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Escape negative
thinking and take control
of your life
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62 Your Erroneous 'Zones.

Ist Friend (sniffing the air): “Fried fish last night dear?"
said in a very disapproving tone. j ,
- 2nd Friend: “‘George still smoking a cigar, | see,”” in a simi-
 larly unaccepting tone, G LR, it
You: “Looking hurt, distraught—nay destroyed—because
others dre disapproving of the odors in your own house,- . |
Psychological message:- ““What others think of you is much
~ more important than what you think of yourself, therefore, if
you don’t please your friends you deserve to feel bad.”

Consider also the following two skits and the message:

L. A waitress putting a bib around z customer’s neck at a
lobster party notices “ring around the collar, "’ The wife shrivels
in shame at the thought of not receiving approval from a strange
Waltregg. < v i M.

2. A woman shrinks in fear as she contemplates how her |

proval-seeking. It is hardly surprising that you’ve found your-
self placing too much emphasis on what others think. You’ve
been conditioned to do so throughout your life, and even if your
own family was conscious of the need to help you to promote
self-reliance, the ancillary cultural factors worked against them,
But you don't have to hang on to this approval-seeking behay-
ior. Just as you work at eliminating the habit of self-put-down,
S0 100 can you eradicate this approval-seeking habit. Mark
Twain, writing in Puddinhead Wilson's Calendar, gives a

You Don’t Need Their Approval 63

cogent description of how to break a habitual pattern such as
approval-seeking. *‘Habit is habit, and not to be flung out of
the window by any man, but coaxed downstairs a step at a
time." : ' -

Coaxing Approval-Seéking Downstairs, A Step at a Time
Take a look at the way the world works. To put it succinctly,

‘ you can-never please everyone. :In~fti&:t, if you please ﬁfty per-
~ . cent of the people you are doing quite well. This is no secret, .

You know that at least half ~of the people in your wgrld-d'r'e' .
going to disagree with at least half the things you say. If this is

Aaccurate (and you need only look at landslide elections to see

that forty-four percent of the population still voted against the
winner), then you will always have about a 50-50 chance of get-
ting some disapproval whenever you express an opinion.
Armed with this kn ledge, you can begin to look at disap-
proval in a new light! When someone disapproves of somefhf'ng,
you say, instead of being hurt, or instantly shifting your opinion
to gain praise, you can remind yourself that you've just run into
one of those folks in the fifty percent who don't agree with you,
Knowing that you’ll always get some disapproval for everything
you feel, think, say or do is the way out of the tunnel of de-
spair.)Once you expect it, you won't be incl.ined to hurt yourself
with'it, and you’ll simultaneously stop equating the repudiation
of an idea or a feeling with the repudiation of you,
- You can never escape disapproval, no matter how much you

may want it to go away. For every opinion you have, there is a

counterpart out there with exactly the opposite view. Abraham
Lincoln talked about this in a conversation at the White House
reported by Francis B, Carpenter:

«« . If T were to read, much less to answer all the attacks
made on me, this shop might as well be closed for any
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'136 Your Erroncous Zones

things that you've always worried about in the past, and as a.
result you chose immobilization over those disapproving looks. |
Now that you can handle the looks, state your Declaration of In-
dependence from their control. :
o Instead of *‘Do your best in everything’’ as a credo for you
and your children, try *‘Select the things that are important to .
you, and work hard at them, and in the rest of your life, just.
do.” It's O.K. not to do your best! In fact, the whole *‘Do your
Best,” syndrome is a myth. You never do your absolute best,
nor does anyone else. There is always room for improvement,
since perfection is not a human attribute.
® Don't let your convictions keep you stagnant. Believing
something out of past experience and hanging onto that belief is.
an wvoidance of reality. There is only what is now, and the truth.
of the present may not be the truth of the past. Assess your be-
havior not on what you believe, but in terms of what is and
what you experience in the present. By allowing yourself to ex-
perience, rather than coloring your reality with beliefs, you'l
find the unknown a fantastic place to be. *
e Remember, nothing human is alien to you. You can be
anything you choose. Imprint this on your mind and remind
yourself of it when you fall into your typically safe evasive be-
havior.
® Become aware of avoiding the unknown as you are doing
it. At that moment begin a dialogue with yourself. Tell yourse
it's okay if you don’t know where you are going at every mos=
ment of your life. Awareness of routine is the first step in
changing it. ;
® Deliberately fail at something. Are you really less of a per-
son for losing a tennis game or painting a bad picture or are you
still a worthwhile individual who just enjoyed some pleasant acs
tivity?
® Have a conversation with a member of a group that you’ve
avoided in the past. You'll soon discover that your prejudi es
when challenged by you, are keeping you stagnant and unintef:

Exploring the Unknown 137

esting. If you pre-judge anyone, you prevent yourse

ing with them honestly since your vli?wpoinr has grm :::ln
esmblmhcq. The more different kinds of people you encounter,
the more {lkely you are to remark to yourself how much you've'
.be'fn missing, and how foolish your fears have been. With these
insights, the unknown will become an area for ever-increasi
exploratipn rather than something to shun, ; .

Some Final Thoughts on Fearing the Unknown

The above suggestions represent some co i
ﬁghti.ng. fear of the unknown. The whole ;;?;::snt;::n ';i?lf
new msnghts into your avoidance behavior, followed by activel
f:hﬂl@g{ﬂg the old behavior and moving in new directions Jusyt
imagine if the great inventors or explorers of the past had f;!arcd
the. unl.mown. The entire population of the world would still
reside in t‘he Tigris-Euphrates Valley. The unknown is where
grow!h resides. Both for civilization and for the individual
ﬁt;l’hxi:k t:f a xad t‘;:hh a fork in it. In one direction lies ;ecu-

, e other the i
o : gregnchamq unknown, Which road

Robert Frost answered the qbestion in The Road Not Taken.

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

kn:\l\‘:n iiuzlvcg Is yours. Your erroneous zone of fear of the un-
s lamng to be repl?ced by new exciting activities that

’ Ng pleasure to your life. You don’t have to know where
you're going—as long as you're on your way.,



ebooksgallery.com




&/

ebooksgallery.com

140 Your Erroneous Zones

you feel bad?"" and you responded with answers like . . . *‘My
parents mistreat me,’" ‘‘She hurt my feelings," **My friends
don't like me,”" *‘My luck is down,”” or *‘Things just aren't
going well,”” you would be in this external category. Con-
versely, if you were asked why you are so happy, and you
responded; ‘‘My friends treat me well,”” “*My luck has
changed,'’ ‘‘Nobody is bugging me," or *‘She came through
for me,” you are still in the external frame, assigning responsi-
bility for how you feel to someone or something outside of you.

The internal locus of control person puts the responsibility for
how he feels squarely on his own shoulders, and this person is
indeed rare in our culture. When asked the same questions, he
responds with internally oriented answers such as: **I tell myself
the wrong things,”* *‘I put too much emphasis on what others
say,’”" ‘I worry about what someone else thinks,”” *‘I'm not
strong enough now to avoid being unhappy,”” and *‘I don’t have
the skills to keep me from being miserable.” Similarly, when
the intemally-put-together person is up, he responds with *‘I'*
references such as, *‘1 worked hard at being happy,” *‘I made
things work for me,” “‘I'm telling myself the right things,"’
“I'm in charge of me, and this is where I choose to be.’" Thus,
you have one-fourth of the people taking responsibility for their
own feelings, and three-fourths bestowing blame on external
sources. Where do you fit in? Virtually all shoulds and tradi-
tions are imposed by external sources. That is, they come from
someone or something outside of yourself. If you are loaded
with shoulds and unable to break conventions which are pre-
scribed by others, then you are in the external bag.

An excellent example of this externally directed kind of
thinking is a client who came to me recently. We'll call her Bar-
bara. Her major grievance was an obesity problem, but she had
a host of minor complaints as well. When we started to discuss
her weight problem, she said that she had always been over-
weight because she had a metabolism problem and also because
her mother had forced food on her as a child. Her pattern of

Breaking the Barrier of Convention 141

overeating continued now, she said, because her husband had
neglected her and her. children were inconsiderate of her. She
had tried everything, she lamented—Weight Watchers, pills, a
variety of diet doctor§, even astrology. Therapy was to be her
Jast resort. If I couldn’t make her lose weight, she said, no one
could.

As Barbara toldd her story—and viewed her own dilemma—it
was no wonder she couldn’t lose those unwanted pounds. Ev-
erything and everybody was conspiring against her—her
mother, her husband, her children, even her own body and the

stars. Weight Watchers and diet doctors might be able to help

less afflicted souls but in Barbara's case the odds against her
were too great.

Barbara was a classic example of external thinking. It was her
mother, her husband, her children and some uncontrollable part
of her own body that made her fat. It had nothing to do with her
own choices to eat, or overeat, certain foods at certain times.
Moreover, her attempts to alleviate her situation were as exter-
nally directed as her perceptions of the problem itself. Instead of
recognizing that she had chosen to overeat in the past and she
would have to learn to make new choices if she wanted to lose
weight, Barbara turned to other people and things—society's ace
cepted conventions for weight loss. When all her friends went to
Weight Watchers, Barbara went. Each time a friend discovered
a new dict doctor, Barbara was close on her heels for help.

After several weeks of counseling, Barbara began to recog-
nize that her unhappiness and her complaints were the result of
her own choices, not the actions of others. It began with an ad-
mission that she simply ate too much, often more than she really
wanted, and did not exercise enough. Her first decision was to
change her eating habits through sheer self-discipline. She could
and would manipulate her own mind. Next time she felt hungry
she resolved to reward herself with thuughts of her own internal
strength rather than a cookie. Instead of blaming her husband
and children for treating her badly and driving her to food, she
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began to see that she had been playing the martyr for years, vir-
tually begging them to exploit her. Once Barbara began de-
manding to be treated well, she found that her family was o 3
too ready to treat her that way, and instead of seeking solace in
food she found fulfillment in relationships based on mutual re-
spect and love. 3

Barbara even decided to spend less time with her mother wha
she had come to see as running her life and ruining it with over-
doscs of food. Once Barbara came to recognize that her mother
did not control her and that she could see her when she chose
to, not when her mother said she should, and similarly that she
didn’t have to eat that piece of chocolate cake just because her
mother said she should, Barbara began to enjoy rather than
resent the time they spent together.

Finally Barbara realized that therapy had nothing to do with
anything outside herself. I couldn’t change her. She had to
change herself. It took time, but gradually, with effort, Barbar:
replaced her external shoulds with internal standards of her
own. She is now not only thinner, but happier as well. S
knows that it isn’t her husband or her children, her mother of
the stars that are making her happy. She knows it is herself, fo
now she controls her own mind.

Fatalists, determinists and people who believe in luck are in
the external slot. If you believe that your life is mapped out foi
you in advance, and you need only follow the appropriate roads,
then you are very likely loaded with all of the shoulds that will
keep you on your road map. »

You can never find self-fulfillment if you persist in permitting
yourself to be controlled by external forces or persist in thinking

_ that you are controlled by external forces. Being effective does
not mean eliminating all of the problems in your life. It does
mean moving your locus of control from the external to the in-
temal. In that way you make yourself responsible for everything
that you experience emotionally. You are not a robot, runnin
your life through a maze, filled up with other people’s rules and

. Breaking the Barrier of Convention 143

regulations that don’t even make sense to you. You can take a
sterner look at the “‘rules” and begin to exercise some internal
control over your own thinking, feeling and behavior,

BLAMING AND HERO WORSHIP: OPPOSITE ENDS OF THE SAME
EXTERNALLY DIRECTED BEHAVIOR

Blame is a neat little device that you can use whenever you
don’t want to take responsibility for something in your life. It is
the refuge of the externally oriented person.

All blame is a waste of time. No matter how much fauit you
find with another, and regardless of how much you blame him,
it will not change you. The only thing blame does is keep the
focus off you when you are looking for external reasons to
explain your unhappiness or frustration. But blame itself is an
act of folly. Even if blame has some effect, it will not be on
you. You may succeed in making another feel guilty for some-
thing by blaming him, but you won’t succeed in changing what-
ever it is about you that is making you unhappy. You may
succeed in not thinking about it; but you won't succeed in
changing it. :

The tendency to focus on others can go to the opposite ex-
treme where it surfaces as hero worship. In this case you may
find yourself looking to others to determine your values. If so-
and-so does it, then I should do it too. Hero worship is a form
of self-repudiation. It makes others more important than you,
and relates your own fulfillment to something outside of your-
self. While there is nothing self-defeating about appreciating
others and their accomplishments, it becomes an erroneous zone
when you model your own behavior on their standards.

All of your heroes are people. They are all human, They do
the same things that you do every day. They itch where you
itch, they have bad breath in the morning just like you. (The
only good hero is a ham and cheese or possibly an eggplant par-
migiana.) All are wasteful of your efforts.
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216 Your Erroneous Zones

hammer your thumb, reacting with a scream can be therapeutic,
but fecling real rage and doing something about it such as driv-
ing your fist through a wall is not only futile, but painful as
well, '

® Anger over the loss of objects. No amount of rage will turn
up a lost key or wallet and will probably prevent you from
launching an effective search.

® Anger over world events beyond your control. You may
not approve of politics, foreign relations, or the economy, but
your anger and subsequent immobilization aren’t going to
change anything.

The Many Faces of Anger

Now that we’ve seen some of the occasions on which you
might choose anger, let’s look at some forms anger takes.

 Being verbally abusive or ridiculing a spouse, children, or
loved ones, or friends.

® Physical violence—hitting, kicking, slamming—objects or
people. Carried to extremes, this behavior leads to crimes of vi-
olence which are almost always committed under the influence
of immobilizing anger. Murder and assaults don’t occur unless
emotions are out of control and anger has led to temporary in-
sanity. Believing that anger is normal or subscribing to the psy-
chological schools that encourage you to get in touch with your
anger and let it out can be potentially dangerous. Similarly, tele-
vision, movies and books which popularize anger and violence
and present them as normal undermine both the individual and
society. ;

e Saying things like, *‘He infuriates me,’” or ‘‘You really
aggravate me.’’ In these cases you are choosing to let someone
clse’s behavior make you unhappy.

® Using phrases like, “‘kill him,”" *“‘clobber them,* or “‘de-
stroy the opposition.”” You may think they’re only expressions,

Farewell to Anger 217

but they encourage anger and viole i
ey e nce and
even in friendly competition P Mg
® Temper tantrums. Not only is thi
. y y is this a common expression of
anger, it frequently serves to get th
e Ao get the tantrum thrower exactly .
® Sarcasm, ridicule and the silent treat pres-
' ) ; ment. These ex
sions of anger can be just as damaging as physical violence.

While the list of possible anger behavior could go on into eter-

nity, the abc?ve examples constitute the most common incidents
of anger as it surfaces in this erroneous zone.

The Reward System That You've Constructed for
Choosing Anger %

Getting a grip on lengthenin i
' : : g your fuse will most eff
tively start with some insight into the reasons for using it in z

first place. Here are some of the psychologi i
: olo
keeping that fuse as short as it is. 3 T

® Whenever you find it difficult to handle yourself, feel frus-
;:;t;d or dcfe;xteld, you can use anger to direct the responsibility
ow you feel to the person or event itself, rathe i
charge of your own feelings. e s
® You can use your anger to manipulate tho.

* Y : se who fear you.
This is particularly effective in getting those who are younyger
or plxsllcally or psychologically smaller in line. ¥

® Anger draws attention and thu i
e | s you can feel important and

® Anger is a handy excuse. You can i

' cuse. 80 Insane—tem-
rnorar;:‘y—f;;d then excuse yourself by saying, *‘I couldn’t help
yself.”” Thus you can exonerate yo i i
s your behavior with out-of-
® You can get your way because others would
rather placate
you than have to put up with the angry exhibition. ! '
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218 Your Erroncous Zones

¢ If you arc afraid of intimacy or love, you can get angry
over something, and thus avoid the risky business of sharing
yourself affectionately.

® You can manipulate others with guilt by having them
wonder **Where did I go wrong to make him so angry?'* When

they feel guilty, you are powerful.

® You can break down communication in which you feel
threatened because someone else is more skillful. You simply
use anger to avoid the risk of looking bad.

® You don’t have to work on yourself when you are angry.
Therefore you can use up your present moments in the easy
business of being fierce and avoid doing whatever it might take
to improve yourself. Thus you can use anger to take the heat off
yourself,

® You can indulge in self-pity after you’ve had an attack of
anger and feel sorry for yourself because nobody understands
you. :

® You can avoid thinking clearly, simply by getting angry.
Everyone knows that you can’t think straight at these times, so
why not haul out the old anger when you want to avoid any of
that hard straight-thinking.

® You can excuse loSing or poor performance with a simple
fit of temper. Maybe you can even get others to stop winning,
because they fear your anger so much.

® You can excuse anger by saying you need it to help you
carry out some task, but in fact anger is immobilizing and never
improves performance.

® By saying it’s human to be angry, you have a ready jus-
tification for yourself. “‘I'm human, and that’s what humans

“do.”

Some Designs for Replacing Anger

Anger can be eliminated. It will require a great deal of new
thinking and it can be done only one present moment at a time.

Farewell to Anger 219

When confronted witn people or events which provoke you to
choose anger, become aware of what you are telling yourself,
and then work at new sentences which will create new feelings

and more productive behavior. Here are some specific st tegi
for attacking anger. pecine strategies

° .First and most important, get in touch with your thoughts at
the time of your anger, and remind yourself that you don’t have
to think that way, simply because you've always done so in the
past. Awareness is paramount.

* Try postponing anger. If you typically react with anger in a
particular circumstance, postpone the anger for fifteen seconds,
and then explode in your typical fashion. Next try thirty sec-
onds, and keep lengthening the intervals. Once you begin to see
Ehat you can put anger off, you’ll have learned control. Postpon-
ing is control, and with lots of practice, you'll eventually elimi-
nate it totally.

® When trying to use anger constructively to teach a child
something, try faking the anger. Raise your voice and look
stern, but don’t experience all of the physical and psychological
pain that goes with anger.

® Don’t try to delude yourself into believing that you enjoy
something that you find distasteful. You can dislike something
and still not have to be angry about it

® Remind yourself at the moment of anger that everyone has
a right to be what he chooses and that your demanding that any-
one be different will simply prolong your anger. Work at allow-
ing others to choose just as you insist on your own right to do
the same.

® Ask someone that you trust to help. Have them tell you

‘when they see your anger either verbally or with an agreed sig-

nal. When you get the signal, think about what you're doing
and then try the postponing strategy. :

B Keep an anger journal, and record the exact time, place ana
mcn_ient in which you chose to be angry. Be religious about the
entries, force yourself to record all angry behavior. You'll soon
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