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Despair, Shame, Fantasy, Ritual, Addiction  
 
Roger a married man in his mid forties came in and described his 
battles against feelings of despair and his persistent fantasy about 
starting an affair with a friend. Roger was a powerful mortgage 
broker at an International bank. He described to me a time after a 
team meeting where the CEO berated everybody for their 
performance and demanded even greater results. He felt a cloud of 
heaviness came over him as he headed back to his corner office. 
Once inside he closed the door, leaned against it as if to prevent 
intruders and released a long heavy sigh. 
I asked Roger to describe his thoughts at this time; “17 years I have 
given these people. This is not the way things were supposed to be. I 
thought people would respect me and honour me instead of 
demanding more and more. I want respect, I hate the injustices 
against me, I am trapped!” Then I asked about his reactions to 
feeling disrespected and he revealed his fantasy about a woman who 
he would like to secretly meet. She would honour him, love him and 
delight in him like he deserved. If they were together, then he would 
have what he wanted and feel whole.    
Roger’s despair is a common experience for many people. Roger’s 
reaction was to pursue a fantastical life where he would control how 
he was treated. Each person’s reaction to despair will be unique, 
however psychologists have found there to be a cycle with common 
elements.  
Shame 
The first is feelings of shame, thoughts that I have been deceived, 
cheated and what is wrong with me that I should not be treated 
properly and justly.  
Fantasy 
Now a decision about what to do with this aching need to have things 
different and how to self-sooth the pain or anger is required. Our 
fantasy is world where we control everything, we control what people 
do and say, and we are the center of that world. We imagine a place 
where we have respect, security, love, and power. Everyone knows 



and loves me; I become the superhero of my own movie. I am the 
author, I am the director, and star of the story. I am in control. 
Ritual   
Now I must become the producer of this fantastic world, I want to 
make it real. So I begin to act out this fantasy where I will find what 
is missing. For some of us, the ritual is making dinner or spa 
reservations with friends. Where we can go and be served and cared 
for. The rituals are the things one does to set up the activities which 
will sooth the despair. These rituals bring temporary relief and build 
up anticipation for a better future.  
Addiction 
The actions that follow the ritual often become an addiction. 
Addictions can be activities such as smoking, eating, shopping, work, 
reading, rage, travel, pornography, driving, relationships, and drug or 
alcohol abuse. These are activities that some people engage in to 
create the fantasy which relieves despair. These actions become 
addictions when a person feels compelled to do this even at great 
expense to one’s self and others. Addictions only partially give us 
what we are looking for, and only for a short time. Then we want to 
try it again. For some people these addictions are manageable and 
some are acceptable to our society. 
Sometimes a person’s addictions become unmanageable, harmful and 
expensive to life and relationships. The addictions we pursue will 
gratify for a short time but deep inside we know that we have 
cheated ourselves and we have controlled the actions of others to get 
what we want from them.  
 
Despair returns 
This brings the cycle back to despair, because what we really desire 
is to be loved and respected freely, to be known and accepted 
without judgement in a natural world that wasn’t manipulated. So like 
Roger, we may feel sad again and ashamed or guilty. Often the cycle 
starts again of building a fantasy world. Thinking, maybe this time, 
just maybe, it will be different. 
Is this cycle a part of your experience? Counselling can be an 
effective way to uncover the unique way in which you deal with life’s 
stress or sorrow. Understanding ourselves is the greatest step 
towards becoming equiped with the ability to change behaviour. 
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