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Introduction
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When you grow up in a dysfunctional home, you learn to be ignorant to your self. You learn to run away from unpleasant feelings and emotions. You learn to betray yourself and your needs. As you grow older, it becomes more arduous to confront these emotions and problems as they accumulate. You develop an addiction to ruinous coping mechanisms, be it drugs, alcohol, relationships, approval, or needing to be needed—because the only way you know how to feel love is when you perform for it. Because the more taxing it feels to dishonor your needs, the more you indulge in the coping mechanisms that only help you to keep your face above the water—while everything you’re running away from anchors you from beneath. Whenever you became visibly upset as a child, your parent or guardian would glare at you to “fix your face.” You were forced to painfully swallow that lump of anger and sadness. It happened so often that; eventually, suppressing difficult emotions became instinctive. And even now, as you are aware of this learned instinct, you can’t seem to be able to turn it off. It’s frustrating. But at least you know what’s wrong, and that’s a good start.

You know that you’ve been a victim in some shape or form, and you either build up resentment towards those who victimized you or towards yourself. They’re the ones who made you feel incredibly alone for as long as you can remember. And now you’ll do anything you can to not feel alone, or at least to forget that that’s how you feel. Your resentment keeps you in this loop where victimizing yourself becomes an intricate part of your identity. It’s how you enable your destructive habits, and how you enable others to take advantage of you. This cycle continues, constantly reaching full circle until it’s all you know. Until it’s all that’s familiar, and anything outside of all that you know outside of that cycle is so terrifying and inconceivable. This is why the circle needs to break. And this is the book that will help you do it.

Imagine a circle of preschoolers playing the game of “Pass The Potato” on the school field, standing in a circle. A new kid comes to join them, so what do they do? They break the circle to make it bigger so that the newcomer has their own space, and the circle is not the same again. In the same way, when we choose to allow a new perspective into our minds, the way we view the world and ourselves widens. However, destructive mental loops are much harder to break. They need to be stretched continuously and consistently. At times it will feel as though you are making progress, only to feel like you’ve gone right back to square one. The reality of personally trying to recondition your mind is that it will put up a fight because you’re forcing it to think differently and to let go of the thought patterns with which it has become familiar. That’s why you need to be aware of your toxic mental loops and accept that they exist. Admitting to self-betrayal can garner much denial, especially when we realize that as we try to protect ourselves, we may have unnecessarily hurt those that are close to us. It’s why we need to be willing to be brutally honest with ourselves. No, do not talk down on yourself. Be honest but leave room for your humanness. The best and worst parts of yourself—and everything in between—can coexist.

Betraying yourself can manifest in the form—and to whatever degree—of “people-pleasing,” “fear of abandonment,” ‘jealousy,’ or “relationship anxiety” or some combination of these states of being. These are the destructive attributes that we will be looking at in the following chapters. They may overlap and even stem from one source, and each trait might reveal itself within you in different situations for different reasons. It may help to single each destructive trait out and deal with it individually. However, dealing with one might also partially mediate the others. 

What might make being able to recognize your detrimental thought patterns difficult is spending most of your time in environments that feed into your toxic traits. Such as places where we feel the need to perform extensively to be somewhat acknowledged. And sometimes, even when we’re aware that these environments function at our expense, we remain in them and survive off of distractions. And sometimes, that’s all we can do because it’s how we remain safe. However, for the sake of your sanity, do yourself a favor and try to stay grounded. Pull yourself out of your victim mentality. Sometimes staying in the victim mentality is easier because it means we don’t have to take responsibility for how we think, how we feel, and how we act. Know that your anger and pain at those you love isn’t unfair to them, no matter how much they might have also gone through. However, that pain and anger are not an excuse to remain complacent. They are reason enough for you to stay present and to let go of the anchors that pull you down and keep you drowning. This doesn’t mean rigorously analyzing every thought that passes your mind or your behaviors. A great deal of overcoming your destructive attributes requires you to experience the discomfort of feeling the emotions you’ve suppressed. Your body can deal with this discomfort in a number of ways; you just have to remember to allow it. 

If you have put yourself in a position when perhaps you used your pain as an excuse to hurt yourself or others, this book will help you realize that even if that’s the case, you still deserve redemption. You deserve to want it for yourself. However, you will also come to understand that being the victim of a situation that led to your self-deprecating path does not make you the good guy. As people are entitled to their opinions of you, you can end up being the one who tries to manipulate them into thinking whatever you want them to think about you. The following chapters will illuminate the various ways in which your body may process your suppressed emotions. They will also demonstrate how to deal with each toxic trait in a detailed step-by-step process. So if you know, you’re ready to face yourself, and if you’re prepared to get called out, then come with me.
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Chapter 1: People Pleasing
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The minds of children are often likened to sponges, which means that they are exceedingly impressionable. They are more likely to be easily shaped by outside factors. An example of this could be observations noted by Fernandez and Smith-Cairns (2018) in a study central to language acquisition in children. They argue that children have the ability to extract and tell apart the prosodic pattern of their mother tongue from other languages in utero and as neonates (babies four weeks or younger). Carroll (2007) argues that children seem to only gain self-awareness from the age of four years old as they begin to develop their “episodic memory” (memories of experiences from a subjective point of view). However, everything they’ve learned until then, be it behaviors or thought patterns, still remains a part of their knowledge of their world. Carroll (2007) also cites Piaget (1962), who studied object permanence in children, and one of the skills that children developed, which indicated their acquisition of object permanence, was “deferred imitation.” Deferred imitation is when a child imitates a behavior that it has seen before. If we take all these observations into account, we can conclude that behaviors such as people-pleasing are learned in homes where children were expected to handle responsibilities and situations they were not ready for. However, people-pleasing does not always stem from childhood experiences. In some cases, individuals learn to people-please in adulthood. This may be a result of not being sufficiently educated on the harsh reality that the world can make you feel small and insignificant. Even supportive homes can set you up for destruction when they don’t equip you with the tools to deal with people who come off as intimidating, bitter, or narcissistic. You end up being at their mercy, feeling obligated to attain their approval. They will breadcrumb you to make sure that you keep coming back, and barely feed your developing addiction to being needed, basically grooming you into codependency. Another detrimental aspect of people-pleasing is that it doesn’t only extend to those who teach it to you, but also to those who see an opportunity to use you. This is why having strong values is essential. They keep you grounded.
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