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    “You’ve been using the tool between your ears your whole life, but how often have you considered what it is and what it is good for? No user’s manual came with it, but this book helps make up for that shipping mistake. You would not use your dishwasher without cracking the manual. Come on. Time to take a look!”


    —Steven C. Hayes, PhD, Foundation Professor of Psychology at the University of Nevada and author of Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life
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    Introduction


    I’m thinking of a vivid memory from childhood. It is one of those flashbulb moments that the mind occasionally casts into our awareness. It happened at closing time at my family’s truck stop as I was washing glasses behind the bar. (I had an unusual childhood.) That’s when I noticed Chuck, one of our regular customers.


    Chuck was one of my favorites. Straw cowboy hat, goose-­down vest, and a perpetual grin. He was gregarious, witty, good-­natured, and an always-­welcomed fixture at the bar.


    Chuck also seemed troubled in a way that eluded my ten-­year-­old mind. He drank heavily, and despite his affability, people knew little about him. He was never at a loss for good conversation, but he rarely discussed himself. He managed to keep the spotlight on others. Someone once joked that he must have been a spy because he was a man of such mystery.


    In hindsight, he had the bearing of a man who hoped to avoid an encounter with his own regrets, and so he dodged and weaved using humor, camaraderie, and alcohol. Had you asked me at the time, I might have said that he seemed like a happy guy, but he was probably lonely.


    On the evening that I recall, he sat in contrast to his usual manner. He was alone, relaxed, and peaceful. His constant, mischievous grin was replaced by the slightest and most genuine smile. Before him sat a nearly empty glass of beer. It was the last in a chain of empty glasses, and I couldn’t decide whether to disturb him so that I could wash it.


    Many years have passed since that evening, though I’ve never forgotten Chuck. I have, however, graduated from junior barkeep’s assistant to clinical psychologist. Now I wonder what caused Chuck to drink so much and to avoid revealing who he really was. I wonder what was going through his mind and what his mind was telling him about himself and his life.


    I’ll never know what Chuck’s mind was telling him, but I do know what my mind tells me—­and I don’t always like it. And if you’re anything like me, you may wonder how you can control your mind. If it’s like mine, it never shuts up!


    In some ways, a mind is easy to control. I can choose to think about what I want, when I want. Right now, I’m choosing to think about donuts, because I like donuts.


    In other ways, minds are downright willful and insolent. They think their own thoughts, without permission, and usually with impeccably bad timing. Take my last attempt at public speaking. As I stood in front of a crowd, ready to begin my presentation, my mind gave me these thoughts:


    You’re going to forget what to say. You need a haircut. Is your fly open?


    I didn’t want those thoughts. They weren’t helpful. Thanks a lot, mind.


    Sometimes minds go well beyond these jabs at self-­confidence. They can convince us that we are damaged and unlovable, or that we cannot do something within our power, or that the world is more dangerous than it really is. They can saddle us with such powerful anxiety and depression that we believe we cannot do as we wish. Our minds can be that persuasive.


    Naturally we try to control and silence our minds so that we can get on with our lives. I may tell myself, My next speech will be a smashing success, if only I can force my mind to relax and stop thinking. Sometimes it works. Other times our minds overpower us, and we are forced to find a way around our own thoughts.


    Being resourceful creatures, we are usually able to control the mind for brief periods by distracting ourselves. But distraction works only up to a point.


    Let’s say, for example, that I’ll win a million dollars if I can avoid thinking of monkeys. So to keep from thinking of monkeys, I try to distract myself by counting, singing, or skipping rope. It will probably work for a little bit, but deep down I know why I’m engaged in this frantic and pointless activity: to avoid the thought of monkeys. Now I am not merely thinking of monkeys, but imaginary monkeys are making me count, sing, and skip rope. And guess what I’ll think of as soon as I stop? Right—­monkeys! (See for yourself: try not to think of monkeys and watch what happens.)


    We all have “monkeys” that we avoid thinking about. Maybe they are feelings of failure, or fears that we don’t belong, or feelings that we’re too young, too old, too whatever. Even when we successfully control the mind, thoughts and feelings eventually return. Sometimes they return with such a vengeance that we do everything we can to silence them once again. We may eat, drink, or work too much, or we may find other ways to distract ourselves from our own thoughts and feelings. Doing so perpetuates a painful cycle of avoidance that only strengthens our problem in the long run. Our own minds place us in metaphorical quicksand: the harder we struggle, the worse it gets.


    Getting back to Chuck, I sometimes wonder if he was caught in that kind of trap, and whether his peaceful visage after a night of heavy drinking was the look of a person who had found temporary relief from his own mind.


    If so, then the peace he found as he sat before an empty glass surely came at a price steeper than a mere hangover. The mind may be silenced for a bit, but it always returns. Silencing the mind in that manner requires constant, exhausting effort.


    Fortunately, controlling the mind is not the only option. It is possible to peacefully coexist with our own minds, even to appreciate them and to find the humor in our own inner workings. That task is easier when we peek behind the curtain and expose the mind’s motives. When we know what that little bundle of neurons is up to, it’s harder for our thoughts to sneak up on us.


    This book is meant to offer some guidance toward that end. Be forewarned, though. I am no guru. I’m just a former junior barkeep who has helped quite a few people come to terms with their own minds. What I offer here is grounded in the work of brilliant behavioral and evolutionary psychologists who precede me, in particular Steven Hayes and other architects of the branch of psychology known as third-­wave behaviorism. Let’s take a closer look now at what lies ahead.


    What This Book Is About


    This book is about living with our minds when our minds are driving us crazy. It’s about understanding what the mind is doing, why it is doing it, and how we can live our lives anyway. It is about honestly appreciating what our minds give us—­even the thoughts and feelings that we do not want—­and gently taking the reins when our minds are blocking our way.


    In part 1, we’ll look at ways in which the mind speaks to us, and how to gain distance from our own thoughts and feelings so we can respond to them with more insight and freedom.


    In part 2, we’ll discuss how to move forward when the mind wants to protect us from things that we want, but that the mind sees as dangerous.


    In part 3, we’ll deconstruct some of the underlying mechanisms that keep us mired in unproductive behaviors. When we can observe what’s going on behind the scenes, we have the power to make our own choices rather than following the impulses of the mind.


    Finally, in part 4, we’ll discuss the proper care and feeding of a human mind so that we can reduce the power that it holds over us.


    Throughout this book, I refer to the mind as if it were a separate entity. Of course it isn’t separate, but if your mind is like my mind, it can certainly seem that way. The brain (the physical structure that gives us a mind—­we’ll explore the distinction in chapter 2) is built in such a way that most of its functions and drives lie outside our control, just as the bulk of an iceberg lies beneath the water’s surface. But just because most of the brain’s functions and drives lie outside our control, that doesn’t mean that our minds are working against us. To the contrary, their purpose is to keep us safe. I hold two assumptions that will serve as a foundation as we explore the mind’s pursuit of safety.


    First, different parts of the brain can act on different contingencies. That means that even when we realize we shouldn’t eat an entire box of cookies, some part of our mind believes it would be useful to do so.


    Second, the unwanted thoughts, feelings, memories, and compulsions of our mind exist for a reason, even when we face something as trivial as a cookie. A well-­functioning mind knows that salt, sugar, and fat are rare commodities—­or at least they were rare in the primitive environment. That’s where our brains grew up, and the circuitry that we developed to survive in a younger and more challenging world continues to drive us to this day. Better eat that cookie while you can, says a well-­oiled, survival-­driven mind, the opportunity may not come again! Because they constantly “worry” about our survival, I call our minds “worry machines.” But they are worry machines with a very important purpose: they are here to help us—­whether we like it or not.


    They can be annoying, to be sure. They can mislead us and can even cause pain, but their quirky behavior, to borrow from computer programming parlance, is almost always a feature of the software, not a bug in the program. However abnormal your mind may seem to you, it is probably functioning as it should. But I don’t want you to take my word for it. Instead, check my words against your own experience.


    Throughout this book, I invite you to do exercises and experiments designed to illuminate your mind’s surreptitious attempts to continually direct your behavior in ways both subtle and gross. When we can see what the mind is up to, we can then gain the freedom to respond according to our higher values rather than allowing subconscious processes to direct us. Instead of letting our minds drive us crazy, we can learn to harness, and even appreciate, the mind’s naturally protective tendencies.


    So this is the question before us now: can we win the battle against our own minds? Let’s peek behind the curtain of these wondrous worry machines and see what we can see.

  


  
    Part 1


    The Worry Machine


    If I were your mind, I would be worried sick about you. Not because you are reckless, but because the world is a dangerous place. It always has been.


    If I were your mind, I would carry the experience of a thousand generations who have come and gone. They learned many hard lessons about survival. I would use that wisdom to push you toward safety, even though you might not understand my motives.


    If I were your mind, I would be at your side every moment of your life, taking copious, indelible notes each time your body or soul was injured. I wouldn’t let you forget about those things.


    If I were your mind, I would do everything in my power to protect you. I would insist that you heed my warnings.


    But if I were you, I wouldn’t always listen to my mind.


    Chapter 1


    Protection at a Price


    It can’t be normal for my mind to think this much.


    I hear that sentiment with surprising frequency. Minds almost always have something to say, and it often seems unhelpful. Minds give us self-­doubt when we try to excel; they bury us in history when we want to focus on the future; they bombard us with distraction when we try to concentrate.


    Are these minds of ours trying to bring us down?


    The natural tendency is to fight the mind by arguing against our thoughts and feelings, or by finding ways to avoid them. Sometimes we win the battle; sometimes the battle creates precisely the situation we hope to avert.


    That brings us to likeable Luke, a man caught in an ongoing, self-­defeating battle against his own mind. He may need a new strategy.


    Luke’s Struggle


    Luke has an idea. He wants to revolutionize the delivery of industrial lubrication to machine bearings. He has always had an aptitude for solving complex problems, and this is where we begin the story of Luke’s suffering.


    Luke has a tendency to feel inferior to others. He has long felt overshadowed by his younger sister, who already has an Ivy League education, two wonderful children, and a successful bakery. Luke admires her life, in the manner of someone who desires a thing but could never possess it.


    He also feels inferior to his gregarious, all-­American big brother. By high school, his brother was dating the most popular girls, playing the most prestigious positions in sports, and even schmoozing a few extra points from teachers who succumbed to his charm. His brother is now an attorney with a six-­figure income, and Luke sometimes marvels at the tales of his glamorous lifestyle. Dinners with senators and exotic vacations seem worlds apart from Luke’s unassuming lifestyle.


    Luke’s self-­doubt began early in life. While exceptionally bright, he performed poorly in school. The classes bored him. He struggled to stay invested in classes that he could easily have mastered, while his attention wandered to more interesting endeavors. Unbeknownst to his teachers, he spent his extracurricular hours exercising his impressive aptitude for mechanics and electronics.


    Somehow the adults in his life never noticed his precocious intellect. They weren’t present when he built a functioning rocket from scratch, or when he helped a friend create a fancy, multilevel hamster cage out of old bits of wood and glass. Luke never thought of his projects as extraordinary; they simply made him happy and delighted his friends. Nevertheless, with his mediocre grades, Luke learned to question his abilities. “You’re simply not cutting it,” a teacher once told him. Luke began to believe that the statement encapsulated his existence.


    While Luke was beginning to question his worth, his siblings enjoyed a different existence. Luke watched their academic successes accumulate, while he seemed to slip farther behind. As we all do from time to time, Luke silently compared himself and judged himself to be lacking.


    He started to find reasons for what he was beginning to perceive as failure. He experienced the thought that he was unintelligent, or that he simply would never fit in. That idea felt frightening to Luke. He loved having friends and didn’t like the idea of losing them.


    As Luke approached adulthood, he began to enter social situations with the fear of isolation foremost in his mind. He scrutinized himself in social settings, and he found plenty of things he didn’t like about himself—­a trap that easily ensnares us. Luke began to think of himself as an outcast.


    That fear of social isolation led him to behave awkwardly, and others responded to his hesitance with their own discomfort. Luke’s mind began to interpret their behavior as rejection. Just as his siblings’ academic successes built upon earlier successes, Luke’s fear of social isolation was taking on a life of its own.


    That’s the problem with owning a human mind. In its effort to solve problems, it sometimes creates the very thing that we fear. That’s what happened to bright, capable, likeable Luke.


    Judging himself to be inferior despite evidence to the contrary may seem irrational, but there is a certain logic to it. If other people, or bad luck, or angry gods had caused his problem, then the problem would be beyond his control. He would never be able to fix it. But if the problem was within himself, then he might be able to eliminate it if he tried hard enough. So says the typical human mind.


    To this day, Luke’s mind is trying to solve a problem that never really existed. He was once perfectly at ease with other people; now he can barely hold a conversation without his mind, like an overpowering voice from within, urging him not to bungle the interaction and drive others away. His own mind has become a social impediment.


    Which brings us back to the topic of industrial lubrication. Luke learned the value of it while repairing automatic pinsetter machines at the local bowling alley, a job that he earned at a young age thanks to his mechanical ingenuity and his shy but personable nature. While repairing the complex machinery, he noticed the challenge of delivering grease to concealed bearings and other moving parts. A simpler delivery system would lower maintenance costs, and he has devised an ingenious solution to the problem.


    As intriguing as his solution might be, industrial lubrication makes for awkward conversation on a first date. That’s what happened when he invited Chelsea to dinner. It was almost as if his mind were sitting in the chair next to him, trying to make him nervous. Don’t screw this up… . She’s out of your league… . Remember all those other dates you’ve botched? You’re just not cutting it.


    Luke’s self-­doubt was so insistent that he could barely think beyond it. He truly valued intimacy, and he wanted to be in a loving relationship. In a desperate attempt to find something—­anything—­to entertain her, Luke noticed himself prattling on about the cost-­benefit ratio of differing lubrication methods. This did not enthrall her. The date ended politely but without hope for a second chance.


    Chelsea never had the opportunity to discover Luke’s true nature. His anxiety had interfered once again. He decided that he would have to work harder to control his mind next time. Perhaps you have experienced a thought like that. I certainly have.


    But maybe “working harder” is precisely the problem. Our minds sometimes toss us into emotional quicksand. The more we struggle against them, the worse the problem becomes. The good news is that there is hope for Luke and anyone else who possesses a self-­defeating mind.


    My Mind, My Bodyguard


    Have you ever wondered why humans are more intelligent than we need to be? Basic survival requires only enough food, shelter, and physical intimacy to launch the next generation, yet our minds give us so much more. We don’t need movies, trips to the moon, or chocolate-­covered peanuts. We like these things, but we don’t need them. So why are we so intelligent?


    The answer lies in the survival value of having a big brain. Our minds are tireless worry machines. They do a fabulous job of protecting us. The downside is that they never stop looking for problems, and they can’t be turned off.


    Possessing a human mind is a two-­edged sword. With their overbearing nature and never-­ending stream of thoughts, feelings, and impulses, these worry machines frequently help us achieve precisely the opposite of what we desire.


    In a sense, we are all like Luke. Our minds seem to possess us with their worry, their calls to action, and their frequently self-­defeating motivations. Luke wanted acceptance and companionship; his mind helped him achieve the opposite. Sometimes the mind acts like a magnet with its poles reversed. It attracts what we hope to avoid and repels that which we desire. The nerve!


    Despite the frustration that minds can cause, this book begins with the single notion that there is nothing wrong with a mind like Luke’s. I believe his mind was doing exactly what it was supposed to do from a standpoint of safety and survival, and I’ll bet yours behaves similarly on occasion.


    Sometimes it seems as if we are at cross-­purposes with our own minds. That certainly seems true for Luke. He had clear goals and values. He wanted to find someone special with whom he could be a loving partner. His mind, on the other hand, was more interested in protecting him from the very real risk of rejection. Luke’s goal was romance. His mind’s goal was survival.


    Throughout this book, I’m going to suggest that your mind is almost always looking out for you, even when it seems to be working against you. You might think of the mind as an overbearing, overprotective sibling. It’s the big brother who is forever monitoring and meddling, but it means well.


    Admittedly, that’s an odd way to look at things. Sometimes it seems to make more sense to believe that there’s something broken about our minds. Why else would we overeat, get depressed, worry about the future, ruminate on anger, and avoid exercise? Why else would our minds let us down precisely when we need them the most, as Luke’s did? If our minds are really trying to protect us, shouldn’t it be easy to do what we want, get what we want, and be who we want to be?


    From the mind’s point of view, the answer must sometimes be no. The mind must follow certain rules, like putting our safety and survival above all else, avoiding pain, and making sure that our needs are met for the moment.


    Where I come from—­a culture of hardy Midwesterners who survived the Great Depression and the Great Dust Bowl—­the conventional wisdom is to argue against the mind. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Pull yourself up by your bootstraps and soldier on.


    There’s a good bit of wisdom in that. An impressive array of psychological techniques has been developed to help us argue our minds into submission when they’re denying our wishes or supplying too much pain. But arguing with the mind may not always be the most useful choice. Sometimes, accepting the mind—­even appreciating it—­is more practical.


    The Argument Trap


    The mind often gives us things that we don’t want—­thoughts, feelings, memories, anxieties, moods, and even physical sensations like a pounding heart or sweaty armpits. Sometimes it happens out of the blue; other times the mind throws a fit because we have dragged it into a situation it hoped to avoid (like a first date where rejection is a real possibility). When the mind begins to beat up on us, we have a choice: accept what it is giving us or try to change it. We will be talking much more about the acceptance option. For now, let’s look at what frequently happens when we argue with our minds.


    Consider one of the most common fears among humans: public speaking. Other animals don’t possess this fear simply because they don’t make speeches. However, if animals did make speeches, it’s a safe bet that the ones who gave speeches would experience a similar fear—­if they were concerned with the opinions of others.


    Fear of public speaking typically follows from the fear of being scrutinized by others. As pack animals, humans are wired to understand that public scrutiny can exact a cost, such as being ostracized by the group. Social acceptance matters to us because we are ill equipped to survive without others.


    Dogs, also being pack animals, would probably suffer public-­speaking anxiety because placing themselves in the spotlight might affect their standing in the pack. A poorly executed presentation on begging for table scraps could lead the other dogs to question the speaker’s competence. That could snowball into ostracism, or at least seriously diminished social opportunities such as mating.


    (Cats, being more solitary, could probably deliver a speech with the confidence that arises from a complete disregard for social acceptance.)


    Here in the human community, the mind’s protestations come in the form of anxiety and fear, which often manifest physically: sweaty palms, racing heart, upset stomach. This is the mind urging us to run and hide.


    We have options when the mind urges us to avoid a situation:


    
      	Do as it says and retreat from the situation. This offers short-­term relief but often comes with the long-­term cost of shame and regret.


      	Eliminate discomfort by arguing with our minds so that we no longer encounter unwanted thoughts or emotions.


      	Embrace the discomfort that the mind is providing and move forward anyway. This comes with the possibility of strong short-­term discomfort, and higher rewards in the long run. Sometimes—­not always—­the discomfort disappears in the process.

    


    As you may have already guessed, this book focuses on the third option: accept what the mind gives us and move forward anyway. That can be an unattractive prospect at first glance, and you may be experiencing a reaction from within: Embrace what?! My mind is out of control, and I’m not about to embrace it! Before you commit to either embracing or eliminating thoughts and feelings, let’s examine what happens when we argue with our minds.


    Sometimes arguing works, particularly if we follow the formula for identifying and outmaneuvering what some psychologists call irrational thoughts—­these are thoughts that are compelling and seem true but don’t jibe with evidence from the real world.


    For example, the irrational thought that usually exists behind the fear of public speaking is an overestimation of the negative consequences that might follow a poorly delivered speech (Nelson et al. 2010). I might mistakenly believe that a bad speech could destroy my career or my friendships, or that I will lose control on stage and hopelessly embarrass myself.


    The irrational thoughts that drive us are rarely visible to the naked eye. Instead, they tend to manifest as a vague sense of dread or anxiety. Before giving a speech, I may be quite aware of my sweaty palms or other physical manifestations of anxiety, but mostly unaware of what’s happening beneath the surface: I am probably overestimating negative outcomes.


    Challenging and disputing the irrational thought involves putting words to that vague sense of dread. I’m afraid I’ll lose my job if I give a bad speech; I’m afraid I’ll freak out and embarrass myself. Once it’s out in the open, we can argue with it. In all probability, most people will not lose their career, destroy friendships, freak out, or go bankrupt after giving a bad speech.


    This approach sometimes helps (Block and Wulfert 2000). Sometimes, the guiding light of rational thought gives us the strength to follow our values and do as we wish (give a speech), rather than doing what our minds demand of us (Run away! Hide!).


    Psychology textbooks are brimming with examples of irrational thinking. Consider these, any one of which could be triggered by the stress of public speaking (adapted from Dryden and Ellis 2001):


    All-­or-­none thinking: If I fail at this speech, which I must not do, it will mean that I am unworthy of love or respect.


    Catastrophizing: If they see me fail, they will view me as incompetent and I will be fired.


    Focusing on the negative: Because it is unacceptable for things to go wrong, and things often go wrong, my life is no good.


    Disqualifying the positive: When they compliment my speech, they are only being kind and forgetting all the stupid things I do.


    Minimization: If the speech goes well, it’s due to luck. If it goes poorly, it’s because I’m completely incompetent.


    Personalization: If they laugh, it must be because I’m doing so poorly.


    Once they are identified and put into words, these irrational thoughts can sometimes be shot down with challenges to their logic. Where is the ­evidence that I am unworthy of love? How do I know that they think I’m incompetent? Who says that they’re laughing at me?


    If all goes well, the mind backs down as we come to realize that our thoughts don’t match reality. It works best when the mind is already relatively calm. But minds are not always so well behaved. An anxious mind does not calmly defer to logic.


    An anxious mind doesn’t understand that poorly executed speeches are rarely disastrous. Fires are disastrous. Floods are terrible. Airplane crashes are killers. Disapproving jeers from a hostile audience, on the other hand, rarely end in bloodshed or exile. But the mind sees something different. The experience of a thousand generations who preceded us have shaped our brains to be reactive to certain threats. High on the list are things like abandonment. What could be worse for a human than to be left defenseless and alone?


    As we will discuss in the next chapter, we are wired for a simpler and more hostile world where small problems had big consequences. For the most part, humans no longer need to worry about starving, freezing, or being eaten by predators, but our minds, which grew up facing life and death decisions on the savanna, may not have received the memo.


    From the mind’s point of view, there is no “irrational” fear of social judgment. We may think it’s outdated and misapplied at times, but it is hardly unreasonable for a mind to fear being judged harshly and possibly ostracized. Fears like that one seem to be wired into us (Hoffman and Moscovitch 2002). That’s why arguing doesn’t always work. What can we do if we cannot suppress such thoughts and feelings?


    The Paradox of Thought Suppression


    Sometimes arguing simply makes things worse, which causes us to struggle harder against the mind—­which in turn makes things worse still, and so on. The public speaker who scolds himself to calm down may notice that his anxiety only increases, and so he tries even harder to calm himself. Before he knows it, and without his full awareness, he can be drawn into a futile struggle against his own thoughts and feelings.


    When our attempts to control the mind fail, we can find ourselves in the risky pursuit of trying to suppress our own thoughts or emotions. Ironically, the attempt to suppress thoughts and feelings can lead to an increase in those thoughts, along with an increase in the problems that they cause (Wegner et al. 1987; Lavy and van den Hout 1990; Rassin 2005).


    For example, a person who tries to avoid thoughts of food in the interest of dieting will probably notice an increase in food-­related thoughts, along with an increase in overeating (Barnes and Tantleff-­Dunn 2010). This is what makes suppression of thoughts and feelings so risky. There can be harmful consequences. Reasoning with the mind is fine when we can persuade it to come along willingly, but suppressing anxiety, depression, or unpleasant thoughts is like telling yourself to not think of a monkey. You may recall how miserably I failed at that task in the introduction.


    Anxiety is a good example of the way in which things can backfire when we argue with the mind. Imagine that you’re strapped to a machine designed to detect the faintest signs of worry. Now suppose you’re told that if you worry, even a little bit, you will receive an electric shock. Your task is simple: don’t worry. As you see yourself being strapped into the machine, don’t worry. As the electrodes are clamped to your head, don’t worry. As you wonder how painful the shock will be, don’t worry.


    This is how anxiety can spin out of control. Each time you worry and receive a shock, you will become more motivated to avoid worry. Eventually, the mere thought of anxiety will provoke anxiety. It’s quite a conundrum (adapted from Hayes, Strosahl, and Wilson 1999).


    There are real consequences to thought suppression. It has been implicated in anxiety problems like obsessive-­compulsive disorder (Purdon, Rowa, and Antony 2005). The experience of an anxiety disorder can be every bit as painful as electric shock. As people become increasingly motivated to avoid anxiety, the anxiety tends to worsen. Ironically, attempting to avoid anxiety becomes increasingly anxiety provoking. We simply cannot avoid a thought or feeling that we’re focused on avoiding—­especially when the mind is worried about survival.


    The different forms of anxiety are just a few examples of the fallout that can come from the mind trying to do its job. Throughout the book, we’ll be discussing problems of the human spirit, ranging from anxiety to depression to compulsive behaviors like substance abuse. All of them have something in common: a mind carrying out its duties, or at the very least operating on lessons handed down through thousands of generations of expert survivors.


    For now, let’s get back to the question of arguing with the mind. When is it the right thing to do? I believe the answer is fairly straightforward. If arguing with the mind works, then do it. If it makes the situation worse, then stop. (Don’t worry, we will discuss what to do instead.)


    Had Luke tried reasoning with his mind by identifying his root fear and debunking it, he would have known in fairly short order whether or not arguing would be effective against that fear.


    If it were working, he might have felt a small boost in confidence or fewer physical manifestations of anxiety (sweaty palms and the like). At the very least, he might have felt the confidence that comes from knowing he could overcome whatever self-­defeating thought his mind gave him. She’s out of your league, it might say, to which he would answer, I’m a good guy and I would treat her right. If that does the trick, then problem solved.


    If, on the other hand, Luke’s mind truly believes that she is out of his league, and that rejection is intolerable, then it will do everything in its power to help him avoid it.


    Cue the anxiety and the vague sense of dread. She’s out of your league, says his mind. Stop it, stop it, stop it, he answers. Now Luke is no longer trying to reason with his mind, he is in a battle for control.


    That is a battle he is unlikely to win. In short order, he will notice his anxiety rising and his mind running away with him. That’s a good indication that arguing with the mind isn’t working.


    Like most of us, Luke probably has little experience with a different option: thanking the mind for trying to help, and moving forward without struggling to control thoughts and feelings. Why struggle against something that’s guarding your best interests?


    Accepting the mind is sometimes the most useful strategy. When the mind believes that safety or survival is at stake, it won’t be outmaneuvered. But that doesn’t mean we need to suffer. In a tug-­of-­war against an immovable force, it makes sense to drop the rope. We’ll be discussing how to do that.


    Before we move on, let’s begin studying how your particular mind functions.


    Exercise: How Does Your Mind Speak to You?


    This exercise has to do with simply understanding how your mind speaks to you, particularly in times of discomfort. You can begin this exercise in a quiet place, and then practice in the real world, in real time, as you become more skilled. If you wish to proceed, I’ll simply be asking you to recall an unpleasant situation of your choosing.


    To begin, imagine yourself in a situation like Luke’s in which your mind may have been protesting. Choose a time when you felt mildly nervous or concerned in a social situation. Please do not pick a time when you were truly in danger.


    As you recall yourself in that uncomfortable situation, visualize the surroundings and the people. Recall the interactions and the events. Who’s there? What are they saying? How are you responding? Create as vivid a picture for yourself as possible, including sights, sounds, and smells.


    As the situation plays out in your mind, take an inventory of your physical, emotional, and mental states.


    What do you feel in your body as the tension rises? Are your muscles clenching? Is your heart pounding? Is your posture changing?


    What emotions do you feel? Fear? Anger? The desire to run or fight? Do you feel frozen?


    Finally, what thoughts do you notice? What would your mind write it if could pin a note to your lapel? Here’s an example:


    Dear You,


    I’m worried that we look silly, and I wish we could magically disappear from this situation.


    Sincerely,


    Your Mind


    Take a few moments to put words to these feelings, sensations, and thoughts. Describe them to yourself, and try to be precise. For example, I’m noticing a tight sensation in my chest, the feeling that I should run away, and the thought that I must look silly. Be descriptive, and feel free to write your observations on a piece of paper or in a journal. The more ways we can put words to the mind’s activities, the better.


    Don’t linger too long on this exercise. A few minutes should suffice. When you’re done, take a few deep breaths, take an inventory of your current surroundings, and remind yourself that you are safe. This is an important part of the exercise, because some part of your mind may still be lingering on the unpleasant situation you imagined.


    * * *


    With practice, you should be able to do this kind of noticing in the real world as situations are unfolding. You may begin to notice that labeling the mind’s activities somehow diminishes their power. As these thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations show up in your day-­to-­day life, you may be increasingly able to label them as simply a message from the mind rather than a problem that must be fixed.


    As Luke can attest, the mind can intervene at the worst times, and in the worst ways. I have suggested that it is normal for a mind to do so, and that battling against the mind may actually make the problem worse. You might be wondering how it’s possible for a troubled mind to be normal, especially when it causes pain or clearly interferes with our goals. In the next chapter, we’ll explore why the mind does what it does, and how experiences like depression and anxiety may actually be designed to help us.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    A Day in the Life of a Mind


    Sometimes all we want is a moment’s peace, but our minds are whizzing along at five hundred thoughts per hour, chattering, repeating themselves, and inventing new worries.


    Nothing could be more normal. Eastern philosophies have long recognized the uncontrollable and ever-­chattering mind, as have Western thinkers like Descartes, who noticed that the mind seems like a separate entity that exists for the purpose of thinking.


    Psychologists have been contemplating the ubiquity of the chattering mind as far back as the 1800s, when William James (1892) wrote about streams of consciousness and constantly changing states of mind.


    Our minds simply never stop churning away. Having read that, if your mind is like my mind, it might be saying something like this: Sure, everyone thinks a lot, but not like me. My brain is out of control. I am definitely abnormal. If so, thank your mind for its concern about your normalcy. Then let’s move on, beginning with a brief detour into the biology behind that endless chattering. Sometimes it helps to know why it is normal to feel abnormal.


    What Is the Mind?


    Wouldn’t it be nice to simply walk away from the mind’s chatter? To leave it standing there, in midsentence, aghast at your insolence? Sometimes it feels as if our minds are separate entities following us around and whispering endless commentary in our ears.


    A separate entity, distinct from us in its vantage point, its concerns, and its motives—­that’s not a bad way to think about the mind. In order to understand the nature of the mind, and why it can feel separate from us, it helps to know a bit about how the brain works.


    Let’s start with the experience of talking to ourselves. Sometimes we choose the topic, sometimes the topic chooses us. Either way, owning a human mind means tolerating a lot of chatter.


    As researcher Chris Fields noted (2002), most of us talk to ourselves, silently, most of the time. Where does this voice come from? Why do we use it so much, and why can’t we easily silence it? The answer may lie in the modular construction of the brain. Different systems do different jobs, and many of them operate with some autonomy (like the collection of systems that allow us to talk to ourselves) or with full autonomy (such as the systems that regulate heartbeat and digestion).


    Fields suggests that the voice you “hear” when you talk to yourself emanates from the same auditory system of the brain that allows us to hear the outside world, except that the impulses are generated from the higher centers of the brain rather than from our ears. It’s a self-­contained form of hearing that involves no real sound.


    The same appears to hold true for visual imagination. Closing our eyes and visualizing a scene activates the same visual systems we use to see the outside world (Kosslyn et al. 1995). Sometimes the mind decides to provide us with visual images without our consent. It happens in dreams, flashbacks, and any time the scent of baking apples conjures the image of a pie.


    The point is, our brains are made up of specialized systems that process and exchange information. We are aware of some of our brain’s activity, while other functions lie beneath our awareness. We might think of these as “conscious” and “subconscious” activities.


    It appears that some of the brain’s systems know things that we do not consciously recognize. For example, there is a certain type of visual impairment called “cortical blindness” that illustrates the type of events bustling beneath the veneer of consciousness. When I was training to become a psychologist, I heard the story of a man who suffered complete blindness after a serious blow to the head. Despite his utter lack of vision, he was strangely able to navigate hallways and deftly avoid collisions. When asked how he did this, he replied, “I don’t know.”


    The explanation is that, while his eyes were fine, the visual cortex on the surface of his brain was damaged. But much deeper in his brain, a way station for visual information (the superior colliculus, in case you care) was functioning just fine, passing visual information from his eyes to other areas of the brain that allowed him to dodge and weave.


    The modular brain is a busy place. It gives us images without seeing and sounds without hearing. It sorts stunning amounts of information so that we can attend to our environment. It even chews on problems while we attend to other things. Anyone who has experienced an epiphany or spontaneously recalled a lost bit of information knows the beauty of a mind solving problems on autopilot. Much of the mental activity we associate with being human is the product of such activity. Churning away beneath our conscious awareness are physical structures and computational systems that give us abstract experiences like empathy (Hooker et al. 2010) and intuition (Lieberman 2000).


    It is difficult to point to a dividing line between our conscious and subconscious minds. To find that line, we might follow the biological explanations offered by researchers who have identified structures that create a sense of self (Lou et al. 2010), along with systems that give us the ability to monitor our own behavior (Kircher and Leube 2003). According to this line of research, certain parts of the brain function specifically to create self-­awareness.


    Why does any of this matter? The remainder of this book will require us to have a clear definition of the mind—­or at least a definition as clear as our understanding of the brain will allow. This thing that chatters at us constantly is not an aberration, nor is it broken. It is a stunning array of systems designed to guide our behavior. It cannot always speak to us in words, but it does find a way to communicate. Experiences like empathy and intuition, for example, may show up as feelings or urges from deep within. As with cortical blindness, sometimes the mind uses such feelings and impulses to control our behavior without our conscious awareness.


    Those are just a couple of examples. The mind also speaks to us through unpleasant experiences like anxiety and depression, which we will discuss later in this chapter.


    So what is the mind? To echo the sentiments of Steven Pinker (2007), the mind is what the brain does. And it never stops doing it. That endless chatter you hear? Think of it as the hum of a finely tuned engine.


    Why the Mind Worries


    Stop and smell the roses, goes the old bromide. Trite as it is, we sometimes need that advice. However, it’s no surprise that we need no reminders to stop and look for danger. Our minds are wired for it.


    These minds of ours are the results of thousands of generations’ worth of good decisions. Any human who successfully navigated the early environment long enough to pass on his or her genes also passed on the tendency to make the decisions that helped that person survive. Their decisions helped shape the circuitry that we carry to this day.


    In a very real sense, our minds—­the combined systems that churn away beneath our conscious awareness—­are primitive minds built for a primitive environment. Timid and reactive, they are always looking for the safe bet.


    Our ancestors faced serious environmental dangers. Imagine hiking on the savanna, searching for lunch, when you hear the rustling of leaves nearby. It might simply be the wind or a bird taking flight, or some other innocuous thing that can safely be ignored. But the safe bet—­the bet that gives the greatest chance of survival—­is that the rustling leaves indicate the presence of something dangerous.


    We still carry that mental wiring. Whether the stimulus is the rustling of leaves on an ancient savanna or any other unexpected noise that startles us, the mind reacts in the same way. It will take the safe bet and assume the presence of something dangerous, jolting us into a state of hyperawareness. We startle, freeze, and look for signs of threat as our minds cause the release of adrenaline. Our vision and hearing sharpen, while our bodies prepare for quick action. Our minds search for signs of danger—­signs that we understand on a primitive and visceral level. Even infants, for example, have the ability to distinguish predatory pursuit from other forms of movement in the environment, and humans possess a finely tuned, natural ability to read the intent of predatory animals (Barrett 2005).


    This is a big response to a little noise, but the mind is nothing if not pragmatic. If the rustling turns out to be a bird, or a benign stack of papers moved about by a draft, then nothing is lost by responding as if there had been a serious threat. On the other hand, reacting with calmness and relaxed defenses is the sucker’s bet: nothing to gain and everything to lose if there is danger lurking.


    Environmental threats are only part of what the mind worries about. The more complicated threats lie within our own species, where we must navigate conflicts over status, resources, and mates. All of these had a direct impact on survival and procreation in the ancestral environment.


    For our ancestors, there may have been no more complex or ever-­present threat than dealing with other people. Pity the poor forager who didn’t understand or couldn’t respond when his clansmen tested his mettle by poking fun at him. He was destined for the lower rungs of the social ladder, at best. At worst, he might become an outcast with a very bleak future.


    Just as our minds have adapted to a dangerous physical environment, they have also adapted to the complexities and dangers of living among humans. We inherently understand how to compare ourselves to others, guard scarce resources, detect deceit and guile, and avoid social situations that hold the potential for violence (Duntley 2005).


    These are just a few examples of a mind that is built for survival. We can thank our ancestors for that—­the ones who survived long enough to procreate, anyway. We have inherited minds with a certain outlook on life. We can call it useful paranoia, the ongoing output of a mind wired to survive in a complex world.


    How the Mind Speaks


    The way in which the mind speaks about this complex world with its many complex dangers is both subtle and obvious. Sometimes its messages are clear as a bell; other times the mind influences our behavior more obliquely, like a subtle breeze affecting the trajectory of an airplane. Suddenly, you wonder how you got so far off course.


    As a young child, I learned about the mind’s more aggressive and obvious messages when I encountered an unleashed German shepherd lounging on the grass of a neighbor’s house. Being an animal lover, I walked toward him, smiling broadly, and shouted, “Hi, Doggy!”


    My hope was to befriend him for life, but he must have perceived a threat from this goofy, bespectacled kid. In an instant, he was chasing me across the street, biting at my legs. Minds tend to remember events that have a great deal of emotion attached to them. For the remainder of my childhood, I avoided unleashed dogs, because I had learned how dangerous they can be.


    Minds do not let go of lessons like that. To this day, the sight of any large dog causes my mind to give me vivid flashbulb memories of that event. It doesn’t seem to realize that the event took place more than thirty-­five years ago. Despite countless positive interactions with dogs since, my mind still gives me the same old message on occasion: Stay away! Those teeth are sharp! The truth is, sometimes dogs are dangerous, sometimes they aren’t. Many factors are involved. But my mind isn’t interested in shades of gray. It’s taking the safe bet.


    The mind can also communicate indirectly. Consider intuition, for example. Its purpose seems to be to help us accurately read the environment and other people, in order to avoid problems. Perhaps you have experienced something like a gut feeling that the driver in the next lane is about to suddenly veer into your lane. Far from being mystical or magical, intuition may very well be a function of the modular brain engaged in behind-­the-­scenes problem solving.


    Intuition has been tied to implicit learning, the process of learning complex information without effort or awareness (Lieberman 2000). Researcher Carol Augart Seger (1994) pointed to specific areas of the brain associated with implicit learning, as well as some specific forms of this type of information processing. The mind seems to be particularly adept at learning and responding to patterns of which we are consciously unaware, meaning that even when we aren’t paying attention to the subtleties of our environment, our minds are (Mathews et al. 2000). That may explain the “gut feeling” that another driver is about to swerve into your lane. The mind is probably picking up on subtle cues such as a slight change in speed, a small movement of the other driver’s head, or a barely perceptible drift from the other car. Knowledge like that comes about only from experience, and the “feeling” that we experience is the mind’s subtle, nonverbal communication.


    Sometimes the best response to intuition is to allow the mind to respond for us, as when we automatically veer out of the other driver’s way. When the situation is less pressing, it helps to put words to the intuitive experience: I’m feeling hesitant about this situation. Why might that be? Often, simply recognizing and verbalizing our internal experiences is enough to add clarity.


    Implicit learning and subtle messages are standard fare in the daily life of a mind. Of course, sometimes the mind needs to take a more hands-­on approach. When the mind fears for our safety, it grabs our attention much more aggressively.


    Anxiety and Depression: Ancient Tools for Modern Times


    Sometimes a gentle, intuitive tap on the shoulder simply isn’t strong enough, and so the mind grabs us by both lapels and gives us a good, painful shake. But you can bet that even when our minds are beating up on us, they’re doing so for a reason. Their methods have served our species well. Up to a point.


    Useful Anxiety


    Anxiety is one of the mind’s blunt instruments. Imagine for a moment that you were doing the job of another person’s mind and you needed to get their attention. Maybe you want them to avoid dogs because dogs have been dangerous in the past, or maybe you want them to avoid giving a speech so that others won’t judge them harshly. These are the kinds of things minds worry about. They want us to avoid things that seem dangerous.


    Here’s the hitch: you cannot simply warn them with words. E-mail messages and singing telegrams are not allowed. But you do have access to emotional and physical states. As the person approaches a dog or a stage, you can give them the feeling of fear in order to encourage retreat. You can give them thoughts of tragedy. You can give them heart palpitations, shortness of breath, and stomach cramps. You can immobilize them with debilitating panic.


    Just as importantly, you can reward the person by removing these punishing experiences when they comply. You carry the big stick of anxiety. You can hit them with it when they approach the things you want them to avoid, and you can stop hitting them when they conform to your wishes. Simple and effective!


    Not everything is a life-­and-­death matter to be avoided at all costs, and the mind seems to understand this. Anxiety serves a purpose other than simple avoidance. At reasonable levels—­not too much and not too little—­it can actually improve performance (Yerkes and Dodson 1908).


    Perhaps one of the best places to assess the effects of anxiety on performance is in a statistics class. Most people enter their statistics class with some trepidation, and so Jared Keeley and his research team (2008) decided to investigate the effect of anxiety on test scores. He noted that high anxiety and low anxiety corresponded with poor performance, and a midrange, optimal level of anxiety corresponded with the best test scores.


    Our ancestors did not face statistics exams, but they did face the need for athletic performance. Their survival sometimes depended on athletic abilities like hunting, hurling spears, or running fast to escape. In an examination of sports performance, John Raglin and Paul Turner (1993) found results similar to the statistics study: the best physical performances were associated with a moderate level of anxiety. Too much or too little anxiety is detrimental to performance.


    We typically pay a much lower price for poor performance than our ancestors did. The tradeoff is that we live long enough to experience ongoing anxiety disorders that they probably did not. But even anxiety that rises to the level of a disorder—­that is, it prevents the sufferer from living a normal life—­may have roots in healthy adaptations to the primitive environment. Obsessive-­compulsive disorder (OCD) is a troubling affliction characterized by persistent distressing thoughts, usually accompanied by the irresistible drive to repeat unwanted actions such as checking locks or washing hands. There is good evidence that this condition stems from the uniquely human ability to imagine future problems and focus on solving them (Brüne 2006). This is a handy little survival skill, to say the least. A lion with a full belly doesn’t hunt, but a human with a full belly gathers food for leaner times in the future. In the modern world, the mind’s obsession with whether or not we locked the door is its attempt to save us from the aftermath of not having locked it.


    The mind’s preoccupation with our safety is also evident in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), in which a person suffers persistent reexperiencing of a traumatic event, along with symptoms of extreme anxiety. While the condition is classified as a disorder, I think the more useful view of PTSD is as a set of adaptations carried out in the extreme. Hypervigilence, one of the markers of PTSD, makes sense from the mind’s point of view. Why wouldn’t it be on the lookout after something terrible happens? Other symptoms, like withdrawal, avoidance, and flashbacks, can similarly be understood as the behaviors of a mind trying to protect us by emphasizing dangers so we will carefully avoid them (Cantor 2005).


    Much of what the mind does to cause us pain can be understood as healthy adaptations. The problem is that the mind often tries to save our lives even when our lives aren’t really at stake.


    Helpful Depression


    One needn’t stretch the imagination too far to understand how anxiety can further our survival, but what about depression? How could a condition that leaves us feeling worthless, hopeless, and sometimes even suicidal possibly be useful?


    Recent research suggests that depression may be another of the mind’s adaptive behaviors. Andrews and Thomson (2009) suggest that rumination (one of the primary symptoms of depression, in which the mind fixates on unpleasant thoughts) is the mind’s way of solving complex problems that require slow, constant processing.


    People suffering from depression tend to dwell on problems that do not have clear solutions, such as how to handle a troubled relationship or career difficulties. Andrews and Thomson suggest that this is not an illness; it’s an adaptation. Depression hijacks the mind’s resources and ensures sustained attention to a problem. This may explain why talk therapy often helps with depression. Therapy helps us isolate and explore different facets of troubling situations, which, according to Andrews and Thomson, is precisely what the mind is trying to accomplish with depressive rumination.


    In moderate doses, depression even seems to sharpen some aspects of thinking. Forgas, Goldenberg, and Unkelbach (2009) have demonstrated that low mood is sometimes accompanied by improved memory. People of low mood also tend to process information more effectively, such as an improved ability to concretely and persuasively express ideas (Forgas 2007). Depression helps ensure that we aren’t distracted from whatever problem may be threatening our existence—­from the mind’s point of view, at least.


    The Mind Is Always Rational, from a Certain Point of View


    In moderate amounts, anxiety and depression can improve our focus and performance. That doesn’t mean that depression and anxiety are always useful. In large doses, they are debilitating.


    The mind, however, is unrestrained in protecting us. Where our safety is concerned, it tends to take the “hit it with a bigger rock” approach. Useful planning for the future can devolve into OCD, hard lessons learned about the environment can turn into debilitating PTSD, and useful rumination can turn into self-­loathing and depression.


    This is perhaps because our primitive minds are fish out of water in the modern world. Our ancestors were consumed with practical concerns like hunting for the next couple of meals. We, on the other hand, have the luxury of many smaller concerns, such as whether or not we locked the front door. The mind, wired for a more primitive time, sometimes relies on blunt methods to protect us in our more refined environment. As Luke discovered, an overreactive, overprotective mind can achieve precisely the opposite of our intentions. They’ve worked that way since the Paleolithic era, and they aren’t about to stop now.


    Still, the mind is almost always rational, from a certain point of view. One of the difficulties of owning a human mind is understanding what it’s trying to accomplish when it gives us thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations. Part of the challenge before us is to understand what the mind is saying while it is speaking to us rather than after the situation has passed. When we understand what it wants, we are free to comply or to choose another course. One of the most unnatural truths about our minds is this: we don’t always have to obey them.
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