Byron Katie

As one of  my great teachers would say,  

"Defense is the first act of  WAR."



I saw that whenever I shift from into the business 
of  how you see me, PAIN.  And whenever I shift 

back into the business of  how I see myself and 
how I see you, RELIEF. 

Even though NOTHING has changed. You may 
be believing what you believed all along. You 

may have even escalated in your story of  me and 
the consequences you are doling out as a result.  

But the world is a different place because I have 
asked myself  how I want my relationship with 
my dear you and my dear self  to feel.  I have found 

that I can consciously access that feeling without 
requiring you to change one bit!



In one of  the greatest shifts 
of  my life, I also came to see 
(and literally feel the relief  
in) the following revelation:  

The moment I release myself  
from the obsessive belief  that it is 
my job to ‘get you’ to see me or 
behave differently toward me, is 

the moment I have rescued myself  
from a pit of  despair and 

hopeless striving.



The physical sense of  relief  and freedom and restored 
wholeness is instant when I free myself  completely from the 

heavy responsibility of  changing your  mind about me! 
Shawn Mahshie



The Shift of  a Lifetime



If  you  want to experience this shift… it may help to slow 
everything WAY down.  Visualize your “persecutor.”  

Ask yourself: 
• Can I see you as you are and let that be OK for now? 
• Can I really understand that something tells you I am a 

threat to you or those you love, or that you are helping?  
• Can I hold a loving image of  you over there, treating 

me the best you can given what you are believing? 
• Can I even lovingly support you for your efforts to take 

care of  the little one inside you that feels I have the 
potential to hurt you, myself, or someone/something 
that is important to you or your own survival? 

Now I can see you over there in your innocence. It’s no longer 
personal. I can even see the loving motives behind your accusations.



And now come back to YOU.  Be with yourself. Slow everything down 
and clear everyone else off  the playing field.   

See yourself… hurting so much. 
 

Then step into being the Curious, Compassionate Caretaker of  these 
littlest parts of  you. The ones you abandoned years ago when you 

came to believe that your survival depended on how others 
saw you.  

The parts who are still waiting for YOU to stop making them wrong, stop 
seeking other’s approval or permission.  Waiting for you to come back 
home to them, stop making it about pleasing or changing others. Tell 
them they are OK….Get them in a snuggly.  Let them truly feel they 
belong to you; they are no longer victims of  other people’s actions or 

perceptions. That you’ve GOT them.  
NO MATTER WHAT. 

Ask yourself: 



• Can I stop the outer focus even for a moment, and care about how painful 
it is for me to believe that my well-being—and even my worth and my 

emotional safety—are dependent upon your ability to open your heart to 
me and see me the way I want to be seen?  

• Can I care enough about that part of  me that is hurting that I am finally 
free to come home to myself  and seeing that it was never about you to start 

with?  
  

• Can I notice that my closing my own heart to myself  and yo you was the 
actual moment of  separation, not anything you did or said? And that it is 

my sacred privilege to find safety in opening it?  

• Can I enjoy feeling how re-opening my heart from 'over here' restores the 
flood of  love that I was so desperately missing--whether or not you 

change your tune?   

Wow…. It really is not about policing you, or proving to you how right I am and how 
unfair or wrong you are. It really is OK to let this be about my happiness and healing.



When I do this, in most cases, I realize I CAN see you over 
there and it's OK. I can even see the well-meaning motives 

behind your accusations, reactions, retaliations.   

And in that, everything changes.  The minute I release 
myself  from the obsession that I can 'get' you to behave differently 

toward me if  I say or do the 'just right' thing, I have rescued myself  
from a pit of  despair and hopeless striving.  

I feel the relief  in my body almost instantly, like I just 
unplugged the cord that had me plugged in! I can see you 
over there, believing what you are believing, and it’s OK.  

I can even have compassion for you, for how much it must 
hurt to be seeing me as the enemy.



What is it about them seeing us that way that hurts so 
instantly and so much?  When I was recently attacked 

over a text message in front of  my entire family, including 
my daughter, the visceral response could not have been 

more overpowering than if  someone had walked through 
the door with a gun pointed at me. 



What is that? How can another's perception of  us be so 
overwhelmingly powerful?  

How can it create a fight or flight response even when 
nothing is actually happening except a thought in our 

heads?



Well, it turns out it is FEAR of  our own self-criticism that 
we are most afraid of.  Of  the message that “something is 
wrong with us” or “we have done it wrong and now we 

are now doomed (on a survival level) and have only 
ourselves to blame.” 

Because our child-minds came up with a plan—when it 
was not safe to point the finger at others—to turn our 

anger on oursevles!  The wires got crossed, and they came 
to believe that they were saving us by telling us how wrong 

and bad we were. And that if  we just beat ourselves up 
ENOUGH, we would do better, and be loved and safe. 

 



Thanks to that powerful piece of  archaic programming, 
our own cup of  self-criticism is so full, that even another 
drop coming from someone we have “hired” to make us 
feel whole can cause that survival-driven cup of  criticism 

overflow—triggering a cascade of  FEAR.   

And that fear turns into self-protective rage.  

Now it makes sense why the one lying next to us in bed, 
who inadvertently (or on purpose) points our Achilles 

Heal—the VERY thing we suspect is wrong with us or our 
actions—has suddenly become our mortal enemy!  



Oh…. I get it.  That is how it works that NOW, 
when that RAGE, that defense, that all-consuming 

need to change their perceptions happens, we 
know we are in the Presence of  a Great Teacher. A 

revealer of  blind spots. A spot-on savior…. 
showing us the exact way back home to ourselves! 

Can I find (even privately, if  admitting it to others feels too 
scary) that what you are saying about me is true? 

Can I get curious and if  it is true, can I find that I am 
doing the best I can and that thing I did is OK? (i.e., I can 
see it for what it is and learn something from it?)  

And even if  I can’t find it, can I let it be OK that you are 
believing that for now?



Suddenly, it’s safe to take a look. No blame, no 
shame…  Just a little research…. 

Ask Yourself….. 
• Can I find (even privately, if  admitting it to others feels 

too scary) that what you are saying about me is true? 

• Can I get curious and if  it is true, can I find that I am 
doing the best I can and that thing I did is OK? (i.e., I 
can see it for what it is and learn something from it?)  

• And even if  I can’t find it, can I let it be OK that you are 
believing that for now?



Can I use this reflection to detect a blind spot? Or 
even some hidden self-hatred? 

While I stay right with myself  and trust that what showed 
up is the very best I could do in each moment… 

• Can I find where my reaction really comes from being 
the one who has shame around showing up in a way that 
disappoints or repulses or hurts you? (And maybe also 
disappoints and repulses me even more).  

• Can I open myself  to the idea that, in stating it aloud, 
you are simply pushing a BIG RED BUTTON on my 
chest that pulls the trigger of  self-loathing and shame 
that was already shooting a gaping hole in my heart?  



• Can I let it it be that I was relying on others' perceptions 
of  me to fill that hole and soothe my need for safety and 
security and love by reflecting back to me that I am OK?   

• Can I let it be OK that most of  us are programmed to 
use others to prop up the 'perfect' identity that our child-
minds decided long ago was what we needed to project 
to the world—i.e., what we needed to do or who we 
needed to be—to be safe, loved, cared for, good enough?   

• Could it be that is why we so desperately need to restore 
those very perceptions in others' minds—because there is 
a survival-driven belief  that going through these “critical 
stake holders” is the only way to get our needs met?  



Again, the good news is that this crushing, debilitating, 
hopeless entanglement we experience when we believe 

our happiness is intimately tied to other people's 
perception of  us can change in an instant.  It can be like 

cutting the cord that was making us feel we were a victim 
of  the words or behaviors.  



We can use this need to be seen and supported and understood—just 
as we are—as a wake-up call to come home to where we have not 

been seeing and supporting and understanding OURSELVES.   

We are finally seeing them as they are: simply perceiving us out of  their own deep 
programming. And see ourselves as we are: Simply seeing them out of  our own 

deep programming.  

Over time this process helps us shift into a state of  unconditional, 
unshakable inner safety and “Self-Solidarity.”  And that 

state, where our needs are finally being met by the one who knows us 
best, us to feel more truly intimately connected to others, NO 

MATTER WHAT they are believing about us.   

We are finally seeing them as they are, instead of  just using them to 
validate who we feel we need to be.



Rather than feeling separate or dependent, or 
collapsing into a puddle of  shame and insecurity 

without their good opinion of  us, or a wall of   
intense resentment because they are not reflecting to 

us the image we decided we must project… 

The sudden release from needing all that from them 
leaves us feeling connected to ourselves, to this 

‘enemy’ just as they are, and to our innate OKness—
in a NO-MATTER-WHAT kind of  way.   

Thanks to that nasty defensive reaction, we have 
found the thread to our original wound!  We finally become 

self-contained, having found that the real hurt had nothing to do with 
them; they were just kind enough to hold up a mirror to the ways we 

had long ago, erroneously, decided we were NOT ENOUGH.



 From this new place of  unshakeable connection 
to our own very best efforts, we are free to stay 

truly and intimately connected to our 
“persecutor” as well.   

They can no longer take anything from us.  

We are finally seeing them as they are: simply 
perceiving us out of  their own deep 

programming.   

This frees us to shift into being grateful for the 
information and insight into our own wounds—to 

which we would otherwise be blind.  



 Since there is no longer a threat of  their 
disapproval separating us from our worth, we find 

ourselves able to approach what they perceive 
with curiosity and openness.



Defensiveness is an 
absolutely fertile ground for 
spiritual growth, because it 
brings up an underground 

state of  instant rage or 
obsessive striving we did not 

realize existed in us. 



The land mines we step on when defensiveness hits, and 
our inability to know how to see the other as anything but 
the enemy—are often the culprit in driving marriages and 
families apart, or the reason why people leave jobs or get 

fired for their less-than-cooperative behavior. It is a painful 
human condition that separates us from ourselves and all 
that we love, even as we firmly believe that in standing up 
for ourselves, we are providing a happier path, not only for 

those we see holding a negative view of  us.



Can you grasp the grace offered any time you “relapse” into a truly 
heart-breaking need to defend against accusations or abandonment by 
those you love or experience as having power over some aspect of  your 

life?   

We receive the true gift of  this new way out—a way that involves going 
IN and finding it was never about “them” to start with—when we 
begin to view this painful state NOT as isolation or victimhood.   

While the shift can be challenging when the old programing consumes 
us so completely in the moment, we can—over time—re-program 

ourselves that CATCH the defense as it rises up.   We can harness our 
new logic to recognize it as a golden chance to see and heal the specific 

ways we were already living in isolation from ourselves—via our 
entanglement with other’s opinion of  us.  

We can turn around and head down a new can path that returns us to 
unconditional connection to self  and others. and life.



When we “seek the symmetry” in our reaction, by naming our beliefs about 
them, questioning our thinking, we see the consequence of  believing they 

are the ones causing our internal unrest.   

When we look at our deep underlying motives, which are just to feel safe, 
loved, connected, free, playful—like children—we  find their child-like 

innocence (and theirs), our forgiveness, our love for the other, and our trust 
in things unfolding perfectly, just as they are, with life as our genius teacher.



When we capitalize on our need to defend as a red flag, and catch 
ourselves using others to validate who we once believed we needed to 

be—and give ourselves whatever it is we thought we needed from 
them—we are finally FREE.  

And finally happy.   





From Defensiveness to Unconditional 
Love: Three Paths to Peace

In my own journey through crushing defensiveness, I have recently identified three paths 
our of  this excruciatingly painful state. Which one works to shift us to peace depends on 
where we are in our level reactivity, which can vary with each situation:  

1) Once we’ve done this work enough, we can often “LEAP-FROG OVER DA 
FENCE (defense…haha) and LAND IN LOVE”   

2) Other times it takes longer and we need to see for ourselves that changing their 
minds is “NOT OUR JOB.” As we realize that the demoralizing quest to get them to 
see us the way we want to be seen is the real source of  our pain, we get to have the 
relationship we want with them—and with ourselves—from here, right where we 
are, whether or not they change.  The change happens within, and you will feel it. 
There is a palpable letting go of  the hopeless quest, and giving yourself  (and them) 
what feels like love, empowered to give the very thing that feels good to you and 
that you THOUGHT you needed from them. 

3) When the need for others to see or treat us differently is intense and immovable, our 
reactivity can point us directly to a childhood wound. Here we give it more time, 
using the “DEFENSIVENESS DIALOGUE” process to become the one who 
finally learns about, supports, and cares for the internal dialogue from which we 
had been hopelessly seeking external relief  and validation all this time. 



Reach out to me if  you want to know the HOW!  These are simple, do-
able, sustainable steps that have created reconciliations in married/
divorced couples, healed relationships between parents and grown 

children, and address anxiety and depression in major ways.   

Just click the button on the page where you downloaded this, 
book a session, or write to support@shawnmahshie.com.   

There IS a different way. 
Wishing you much love and the ability to  
use defensiveness to come home to yourself. 

Shawn Mahshie

mailto:support@shawnmahshie.com

