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Introduction
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Psychology is a very young discipline. It began in the late 1800s, when the two “fathers of psychology” came to the fore: Wilhelm Wundt, a German scientist who opened the world’s first institute (and laboratory) of psychology, and William James, a philosopher in the USA. Wundt used scientific measurements to study the mind, while James explored it more subjectively. His celebrated book, The Principles of Psychology (1890), dived into subject areas that have intrigued psychologists ever since, including consciousness, memory, imagination, reasoning, intention and stream of thought. Was psychology to be an art or a science?


The phenomenon of consciousness proved particularly difficult to address, and then the work of Jean-Martin Charcot, a physician at the Salpêtrière hospital in Paris, complicated it still further. He suggested that some severe physiological symptoms – such as blindness and deafness – can be caused by psychological disturbance. Charcot hypothesized that this was possible because consciousness could be split into separate parts, which, as James noted, “mutually ignore each other”. And so the idea of the unconscious was born.


A few years later, in 1885, a young physician named Sigmund Freud arrived in Paris to study with the great Charcot. He was fascinated by the idea of an unconscious area within the human mind, and he came to believe that this inaccessible part of the brain was the real governing source of our thoughts and actions. Freud realized that the “hysterical” symptoms that Charcot was studying not only had a psychological source, but held meaning in some way. He reasoned that if it was possible to reach the unconscious – possibly through its manifestation in dreams, slips of the tongue and word associations – this meaning could be discerned and the person’s symptoms alleviated. This was the beginning of the “talking cure”, or psychoanalysis.


A divided discipline


Psychology and psychotherapy (including psychoanalysis) see themselves very differently, and don’t always view one other with absolute respect. Psychologists are keen to align themselves with Wundt and declare their work scientific and objective; for the most part they see the work of psychotherapists as unmeasurable, unproven and therefore questionable. The view from the other side is equally sceptical: the psychologists may study brain functioning, say the therapists, but they have lost sight of the person. A mind is more than a brain, and people are not machines, despite the behaviourists’ best attempts to portray us as such. They were pointing at psychologists such as B F Skinner and John Watson, whose work dominated the field (and public awareness) in the 1950s, and who seemed to demonstrate that people could be conditioned to respond to stimuli just as predictably and easily as animals.


Their work was called into question by the cognitive movement that began in the 1950s and came into public awareness through the work of Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck, culminating in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). These psychologists said that between the stimulus and response that the behaviourists studied lies a “mediational process” such as perception, memory or attention. This is the critical difference between us and other animals, they said, and by studying these processes, we could come to understand all our mental processing.


All the while the debate raged, psychoanalysis persevered, insisting that there is a level to the human mind that will never become obvious through the study of cognition or behaviour at an explicit level. In the 1990s, new findings in neuroscience began to suggest the same thing: there are parts of the human brain that work (“think”) implicitly, beyond conscious awareness, and control much of what we do, assume and expect. Contemporary psychologists such as Daniel Kahneman have studied the brain’s unconscious biases at length, while neuroscientists such as Jaak Panksepp have shown the subcortical nature of the seven key human emotions.


Psychotherapists and psychoanalysts continue to be interested in the psyche – that mysterious part of the self whose behaviour is revealed through irrational acts (see So I’m 50 and fancied a Ferrari. What’s wrong with that?) and preferences (see Why do I always buy the more expensive option?) which seem inexplicable even to the person concerned. Far from having one mind, say the therapists, we have several, as suggested by Eric Berne, and Karen Horney. We even split other people in two as well, according to Melanie Klein. And so much of this depends on our earliest learning (see Why is my partner such a loser?), which apparently sets in place our default understanding of ourselves, other people, and what the world is like (see Why does it always happen to me?).


Forged by experience


This book uses the format of questions and answers to look at how the theories of some of the world’s leading psychotherapists, psychoanalysts and psychologists can be applied to everyday problems. In doing so, it provides many different perspectives into the strange world of the human mind, and the brainpower we have in common, as well as the uniqueness of each individual mind. As the psychologist Endel Tulving noted, we are the only animals that can time travel inside their heads, and this book will invite you to look backward to the past, forward to the future, and extremely closely at the present. You might expect resistance to arise to many of the ideas presented here, but as Freud said, “Whoever goes to a dentist with an unbearable toothache may very well find himself thrusting away the dentist’s arm when the man makes for his sick tooth with a pair of pincers”. It seems that none of us is entirely willing to countenance the many different parts of ourselves, and Freud was no exception. So feel free to pick and choose your truths, and notice what you “instinctively” avoid. We know more than we think, and think more than we know.
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I know I shouldn’t – but could you pass that last piece of cake?


I like hanging out on my own. Is that weird?


Why do I keep leaving things to the last minute?


Am I a caring person or am I a “doormat”?


I was only joking!


Why does it always happen to me?


All work and no play makes Sigmund…


If I was more selfish, would I have more fun?









I know I shouldn’t – but could you pass that last piece of cake?


Sigmund Freud
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This is the kind of slightly guilty thought that Freud describes as lying at the heart of our everyday lives. Desires arise, are judged, there’s a quick back-and-forth internal argument, then we decide what to do. Over and over again. And the reason for this, according to Freud, is that the mind develops three conflicting processes: the Id, Ego and Superego, from which there is no escape. And we’re not even aware of what they’re doing, most of the time. Even as they guide everything we say and do.


Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis is a huge theory that covers everything – it doesn’t just explain one thing, like why we fear spiders, fall in love, deny our immortality or love burgers; it explains all of them. He set out to describe precisely how the mind is structured and how it works, despite the total absence of scientific tools at hand for the purpose. Interestingly, many neuroscientists today are returning to Freud for an understanding of what they see on their brain-scanning technologies (which he would have loved to play with, being a neurobiologist himself).


However, back in the 1890s, the only useful tool that came into Freud’s hands for delving into the mind was hypnosis. Freud was working with a doctor named Breuer, who had discovered that the symptoms of “hysterical” women – such as coughing, choking and limb paralysis – depended upon “impressive but forgotten scenes in their lives”. Breuer was assisting women to remember events that had been long buried and, in so doing, helped to cure their hysterical symptoms. Freud was amazed to see that many of the women’s physical complaints disappeared completely.


Psychoanalysis is born


Freud took this idea and ran with it, inventing what became known as “the talking cure”, or psychoanalysis. It takes as its starting point the idea that much of what goes on in our minds is unknown to us. Most of the time we don’t know what we are thinking, let alone why we are doing the things we do. Even if we can come up with plausible reasons for picking this partner, this job or this house, we’re not really getting to the nub of it, according to Freud. The rational-sounding reasons are all very well, but they’re merely the story that the Ego has had to go along with; we’re only hearing the end of the conversation.




“As a rule, the ego knows nothing of the rejection of the impulse or of the whole conflict”


Anna Freud





The eternal conversations in the mind run between three parts: the Id, Ego and Superego. These come into being during childhood, one after the other. The Id, says Freud, is the mind that we’re born with. It is a seething, wanting thing – it wants to eat, drink, pee, defecate, keep warm – in short, it wants and wants and the only goal is satisfaction. If it doesn’t get it, it let’s us know; it’s hard to ignore the yells of a crying baby. Freud said that the Id is ruled by the Pleasure Principle – the Id wants pleasure and gratification, and it wants it now.


Many philosophers and psychologists view the ignorant, untamed wanting of the baby as a phase that disappears, but Freud said that it remains always with us. However, as the baby gets older, she begins to realize that she can’t have all her desires satisfied – reality gets in the way. This leads to the development of the Ego, which works on the Reality Principle; it comprehends the realities of the external world and works out when and how the needs of the Id may be met, or whether they need to be ignored.


In addition to taking on board the impingements of reality, the Ego also has to pay attention to the third section of the child’s mind, the Superego, which develops last. This is the part of the mind that internalizes the “rules” of the world, as handed down to the child, first by parents and, later, by other parts of society, such as teachers and law-makers.


The process goes something like this. The Id wants feeding, with something nice – it wants chocolate, say. So you find yourself thinking that you quite fancy a chocolate bar. “Are you crazy?” says your Superego. “You’re already overweight. None of your jeans fit any more. No one should be this fat! You should be ashamed of yourself!” The Ego is poised between these two screaming creatures, one insisting on what it wants (what you want) and the other criticizing the hell out of you for wanting it. The Superego acts like a conscience, but it is not a wise, philosophical creature; in fact, it is as blindly accepting in its own way as the Id is indiscriminate in its wants – the Superego internalizes “rules” given to it by others without first examining them, and these then act as a kind of background programming for the rest of our lives, telling us what we should or shouldn’t be doing.
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Freud thought that very little of the human mind operates consciously.





[image: Illustration]


The way that the Superego tries to get us to obey its injunctions is by delivering biting criticism. The Ego tries to fend off its attacks, while also looking out to the external world to see what the reality of the situation is and how to soothe the Id, either by helping it accept a loss or giving it what it wants. So you might take the chocolate, feeling guilty as you eat it because of the grumbling Superego, which may continue to deliver scathing thoughts. Or, alternatively, you might resist the urge (the Ego sides with the Superego) and experience a feeling of superiority (the Superego got its way), along with a faint whiff of disappointment (coming from the Id, which was denied its wish).


Sometimes we’re aware of these inner conflicts, but most of the time we’re not – this is unconscious processing. Freud says that some of the wishes that come up from the Id are so unacceptable (“I’ll have sex with her!” “I’ll kill that man!”) that we want to get rid of them immediately – to pretend we never even had such thoughts. This is where we come up with a brilliant set of defence mechanisms, aimed at banishing thoughts from our own minds and hiding them from other people. These operate unconsciously to protect us from experiencing excessive anxiety about our thoughts and impulses, and they happen so fast that we are not even aware of anything having taken place.




“My memory says I did it. My pride says I could not have done that. In the end, my memory yields”


Friedrich Nietzsche
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Internal/external conflict


Imagine, for instance, that your boss does something so incredibly irritating that you briefly experience an urge to hit him. This is completely unacceptable to you and everyone else, so you need to “get rid of” the impulse in some way. There are several defences that you might call up to do this. You might pretend to yourself that nothing happened (denial) or that someone else in the office really wants to do it (projection). Or you could shift the desire away from its real target and toward a slightly more acceptable object, such as a chair leg, and kick that instead (displacement). Or you might express feelings that are the complete opposite to your real ones and be more friendly toward him than usual (reaction formation). Many of our defences were defined by Freud’s daughter, Anna, who noted that: “Whether it be dread of the outside world or dread of the Superego, it is the anxiety which sets the defensive process going”.


Freud thought that most of the time we manage this external/internal conflict quite well, but sometimes the relentless effort to control our destructive impulses and fend off the criticisms of the Superego proves too much, resulting in anxiety, depression and a myriad of psychological problems (or “neuroses”). He suggested that the only “cure” was to sneak past the defences somehow and get back to the original wish or desire; to understand the argument taking place among the different parts of the self from the very beginning, with courage and a complete willingness to accept the unacceptable. This is not easy.


So why psychoanalysis?


Psychoanalysis is a search for the truth that is thought to lie in the darkness just beyond the reach of our conscious, rational minds. Later therapies, such as Cognitive Therapy and Behavioural Therapy, insist that psychological problems can be solved without addressing more than the conscious symptoms, but Freud suggested that “when the wayfarer whistles in the dark, he may be disavowing his timidity, but he does not see any the more clearly for doing so”. His suggestions were not scientific, nor were they for the faint-hearted, and most of psychology seems hell-bent on finding different explanations for our actions, as shown in this book. Freud, of course, would find the prodigious strength of that effort endlessly fascinating.




Key theories


The psychoanalytic structural model of the psyche and its defence mechanisms


– Sigmund Freud






I like hanging out on my own. Is that weird?


Carl Jung • Isabel Briggs Myers • Katharine Briggs
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In 1936 the great psychotherapist Carl Jung wrote: “It gradually became clear to me that there must be two fundamentally different general attitudes which would divide human beings into two groups…[which] I have called…extraversion and introversion”. These two types have a different focus and way of recharging their batteries: extraverts like to focus on the external world, and get energy from being among other people, while introverts like yourself focus on the internal, subjective world, and recharge by “hanging out on their own”.


Since Jung’s rather dramatic and swashbuckling slice through the human personality, researchers and theorists have insisted that there are more than two neat parts involved. Today’s MBTI (the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator) is a test that divides people into 16 different personality types, with such apparent accuracy that today more than 3.5 million tests are carried out by recruitment firms and hiring companies each year.


However, as the MBTI grew from Jung’s original model, it’s worth returning to his ideas for a basic understanding. Jung was suggesting that our apparently random behaviour makes sense if we see it as guided by two different ways of processing information. Extraverts are more influenced by their surroundings, and introverts more by their own intentions; and the information processed is judged in different ways. Jung gives the example of two people arguing, with one saying, “Now, look here, fellow, these here are the facts; this is reality”, while the other begins his reply by saying, “But I think, I hold...”, which sounds “like nonsense to the extravert” who insists on the primacy of external fact. What he is missing, Jung says, is that the other person is in touch with a rich inner world – an inner reality that has as much validity as the outer one.


Jung notes that the person who pays more attention to the external world thinks that he “is more valid”, because he equates external-world facts with reality, and sees the introvert as a dreamer. However, Jung is keen to stress that the inner world is also powerfully real, with moving images that are similar to those received from the externally perceived world. These inner-world stories are known as fantasies, and Jung claims they are as powerful as facts: “When a man has a certain fantasy, another man may lose his life, or a bridge is built…Everything you do here, all this, was fantasy to begin with”. Fantasy is not nothing, he claims; it is not a tangible object, but it is nevertheless a fact. So the introvert should not allow himself to feel apologetic for these fantasies, which have been key to all the world’s inventions and keenest perceptions. The world needs both introverts and extraverts.
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Extraverts focus on the external world and gain their energy from it. Introverts find the inner world of thinking and daydreaming more creative and interesting. They regain energy by spending time alone.





Four functions


Along with his two fundamental personality types, Jung suggested that people had strengths and weaknesses in four important functions: thinking, feeling, sensation and intuition. These four were later to become instrumental in the very popular MBTI test. Jung suggested that sensation tells you that there is something; thinking tells you what that is; feeling tells you whether it is pleasant or not (and should be accepted or rejected) and intuition gives you a hunch as to what is happening. Intuition, he said, is hard to explain in ordinary terms. Each of us is stronger or weaker in all these areas to some degree.


In the MBTI, these four factors are played against one another, together with two more. At its most basic level, the test asks if someone prefers to focus on the outer world or inner world (Extraversion vs. Introversion); to focus on basic meaning or on interpreting and adding meaning (Sensing vs. Intuition); to decide by logic and consistency or by people and special circumstances (Thinking vs. Feeling); and to decide quickly or to prefer to remain open to new information (Judging vs. Perceiving). Depending on the levels of preference, the full test then classifies a person as being one among the 16 personality types. An “ISTJ”, for instance, is someone whose attitudes are Introversion, Sensing, Thinking and Judging. This personality type is known as “The Inspector”, with a wealth of defined preferences, such as liking detail, upholding rules and gathering facts.




“His retreat into himself is not a final renunciation of the world, but a seach for quietude, where alone it is possible for him to make his contribution to the life of the community”


Carl Jung





It’s not just about being alone?


Introverts like to recharge by being alone. Being on their own, somewhere quiet and peaceful, is very important to them (and not “weird” in the least). They benefit from having time to reflect, daydream and think things through. They prefer interesting, intimate, one-to-one conversations to shouting across a crowded bar, and they love to talk about big topics that are personally meaningful to them. They make great listeners and writers (J K Rowling is a self-professed introvert). Given that extraverts love talking, prefer acting to thinking, and are happiest when doing the most adrenaline-filled activities, it is not surprising that many partnerships (romantic and business) are a successful combination of extravert and introvert.


The neuroscience


Recent neurological studies have shown some interesting differences between the brains of people identifying themselves as introverts and extraverts. Extraverts seem to be hard-wired to allocate an unusual amount of their attention toward faces, and in doing so, experience a rush of the “reward” neurotransmitter (a type of brain chemical) called dopamine, which is also implicated in addictive behaviour. In addition, it seems that extraverts use a faster-acting, shorter brain pathway during information processing than introverts, which travels through areas of the brain dealing with sensory processing (sight, sound, taste, touch). This pathway also depends on dopamine. But here’s the drawback – extraverts are not very sensitive to dopamine. They need more than introverts for it to work its magic – and one fast way to increase dopamine levels is through raising adrenaline levels, which can be achieved by doing new, fast, exciting and dangerous things – like singing karaoke at a bar, dancing with a stranger or bungee jumping. So by getting out and doing exciting things, especially with other people (faces!), they experience the reward chemical dopamine, enjoy a few immediate, intense zaps of happiness, and everything feels good.


Meanwhile, the introvert is going about things very differently. It seems that introverts have more blood flow to the brain than extraverts, and this travels along a more complicated pathway during information processing, to the parts of the brain involved with internal experiences, such as remembering, planning and solving problems. In addition, they are extremely sensitive to dopamine, so they need very little before feeling over-stimulated (in other words, they need to avoid parties!). Their neurotransmitter of choice is a different one – acetylcholine – with a very different effect. This chemical promotes a feeling of calm alertness and relaxation; it leads to improved memory, easier learning and greater cognitive flexibility. It seems that an introvert’s brain is seeking out experiences that lead to a release of a “contentment” chemical in order to function really well, while an extravert’s brain is searching for exciting, people-oriented activities that will release the instant “high” of dopamine.
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So is there a problem?


All the advice, from Jung to current researchers, is that there isn’t a problem unless you were to fight against accepting the kind of person you are and the things you like doing. For instance, if you were an introvert and suddenly determined to party hard, never taking time out, it’s likely that you would begin to feel depleted. In the same way, an extravert would feel strangely sapped of energy if he or she stayed at home without seeing anyone all week. Also, you might need to choose your career with care, because it is possible to wind up in a social or workplace culture that expects its members to behave in one particular way, and finding yourself in the wrong one could lead to damage to your health and happiness. Jung has a few words of advice for the introvert: “His own world is a safe harbour, a carefully tended and walled-in garden…His best work is done with his own resources, on his own initiative, and in his own way”.




Key theories


Extraversion and Introversion


– Carl Jung


Myers–Briggs Type Indicator


– Isabel Briggs Myers, Katherine Briggs






Why do I keep leaving things to the last minute?


Sigmund Freud • Tim Urban • Dan Ariely • Klaus Wertenbroch
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When I was at university, I’d occasionally feel slightly envious watching procrastinators mooching about and having fun while the rest of us were slogging away in the library. Annoyingly, they still managed to hand in their essays come deadline day. So is procrastination a problem?


For all the fun that procrastinators seem to be having, it seems that their internal worlds are not fun at all. Studies into procrastination among college students have shown that although procrastinators initially experience less stress than their peers, over the course of just one term they report higher cumulative amounts of stress and illness, as well as ending up with lower grades.


What’s happening?


When a procrastinator is faced with a task – of their own choice or at another’s request – they either put off starting it, or if they do begin, they quickly drop it and make themselves scarce. For instance, you might sit down to write an essay but then decide that you’ll just look at Facebook for five minutes before starting, only to find that three hours have gone by and there’s “no point starting now”. Or the goal might be much larger, such as deciding to get physically fit, but then realizing that “my trainers are too worn out – I’ll need to get new ones before I can go running”.


Freud would identify these kinds of self-comments as defences, which in simple terms are strategies we use to shift our thoughts (and bodies) away from something that causes us to experience a sort of “flinching” inside – an internal “Ow!”. If that happens, one of our defences will step in automatically and unconsciously in an effort to make us feel better. Faced with the unpleasant task of writing an essay, for instance, procrastinators often (unconsciously) use the defence of Denial, which is a way of blocking our awareness of external events. You might tell yourself that there’s a whole week to go before it’s due, so you don’t really need to do anything now. Whoosh! The essay is off your desk. Or you might use Rationalization – a cognitive distortion of the facts that gets us out of a tight spot. Perhaps you tell yourself you’re not in the right mood now, or that you need to do much more research before starting to write. And with that you turn to the Internet with the intention of researching quarks, only to find yourself watching “classic fails” on YouTube some three hours later.




“Cut down one tree.
And if you can’t cut a whole tree, cut three branches”


Joseph R Ferrari





An internal conflict


Procrastination could be seen as a state of mental paralysis, caused by a conflict between a conscious wish (to get fit or do the essay) and an unconscious wish (to avoid it), and here’s the tricky part: by its very nature an unconscious wish is just that – unconscious. We don’t know why we keep moving away from the task in hand, even though on some other level, we want to do it. Self-confessed procrastinator and writer Tim Urban suggests that this is not quite right; he says that we don’t want to do the task – we want to have completed it already, to have it behind us. So it is the doing of it that seems impossible.


If it is a problem of “doing”, say the psychologists, it’s possible to come up with some answers. Behavioural researchers Dan Ariely and Klaus Wertenbroch suggest that procrastinators can benefit from “self-binding” by introducing their own deadlines along a critical path. They claim that procrastination is really a problem of self-control, where people choose short-term relief over long-term goals, so it operates in the same way as other decisions involving self-control. For instance, I might decide to go on a diet. But when faced with a delicious toffee pudding on a restaurant menu, I might give in to temptation. After the meal I might regret having eaten the pudding and be racked with guilt and even self-hatred (“I’m a useless person for giving in so easily, what was I thinking? I’ll never get thin.”).




“Nothing is so fatiguing as the eternal hanging on of an unfulfilled goal”


William James





If it is really just a question of doing something differently and shoring up self-control, psychology abounds with ideas for ways to do this, from setting smaller goals-within-goals, defining and time-limiting each step of the way, rewarding progress and visualizing the future with the task achieved. Professor Katherine Milkman suggests bundling a task you don’t want to do with something you do. If you love running, for instance, and have a heavy book you need to plough through for work, download it in audio format and listen to it while running.


Sometimes a rational kind of approach like this works, but often it doesn’t. This is because the rational part of us already wants to write the essay – it’s the unconscious, irrational, more uncontrollable part of us that seems to be stopping us. Freud suggested that our minds have three components that must work together to allow us to function in our daily lives: the Id (the irrational part, driven by impulses), the Ego (the rational part that must negotiate with the Id to work with external reality), and the Superego (the moral, parental-sounding “conscience” of the mind). In Freudian terms, this unconscious drive away from the essay suggests that the Ego is losing a battle with the Id, which seeks pleasure and instant gratification. This is the Pleasure Principle – the mind’s instinctive drive toward pleasure and away from non-pleasure.
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Tim Urban suggests that we have a pleasure-seeking “monkey” in our heads who tries to keep us locked into a “Dark Playground”.





Monkey mind


Procrastinator Tim Urban uses a story to help negotiate the path back to rational behaviour. He thinks of his distracting part as a naughty monkey, who lives only in the present and has no memory of the past or care for the future. The monkey voice says “Hey! It would be OK to surf the Net for a couple of minutes”, and with that he leads us into the “Dark Playground”, where we do all sorts of leisure-time activities (watch TV, play computer games, go shopping) that fill time and keep us away from the real task. Even while we’re doing this, however, we’re filled with guilt, anxiety, self-hatred and dread. Only the “panic monster” that shows up with the deadline makes the monkey run away, allowing us to perform the task just before the deadline.


The key, suggests Urban, is to work with a knowledge of that monkey and its tricks. So the first task is to start, no matter what – and this is the part in which the monkey will put up his fiercest resistance. You’ll find yourself working in the Dark Woods (a testing, scary place) while the monkey will be trying desperately to pull you away into the Dark Playground instead, which is an easy, fun place. “Let’s go!” urges the monkey. Ignore him and stay in the dark, says Urban, and be ready for the inevitable bumps that occur when you hit a particularly tricky part of the task – at this point the monkey will be saying “let’s get out of here!”. If you can keep going, Urban assures us, you’ll make progress and experience a feeling of accomplishment, which the monkey will enjoy as a “self-esteem banana”. This will distract him for some time – hopefully until the last part of the task, when even the monkey can see that it would be easier to head into the blissful playground of “task done” than backward into the Dark Playground.




“The problem…isn’t that you don’t feel motivated; it’s that you imagine you need to feel motivated”


Oliver Burkeman
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Isn’t that just a story?


Psychologists and psychotherapists have long acknowledged the power of narrative on the human brain, so even if Urban’s theory is “just a story”, it may be a useful way of helping us to think about procrastination at a “meta level” even as we’re engaging in the avoidance of a task. This is the art of metacognition, or thinking about thinking, which has been found to be a very effective way of gaining more control over unconscious behaviours. It is one of the most useful benefits of practising mindfulness.


Like Freud’s Id, Urban’s monkey is full of appetites, wants and passions, does not take “no” for an answer and lives in constant conflict with the Ego. It seeks pleasure and instant gratification, and doesn’t want to know about the constraints of reality. Freud, however, would be most interested in why the monkey is trying so hard to distract you. What are you scared of finding in the Dark Woods? That you are not as intelligent as you want to be? Or as someone else, such as a parent, hopes that you are? Or perhaps you fear life’s ultimate deadline? This way to the couch, dear reader…




Key theories


The Id and the Pleasure Principle – Sigmund Freud


The Dark Playground – Tim Urban






Am I caring person or am I a “doormat”?


Virginia Satir • Karen Horney


[image: Illustration]


Who doesn’t love a caring person? That’s really the question, and if you’re asking it, chances are that you’ve been wondering about that for a very long time. The great family therapist Virginia Satir suggested that, as children, some of us felt we had to find a way to ensure that we were loved and cared for. We noticed that if we were kind and thoughtful, people (especially our parents) responded positively, or at least stopped behaving in frightening ways toward us. Caring promised protection, safety and even love in return. So caring we became.


Satir was interested in the dynamics of families and especially the differences between functional and dysfunctional ones. “Dysfunctional” is a term that gets bandied about in many different senses, so it’s worth looking at the particular way Satir uses it. For her, a dysfunctional family is a “closed system”, where information and resources are not freely exchanged, but held back from certain members and the outside community. Communication is therefore meagre; rules tend to be rigid and maladaptive and operate in favour of one parent or both.


Functional families, on the other hand, are seen as “open systems”, where information and resources are freely shared among family members and those outside the family. Communication is free-flowing and unrestricted, and any rules that do exist are adaptive and dynamic, responding and changing in response to family members’ needs and changes in the family or cultural environment.


Choose your poison


Satir was interested in what it is like to be a member of a dysfunctional family, where communication is reduced to such an extent that either very little is said, or what is said is hurtful, confusing or misleading. The rigid rules are enforced, it seems, by magic, because no one really seems to have explicitly laid them out, but somehow all the family members know what they are. There’s a certain amount of guessing going on, especially on the part of children, who need to find a way to fit safely into the family system.


In functional families, where adults focus on the child’s needs and don’t feel obliged to “lay down the law”, a child will never think about whether he or she is loved – the question just doesn’t arise. In less-functional families, on the other hand, a child learns to recognize which of his actions produces a bad response (the parent gets angry or dismissive, for instance) and which provokes a better response (the parent smiles or rewards him in some way). In the interests of survival, the child begins to repeat those actions and reactions to people around him that have produced a good response, and so a coping strategy comes into play.
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