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INTRODUCTION


As the year 2020 began, Bo Burnham finally felt ready for his return to the stage. Burnham had been an up-and-coming comedian until 2016, when he began experiencing panic attacks onstage and had to step back from his career. Three long years later, he was ready to start performing again.


Then someone in China came down with a dry cough.


Bo Burnham’s plans changed, along with yours, mine, and everyone’s. But instead of giving up on his dream of being a performer, Burnham began creating—with a vengeance. Locked down in his home, he single-handedly wrote, performed, filmed, and edited a comedy and music routine he called Inside. The show was digitally released in June of 2021 to rave reviews.


Inside captures the experience of living in the twenty-first century with unnerving accuracy. “There it is again, that funny feeling,” Burnham sings at one point, sitting alone in his apartment, cameras rolling.




A gift shop at the gun range, a mass shooting at the mall . . .


The quiet comprehending of the ending of it all.





Burnham calls our reaction to the perils of our time—rising temperatures, violence in the news and in video games, avalanches of data, disassociation—“that funny feeling.” But of course, the feeling is anything but amusing. Burnham’s work conjures the strange, slow terror of belonging to the most technologically advanced, well-informed population in history . . . and watching human activity destroy the conditions we need for our own survival.


As we doomscroll our way through horrible news, swap jokes about environmental collapse, shake our heads in disbelief at political chaos, and watch news stories about the multiple ways our species may be flirting with apocalyptic catastrophes, most of us feel at least a dark shadow of “that funny feeling.” Another name for it, as Bo Burnham knew all too well, is anxiety.


THE AGE OF UNBELIEVABLE ANXIETY


In 1948, W. H. Auden won the Pulitzer Prize for his long poem The Age of Anxiety. With all due respect, Mr. Auden, if you thought your age was anxious, you should give ours a try. In 2022, The New York Times labeled anxiety among adolescents “the inner pandemic.” The phrase is based on not only the prevalence of anxiety but also the rapidity with which it’s zooming upward.


Back in 2017, Forbes Health reported that over 284 million people worldwide had been diagnosed with some kind of anxiety disorder—and unreported cases almost certainly outnumber the recorded ones. When the Journal of Psychiatric Research set out to document rates of anxiety in the United States, it concluded that the condition was rising rapidly due to “direct and indirect . . . exposure to anxiety-provoking world events.”


When was that study published? you may ask.


In the year of our Lord two thousand and eighteen.


Hahahahaha!


Remember the olden days, back in 2018? Remember how we all thought we’d been exposed to “anxiety-provoking world events” back then?


In the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, global prevalence of anxiety disorders skyrocketed by a full 25 percent. According to Forbes Health, the number of people affected by anxiety disorders grew from about 298 million to 374 million. By 2020, nearly half (47 percent) of human beings surveyed said they experienced regular bouts of this life-draining, health-destroying, torturous condition. By 2023, even with fears about the pandemic easing off for some people, a full 50 percent of young adults aged eighteen to twenty-four reported symptoms of anxiety. All of this gives anxiety disorder the dubious distinction of being the most common mental illness in the world.


They say that statistics are people with the tears washed off. Well, I, for one, can feel the pain of those afflicted by high anxiety. I’m one of them.


MY OWN FUNNY FEELING


I’ve been studying anxiety all my life, because I have it. Have had it. Have had it in white-hot volcanic eruptions and foul, sky-darkening billows. Have had it for years on end, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health. I remember being knotted up with anxiety on the eve of one birthday, worried sick because time was passing so fast and I had yet to accomplish anything significant. I was turning four.


Things only got worse once I started school. The first time I was assigned to write a poem, my fear of inadequacy kept me awake for five consecutive hallucinatory days and nights, until my pediatrician—my pediatrician!—put me on a short, blessed course of Valium. In high school, when I joined the debate team and stood up to speak in front of a judge, I passed out cold.


The only reason I even tried public speaking was that sometime around puberty, I realized I had a choice: I could do things that caused me horrific anxiety, or I could live in a box under my bed. Luckily, inactivity made me just as anxious as everything else. So I charged forward into life, not so much bravely as frenetically, like someone running from a swarm of bees.


Filled with dread, I applied to college, then graduate school, then various jobs. In stark terror, I married, traveled, and had some children, then set about raising them. I went places and did things—more than some people, fewer than others. But wherever I went and whatever I did, I was always, always, always anxious.


God, that sucked.


All this anxiety was one of the reasons I gravitated toward the social sciences. If I could understand the mind, my own mind, then—maybe? someday?—I could free myself from constant unease. At first, this yielded a lot of discouraging information. For several years, from many books, I learned that every human brain is fully formed by the age of five. Fixed and finished. Done and dusted. I remember staring glumly at page after page, devastated that my horribly anxious brain would always remain horribly anxious.


Luckily, I kept reading.


As the years went by, new technologies allowed neurologists to examine the brain with more accuracy. It turns out that the idea of an unchanging brain is pure fiction. Our gray matter is a wonder of self-revision. It can and does constantly reshape itself, depending on how we use it, throughout our lives.


This discovery made my heart soar like the Goodyear Blimp. I began devouring everything I could find on neuroplasticity, a term that describes the malleability of our brains. Each new study I read gave me more hope, especially a study where neurologists peered into the brains of Tibetan monks who had spent years in meditation. These men, it was found, had unusually dense tissue in the brain regions associated with happiness, compassion, and calm.


In one specific monk, this effect was so pronounced that the scientists measuring his brain activity thought their equipment must be malfunctioning. This guy was a veritable superhero of tranquility. But he hadn’t always been so relaxed. In fact, he had spent his whole childhood battling crippling anxiety and panic attacks.


YES!


I mean, not YES! A CHILD HAD PANIC ATTACKS! but YES! HE GOT OVER IT!


By the time I learned about the amazing plasticity of our brains, I’d finished graduate school, taught college for a while, and left academia to write books and work as a life coach. In the end, my career was based less on my intellectual training than on my near-pathological conviction that every one of us can fulfill our deepest longing and make the world a better place. After I read the Tibetan monk study, this conviction grew roots so deep nothing could shake it. I was convinced I could fix my brain, maybe without even moving to the Himalayas or training as a monk. I believed that the way to peace was already inside me. I just had to find it.


DISCOVERING THE ART OF CALM


In 2021, as Bo Burnham put the finishing touches on his darkly brilliant Inside, several things converged to make me more obsessed with overcoming anxiety than I’d ever been before. They included these factors:


•    Many of my clients (now consulting me on Zoom) were climbing the walls with anxiety—and who could blame them? They worried about the pandemic, their financial futures, political upheaval, the steadily weirding weather, and myriad other problems. In order to help them, I began researching anxiety more intensely than ever before.


•    During lockdown, I spent several months developing and teaching an online course about creativity. The goal was to help people come up with innovative ways to navigate a world that had become overwhelmingly uncertain. As part of my preparation, I learned everything I could about the way creativity works in the brain.


•    I began having regular conversations with different scientists and psychologists, including Jill Bolte Taylor, a neuroanatomist whose time at Harvard had overlapped with mine. Jill once had a massive stroke that shut down much of her brain’s left hemisphere. Her experience, as both a scientist and a stroke survivor, contains powerful lessons about how our brains produce anxiety, and how we might let it go.


These experiences gave me new ideas for dealing with my own unquiet mind. I became fascinated with the neurological dynamics of anxiety—how it works in our brains and also in our behaviors and social interactions. I was particularly intrigued by the evidence that shows a kind of toggle effect between anxiety and creativity: when one is up and running, the other seems to go silent. I began to play with something I called “the art of calm,” because it was all about using creativity to calm my anxiety.


The results of this experimentation astonished me. At a time of worldwide crisis, when I fully expected to be feeling extremely uneasy, my anxiety dropped to near zero. Events that once would have triggered anxiety attacks—physical pain and disability, financial uncertainty, potential critical illness and loss of loved ones—no longer caused me to panic. As I developed and practiced this “art of calm,” I found myself caring more than ever about other people and the world but simultaneously experiencing far less anxiety.


Since the lockdown had moved pretty much every social interaction besides diapering babies onto the internet, I also found myself doing a lot of group coaching, including free online meetings that drew hundreds of participants. My sociology-nerd mind thrilled at the opportunity to test my new anxiety-calming methods. I walked thousands of people through these strategies, and thanks to the wonders of technology, those people could give me real-time feedback about how the techniques worked for them. The overwhelming majority of every group reported that the methods I’d developed helped lower their anxiety immediately and consistently. That’s when I decided to write this book.


THE BASICS OF GOING BEYOND ANXIETY


Stacked on the desk where I’m writing these words are many wonderful books on how to reduce the chronic worries of the reading public. They all contain terrific advice. I’ve read them carefully and repeatedly. I’ve used their advice in my own quest to feel less anxious. I’ve taught many of the methods I’ve learned from them (always with attribution!) when working with clients. A lot of the information I’ve gleaned from them has really helped.


But until recently, this felt like shoveling out the Augean stable. After years of diligent mental hygiene and thousands of hours of meditation, something many of those books advise, I’d learned how to drill down through my anxiety and connect with a state of inner peace. For a while. On most days. But then something worrying would come up—a work deadline, an alarming news report, a weird pain in my belly—and my brain would start producing anxiety like all of King Augeas’s cows and horses on Ex-Lax. I could stabilize myself enough to smile during the day and sleep at night, but it took constant effort.


Then, researching away from a number of different disciplines, I realized Three Important Things that would change my life. They helped me see how anxiety was always scratching its way into my mind, and how to turn it from something vicious into something downright gentle. As I experimented with new calming strategies, my anxiety dropped to nearly nonexistent and stayed there almost all the time. Here are the Three Important Things, which I hope will form the foundation for your own path beyond anxiety.


IMPORTANT THING NO. 1: We’re all taught to unconsciously activate an “anxiety spiral” in our brains. We keep this spiral spinning and accelerating without any awareness that we’re doing so.


From early childhood, you have been constantly rewarded for thinking in a certain way: verbally, analytically, in organized lines of logic. You’re doing this right now as you decode symbols on a page, turn them into language, follow my reasoning. This kind of focus has built up (is building up) a certain part of your brain, the way weight lifting might build your muscles. The part of your brain that you’re strengthening is located largely in your left hemisphere, though your entire brain is active almost all the time. While there are huge advantages to focusing on this kind of thought, at least one major disadvantage exists: inside everyone’s buffed-up left hemisphere is a neurological mechanism I call the “anxiety spiral.”


The anxiety spiral works like one of those tire rippers you may have driven over while leaving a parking lot: it allows the brain to go forward into higher anxiety but not to drop back into relaxation. All animals have fear responses when they’re in danger. But because of our fancy powers of speech and imagination, we humans can keep that fear response elevated indefinitely, whether we’re in danger or not. In fact, the more left-brain dominant our society becomes, the more we as individuals receive messages to keep our angst spiraling up and up and up and up into ever-higher levels of anxiety.


IMPORTANT THING NO. 2: As society makes us more anxious, we make it more anxious.


Anxiety is contagious. Even if we learn techniques that bring down our personal anxiety, engaging with a culture that’s full of anxiety can put us right back into the dread zone. Our brains and emotions are shaped by the cultural influences we experience every day: the pressure to perform in schools that rank students against each other; the need to secure some form of income; the constant barrage of alarming news from all over the globe; encounters with family members, friends, and strangers who may be flailing around in their own difficult life situations. Staying calm in a society of uneasy people is like walking down the up escalator.


As society makes us anxious, we make it anxious. Our uneasy feelings, thoughts, and actions bleed into the world around us, making others more anxious still. Then those people increase the social pressure that makes us even more anxious, and we pump that increased anxiety back to other people . . . You see where this is going. The anxiety spiral inside our heads—the one that keeps our anxiety climbing—replicates itself in a bigger circle, then whirls between individual minds and society.


The social influences pushing us toward anxiety are infinite, subtle, and powerful. The mirror cells in our brains shift to automatically reflect whatever the people around us are feeling. Images of danger and horror are being communicated more rapidly and universally, so we constantly hear and see reports of terrible things happening all over the world. The structures of our work lives often push us to stay nervous and make us continually fear that we’ll lose our competitive edge or our way of making a living.


To counteract all this, we need more than a few relaxation techniques. We need a culture-wide transformation in the way we approach our lives.


IMPORTANT THING NO. 3: Anxiety can’t just be ended. It must be replaced.


Nature abhors a vacuum, so even if we can relax our highly developed anxiety circuits, they collide with many forces (inside and outside our brains) that rev them right back up—unless we fill the space where the anxiety used to be.


To live with joy and optimism instead of constant worry, we don’t just need to subtract our troubles; we need to use our brains differently. We need practices that guide our thinking into new habitual pathways, new modes of perceiving and relating to the world. Though some psychologists and neurologists are beginning to articulate this idea, modern Western culture doesn’t teach us any major skills for rerouting anxious energy into more peaceful ways of thinking. But other cultures (think Tibetan monastic orders) do teach such skills.


Here’s what the people who developed early antianxiety practices knew: The human mind is endlessly, unstoppably generative. It’s always making something. Always. The part of our brains that we’ve been taught to use is constantly creating concepts, stories, theories, competitive strategies, a sense of lack—and, of course, anxiety.


To stop doing this, we can shift our neural activity to a different set of brain structures and functions—the ones that generate curiosity, wonder, connection, compassion, and awe. Learning to use our brains in this way relies on science, but as I’ve said, it’s ultimately an art. The strategies I’ll teach you in this book won’t merely make you a less anxious person; they’ll turn you into an artist of calm, a creative genius.


This doesn’t mean you’ll start painting portraits or composing symphonies (though you may). It means you’ll begin bringing the full power of your infinitely resourceful human mind to bear on anything you make or do. We all have favorite forms of creative expression: cooking, poetry, engineering, animal husbandry, whatever. But no matter where our individual interests lie, we all share one form of creative expression: the shaping of our life experiences. Anything you happen to do can become a creative medium, and as you leave anxiety behind and free up your innate creativity, your magnum opus will be the most thrilling, fulfilling life you can imagine.


This way of living beyond anxiety is radically liberating. It sets us free in more ways than we can count: Free to sustain an ongoing inner state of peace and self-compassion. Free to interact with others with confidence and wisdom rather than insecurity and tension. Free to engage with the pressures of society as powerful navigators and pathbuilders rather than as hapless wanderers. Free to create our own futures and approach them not as random avalanches of frightening events but as unfolding beneficent miracles. The capacity for all this freedom is your birthright; it’s been in you since the day you were born. As you leave anxiety behind, you’ll see that for yourself.


WHERE WE’RE HEADED: THE CREATURE, THE CREATIVE, AND THE CREATION


Like any other art, living beyond anxiety takes practice. I like to approach it in three phases, so this book has three parts. In part 1, you’ll learn about how to handle your biological and psychological tendency to get anxious. I call this process “calming the creature.”


In part 2, you’ll begin utilizing parts of your brain that pull you out of anxiety and into curiosity, fascination, and inventiveness. Since this process makes you your most creative self, I call it activating the “creative” or “creator” self. Again, this side of yourself may be interested in what society calls “art” (music, painting, poetry, etc.), but its biggest role will be discovering or inventing creative problem-solving approaches to any aspect of your life. Your creative self sees “problems” not as anxiety-driving terrors but as opportunities to design original responses to any situation whatsoever.


In part 3, you will move so far away from anxiety and into creativity that you may begin experiencing something I call “commingling with creation.” This phrase sounds odd to the typical Western ear, since our culture doesn’t teach us much about it. In fact, “commingling with creation” may sound silly or nonsensical to you, especially since words can’t really describe it. The closest I can come here is to tell you that this union with creation is a state of effortless flow in which you completely forget your anxiety—and even the part of yourself that felt anxious. In fact, your whole sense of self may dissolve. But this kind of dissolution—the dissolving of all anxiety—unleashes your full potential for joy, just as the dissolution of dragonfly larvae ultimately gives earthbound creatures the ability to fly.


This progression beyond anxiety and into your inborn creative genius is a continuing process. As long as you have a normal human brain, you’ll also have the capacity to slip back into anxiety. But as you learn the concepts and skills laid out in this book, it will get easier and easier to calm the frightened creature in your brain and liberate your creative side. Every time you do this, you’ll move into greater heights of inventiveness, adventure, and exhilaration.


All of this may generate a brand-new “funny feeling” that you will carry with you everywhere. Even when confronting a world of chaos, destruction, anger, and threat, you’ll feel a bloom of calm that ripples outward into creativity, connection, and joy. You’ll learn to work with your own mind and heart the way a sculptor works with clay, the way a musician composes songs. Everything you do will contribute to your most important artistic creation: your own life. And as you construct your own best life, you may just change the world.


BEFORE WE BEGIN


As you learn to use the ideas and processes suggested in this book, swapping your anxiety for joyful creativity, you may start to seem peculiar to the (anxious) folks around you. These people may watch you with furrowed brows, blank stares, and the occasional critical comment. Learning to live beyond anxiety is one of the best things you’ll ever do for yourself, your loved ones, and the world, but it may not be the easiest.


Here are some questions I’d like you to consider right now. If the answer to any of them is a flat no, it’s okay. Read through the book—or maybe just lie down for a while—and see if the answers change as your anxiety goes up. When you’re really, truly sick of feeling anxious, you may decide that the challenge is worth taking.


•    Are you prepared to question the conventional wisdom of our culture so deeply that you physically shift the gray matter in your head—in other words, develop a brain that doesn’t quite fit in with society?


•    Can you accept that abandoning anxiety may cause you to think and act in ways that are compassionate and creative but unusual, ways that the people around you might find incomprehensible?


•    Do you have the will and courage to shape all your actions according to what emerges from your inherent originality rather than from anything you’ve ever been taught?


Think carefully about these questions. Living beyond anxiety is a gentle art—in fact, it will teach you the paradoxical truth that gentleness is extraordinarily powerful. But in this world, being gentle can require a lot of grit. I don’t want to scare you—you’ve spent enough time being scared. I just want you to know that living beyond anxiety, like any radical art, is countercultural. It will definitely take you out beyond the conventional wisdom of our society. No one can predict what you may do then. I can’t promise you that it will look “normal”; I can only tell you that it will take you to the unimaginable joy of your best destiny.


Still in?


Let’s do this.
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1


The Nuts and Bolts of Why You Go Nuts and Want to Bolt


I’m writing this under the thatched roof of a cottage in one of my very favorite places: a South African game reserve called Londolozi. A few minutes ago, as I sat here typing away, a sharp, guttural noise shattered the evening stillness. I recognized the sound as a leopard calling; I’ve heard it many times before. But I’ve never heard it when I happened to be alone, in pajamas, at night, six feet away from the source of the sound.


For a moment, I genuinely thought the leopard was in the room with me—specifically, below me, because I’d instantly levitated, straight up into the mosquito netting over my bed, like a rocket fueled by pure adrenaline.


But only in my mind.


What actually happened was much less dramatic. I glanced over just in time to see the animal’s half-lit form gliding past a screen door. Before I’d even thought the word leopard, I realized I was completely safe. My visitor stalked off into the tall grass, proclaiming his presence with a sound like a revving chain saw while I sat here beaming, feeling as if my blood had been replaced by fine champagne.


This is an example of something violence-prevention expert Gavin de Becker calls “the gift of fear.” What I felt just now, when I heard the leopard, wasn’t calm. But it wasn’t anxiety, either. Before we talk more about what anxiety is, we need to be clear about what it isn’t.


Three words: anxiety isn’t fear.


That leopard’s call flipped on my fight-or-flight response, a resource most animals possess. It created a surge of true fear, which is meant to hit hard, get us moving, and then disappear. Most of the time, these “true fear” reactions hang around like off-duty firefighters, scrolling through social media, dozing lightly, examining their moles. If—and only if—our senses detect clear and present danger, true fear snaps into action, giving us the mental clarity and physical energy required to deal with the threat. As soon as safety is reestablished (the fire is out, the leopard is walking away), it relaxes again.


It’s astonishing how quickly this can happen. Just now, in less than a second, I went from peaceful contentment to five-alarm fear, then all the way back to peace. I didn’t experience any crippling negative emotion, only sudden, sharp mental focus and a jolt of physical energy. Real fear tells us what to do while giving us the speed and strength we need to do it. It’s like being shot from a cannon.


Anxiety, on the other hand, is more like being haunted. It pulls our attention inward to worrisome thoughts and fantasies, away from our actual physical situation in the present. Its vague sense of doom presses down on us without suggesting any constructive action. And unlike healthy fear, anxiety never relents. It may not only persist but also increase in situations where we’re completely safe. This constant dread worsens our health, our relationships, our ability to fulfill our hopes and dreams.


So how does fear—a priceless gift without which we’d all be dead by Tuesday—become the grinding torture of anxiety? Excellent question! I’m so glad I asked.


In this chapter, I’ll tell you how your healthy fear can end up stuck in the “on” position, turning a quick, reflexive impulse into an endless, rising spiral of anxiety. I’ll show you how both your biology and your culture pull you toward anxiety like a riptide, often sweeping you up before you’re even aware of it, and how you can begin to free yourself. The chapter at hand has some rudimentary science in it, drawn from the treasure trove of exciting discoveries that are emerging as technology teaches us more and more about ourselves, our thoughts, and our behavior. This branch of science is not only fascinating but profoundly liberating. Understanding the nuts and bolts of anxiety is key to escaping it.


HOW FEAR BECOMES ANXIETY


When you encounter anything unfamiliar, from a strange-looking bug to a newfangled hairstyle, it grabs the attention of an ancient structure at the center of your brain, one that’s been passed down from creature to creature for hundreds of millions of years. The word for it is amygdala, Greek for “almond,” because—textbooks never fail to mention this—it’s about the size and shape of an almond. Every creature with a spine has one, or a close homologue.


Actually, saying that you have “an amygdala” isn’t quite accurate. You really have two—one on the left side of your brain, another on the right—and we’ll talk more about what this means later on. For now, just picture your two-part inner almond picking up on any threatening or unfamiliar sense impression: the sight of an object flying toward you, the sound of a leopard chuffing, a whiff of your mother-in-law’s hair spray. Immediately, your brain’s inner almond sends out a pulse of alarm, like a little silent shriek: Yawp!


In a flash, this yawp of alarm reaches other structures: the emotion-generating brain layers we share with other mammals and the logical, verbal parts that are unique to humans. During moments of high danger, this fear response can make us almost superhuman. Without even thinking, we leap away from the rattlesnake, launch the lifeboats, lift the car off our trapped lover. (Not, one hopes, all at once.)


For most creatures, the experience of fear ends when the immediate danger is gone. That’s what happened in my brain as my leopard visitor skulked away. I’ve seen many other animals relax after escaping danger—and I mean right after. I once watched a lion who had just eaten most of a wildebeest decide to attack an entirely different wildebeest. The antelope took off like a shot. After a hundred yards or so, the overfed cat gave up and simply stood there, panting. Instantly, with its would-be murderer still in plain sight, the wildebeest relaxed and went back to grazing.


Humans would react the same way if we weren’t so damn smart (as opposed to your average wildebeest, which would lose a battle of wits with a spoon). Our brains, unlike those of any other animal, can hold information as a verbal story and elaborate on it with imagination. We like to believe that we are the “rational” species, as coolly logical as Sherlock Holmes. But, in fact, our thoughts and decisions are driven largely by what’s happening at the emotional levels of our brains.


This means that your brilliant human mind often reacts more to the yawp of the inner almond and the emotional flash of fear than to your actual situation. We can be startled by almost anything—footfalls behind us, a boss’s frown, a news story. This is what happens when we see that a threat is real and present. The whole brain springs into action to deal with the danger. But even if the threat isn’t real, even if we see that the person behind us is a loved one, that the boss is grimacing because of gout rather than anger, and that the news story requires long-term wisdom rather than an immediate freak-out, the left side of the brain tends to react to every threat alarm by doing two things: (1) it comes up with explanations that justify our feeling of fear, and (2) it figures out ways we might take control of the situation.


EXPLANATIONS AND CONTROL: HOW ANXIETY TAKES ROOT


The scary stories our brains create to justify any feeling of fear tend to sound completely rational to the person experiencing them. So do the control tactics we use to make ourselves feel in command. As a coach, I’ve seen people spend astonishing amounts of time and energy trying to control all sorts of life situations. Some people track their spouses through phone apps every moment of every day on the theory that constant surveillance is the way to keep love alive. I’ve seen parents practically move into their children’s schools, believing that if they can control every aspect of the curriculum, their darlings will be guaranteed a happy future. I’ve seen bosses destroy their companies by controlling every aspect of their employees’ work lives until those employees broke free and ran for the hills.


The impulse to control is so deep and powerful that we may believe we’re acting logically even when our control strategies become downright bizarre. For instance, a couple of years ago, my friend Jennifer was staying in the very same Londolozi cottage where I’m writing this. In the middle of her first night here, she woke to see—you guessed it—a leopard, right outside the screen door. It may have been the very same animal that just strolled past me. But when it visited Jennifer, it brought a snack. My friend was stirred from slumber by the stimulating sound of fangs scronching through bone and cartilage. The huge cat was just a few feet away, eye deep in the bloody carcass of an impala.


Of course, Jennifer’s amygdala let out an almighty yawp. But her jet-lagged neocortex went further than mine. It instantly formed a theory (“This is why you should be scared!”) and a control strategy (“This is what you must do to stay safe!”). Jennifer’s theory was that since she was wearing fuzzy leopard-print pajamas, the animal would perceive her as a territorial rival. Her control strategy, which she swiftly and decisively enacted, was to sit bolt upright, wrap herself in a beige blanket, and pose as a termite mound.


When she told this story the next day at breakfast, Jennifer laughed so hard she could barely breathe. Her nervous system, just like mine, had reset itself to “safe” after her leopard visitation ended. But in many situations, a jittery human brain doesn’t relax after danger has passed. Instead, it keeps conjuring more scenarios about what could go wrong. And here’s a key point: the thoughts remembered and imagined by the neocortex feed back to the left amygdala as if they are actually happening.


THE ENDLESS FEEDBACK LOOP OF THE ANXIETY SPIRAL


Right now, listening to the symphony of animal calls in the African night around me, I could put myself into a welter of anxiety. My brain might generate thoughts and stories that would keep me awake all night. It could start silently shouting things like:


•    This place is filthy with leopards. They’re everywhere!


•    That animal is just waiting for me to fall asleep. Then it’ll smash through the screen door and attack.


•    I’ve heard they kill you by biting your neck until you suffocate. What would that feel like?


•    Or . . . wait . . . do they claw out your intestines first? That could be even worse—I could linger!


•    Maybe it would just pin me down and start eating me alive. Oh no! Where would it start?


As these fear stories played out, my left amygdala would react to each new thought as if that terrifying scenario were actually happening. Every thought would get a bigger yawp. And each time, my left hemisphere would respond to the new yawp by thinking, Oh my God, this is even worse than I thought! Then it would spin out even scarier stories to justify the new, imagination-fortified level of fear, which would make my left amygdala yawp ever more loudly, causing my neocortex to create even worse horror stories, and so on.


And on. And on.


This is what engineers call an “unregulated feedback cycle”—something that feeds on its own energy so that it only goes up, never down. When this happens in the fear-generating part of our brains, I call it the “anxiety spiral.”


THE ANXIETY SPIRAL, INSIDE AND OUTSIDE


If you’re a worrier, you know how it feels to lie awake, safe and sound, getting more and more terrified—not by actual events but by possible ones. (As an unknown author once said, “I am an old man and have known many troubles, but most of them never happened.”) You probably also know what it’s like to calm yourself down through heroic amounts of self-discipline, rising after a sleepless night filled with determination to make this a better day—only to find yourself spinning into anxiety all over again after getting stuck in traffic, or staring at an unexpected bill, or catching hell from a stressed-out coworker.


There’s a nauseating circularity to the anxiety spiral, like a merry-go-round that keeps speeding up and creating more centrifugal force. For me, there have been many times when the process is just a blur: jolts of intense alarm followed by terrifying thoughts about potential disaster followed immediately by even more intense jolts of alarm. You may not be able to slow down your own anxiety at first, but if you set an intention to observe your anxiety without trying to change it, you’ll start to recognize the sharp kick of a fear impulse and notice how it increases the momentum of your frightening thoughts.


For example, a client I’ll call Kayla once walked into a room where her husband was typing on his cell phone. He immediately swiped the screen clear and turned to her with a little too much enthusiasm. “I felt this horrible jolt,” Kayla told me. “I thought, He’s lying. What’s he into? Gambling? Porn? Is he having an affair?” With each thought, the jolt of dread repeated, growing worse as the stories multiplied. “I felt so betrayed I started an argument,” Kayla said. “By the time he admitted he’d been planning my birthday party, I was half-convinced my marriage was over.”


Simon had a similar pattern at work, where he held a management position leading a team of three older men. A tech whiz, Simon genuinely had more skills than his subordinates. But he felt intensely anxious about being seen as immature, so he tried to act “more authoritative” by showing off his superior knowledge. This made him come across as critical and arrogant. Simon’s colleagues soon felt as anxious around him as he did around them.


Jared and Sophie got caught in an anxiety spiral when their daughter Ruby was born. Every cough or sneeze from little Ruby triggered a bolt of fear that sent her parents to the internet on a mission to learn (and control) every possible thing that could go wrong with their baby’s health. As their storytelling minds grasped labels like “respiratory syncytial virus” and “gastroesophageal reflux disease,” Sophie and Jared would get so tense that Ruby would sense the mood and begin to wail, accelerating her parents’ anxiety spirals, sending the whole family out for multiple unnecessary medical appointments.


Kayla and her husband, Simon and his coworkers, and Ruby’s little family are far from unusual. Anxiety spirals start in individuals but spread to groups in almost any social situation. Remember, anxiety is contagious. Every time we interact with other people, we run a high risk of getting caught up in their anxiety spirals, which will accentuate our own. And we humans have built a macro version of our brains’ anxiety mechanism into the society we’ve created. Modern culture is like a massive anxiety spiral in which countless clever brains busily spin out terrifying stories and control strategies 24/7. Our ability to instantly communicate with huge numbers of people allows us to spread the misery faster and farther than ever before.


Here’s one example of a very large collective anxiety spiral. A few days ago, when I boarded my plane to South Africa, my luggage contained—I confess it—an eyelash curler. The security screeners at the airport scowled at this little gadget, pronounced it dangerous, and confiscated it. I knew better than to ask how they thought I was going to use it as a weapon. (Curl my eyelashes until they became distractingly prominent, causing the crew to lose focus and open the doors while in flight? Curl the pilot’s eyelashes until he became unrecognizable to himself and had an existential collapse? Lethally shame other passengers whose lashes were disgracefully straight?)


If my joking about this offends you, I apologize. And I understand. The terrorist attacks of 2001 were very real and utterly horrifying. Air travel makes a lot of people feel uneasy at the best of times, and since 9/11, that uneasiness has twisted far, far up our collective anxiety spiral. Just seeing a passenger jet can trigger a huge yawp as our minds replay the images from that ghastly day. In response to those memories, and other cases of attempted terrorism, our society has generated many control strategies—some logical, some not. For instance: If all travelers pack their liquids in tiny bottles, we will be safe. If everyone takes off their shoes before boarding, we will be safe. If we confiscate all eyelash curlers, we will be safe. If we attack anything or anyone we’re not used to, we will be safe. And above all: If we always stay worried about this, we will be safe.


This is the self-defeating logic of anxiety; it makes us truly believe that the only way to feel safe is to never feel safe. Because of the unregulated feedback systems inside us, it’s easy to get caught in this kind of circular reasoning that pervades the society around us.


Collective anxiety fantasies shape the way we interact with our families, our institutions, our religions—in short, all our social structures and activities. Operating from anxiety, family members try to micromanage their loved ones’ lives; conspiracy theorists post dark conjectures online, goading one another into higher and higher levels of paranoia; people on either side of political issues frantically try to control one another, becoming louder, more insulting, and more extreme as their anxiety mounts.


Sometimes, frightening rumors or imagined dangers can whip up a collective anxiety spiral that has the size and suction power of a tornado. It’s as if someone just yelled “FIRE!” in a theater packed with a billion people. Whole nations can fall into shared fantasies of threat, with people growing so suspicious that they can barely see one another through the roaring horror stories in their minds. Collective anxiety spirals have created untold violence, injustice, discrimination, slaughter, suffering, and war.


This is legitimately scary! We really have to get control of it! Right?


See how that works?


The bad news is that however frightened we become, and however hard we try to control other people and situations, anxiety-based actions tend to breed more anxiety, leading to upward spirals of terror and violence. The good news is that we have another option.


ONE BRAIN, TWO VIEWPOINTS


This whole time we’ve been talking about what happens in the left hemisphere of your brain when you perceive something threatening. Now let’s consider your right hemisphere. That’s as far as you have to go to begin freeing yourself from anxiety. It’s also the best position from which to solve the real, valid difficulties we face as individuals and as a species.


Throughout this book, I’ll talk a lot about the differences between the left and right brain hemispheres. I realize this is a simplification; at any given moment, both your brain hemispheres are up and running, trading information, shaping your behavior in complex, multipart harmony. Scientists hate it when nonscientists generalize about being a “left-brained” or “right-brained” person. But as Oxford psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist says, “It would be just as foolish to believe that therefore there are no important hemisphere differences. There are massively important ones, which lie at the core of what it means to be a human being.”


Neurologists have long known that the left hemisphere is responsible for analytical, logical, and verbal thinking, while the right hemisphere is more attuned to sense perceptions, emotions, and intuition. This becomes obvious when people lose function in specific parts of their brains through illness or accident. Their impairments show neuroscientists what was going on in the various parts of their brains before tragedy struck.


My friend Jill Bolte Taylor understands this about as well as anyone ever could. For one thing, she’s a highly trained neuroanatomist. For another, while working as a brain scientist at Harvard, Jill suffered a massive stroke that temporarily disabled much of her left hemisphere. She is the person who first told me—both in her written work and in conversation—that talking about “the amygdala” or “the neocortex” as a singular structure is misleading. Having studied and lived the difference between the two hemispheres, Jill is exquisitely aware that the two halves of the brain perform very different functions, in very different ways.


The View from the Right


One morning, as Jill prepared for another busy day at Harvard, a vein ruptured inside her head. Blood pulsed into Jill’s left hemisphere with each beat of her heart. Gradually, parts of her brain became flooded, then sputtered, flickered, and finally shut down. Within hours, Jill had lost her ability to use language, follow sequential reasoning, and track linear time.


She’d also lost every trace of anxiety.


With her left hemisphere inactive, Jill experienced herself as a field of energy the size of the entire universe. In this right-hemisphere consciousness there was no time, just an infinite present moment. Jill couldn’t remember the names of common objects, let alone of people, but she was extraordinarily attuned to her fellow humans’ physical and emotional energy. She later wrote that her consciousness felt “like a great whale gliding through a sea of silent euphoria.” She was intensely aware, filled with inexpressible compassion and gratitude.


Fortunately, Jill also happened to be surrounded by other brain scientists. They had faith she could recover, because they knew that our brains are malleable—we can change their structures from the inside just by thinking differently. It took Jill over eight years to perform the near-miraculous task of rebuilding her brain’s left hemisphere. She regained her ability to use language, logic, and time. But she deliberately chose to remain less left-hemisphere dominant than she’d once been. She now knew how to, as she put it, “step into the consciousness of my right hemisphere.”


At first, I was confused by Jill’s description of a blissful right hemisphere, because it clashed with something she herself called “a mountain of neuroscience research that supports the idea that our left brain is the source of our happiness.” But, she wrote in her book Whole Brain Living, “happiness is not the same as joy. Although both happiness and joy are positive emotions, they are very different psychologically and neuroanatomically.” The happiness of the left hemisphere comes from positive external conditions, while the right hemisphere feels a joy born from within.


This difference shows up in many books on how to be happy. For example, here’s some advice from psychologist John B. Arden:




Let’s say that you’ve been sad recently and have been pulling back from your friends. Maybe you’ve said to yourself, “I don’t want to put on a happy face.” You should force yourself to call a friend and go out to lunch when you don’t feel like it.





This advice is based on Arden’s conviction that the left hemisphere, if given total control, can lock down what he sees as the glumness or moodiness of the right brain. Arden states that people are depressed after a left-hemisphere stroke but not after a stroke that affects the right hemisphere—exactly the opposite of what Jill Bolte Taylor experienced.


When I asked Jill about this, she told me that doctors who want verbal reports of happiness usually can’t get them from people whose left hemispheres are offline, because those patients can’t use language. As for being depressed after her stroke, she said, “People thought I must be depressed, because I wept a lot. But I wasn’t depressed. I was in awe.” As a social scientist, I’ve been trained to take the word of observers as important but to give primary credence to the reports of people who have actually lived through an experience. For this reason, among others, I favor Jill’s perspective.


WHY OUR BRAINS TEND TO TURN LEFT


You’d think that since we all have access to the state of awe and bliss Jill found in her right hemisphere, we’d go into this state as often as we could and stay for as long as possible. But evolution has given us the opposite tendency—we tend to focus on whatever makes us feel worse, or at least more uneasy. Two of the mechanisms responsible for this are the brain’s “negativity bias” and something I call the “hall of mirrors.” Recognizing and understanding these neurological quirks can help us step away from their influence.


The Negativity Bias


One holiday, my family received a life-size cardboard cutout of Lin-Manuel Miranda, the genius who brought the musical Hamilton to the world. The cutout looks just like the real guy: same height, same silhouette, same adorably dimpled smile. After we unwrapped the cutout, we all toasted Lin-Manuel’s health, put our arms around his shoulder, and took some selfies.


The problem was that our cockapoo, Bilbo Baggins of Bag End, Pennsylvania, did not perceive this as a hilarious sight gag. He only knew that our home had been invaded by a weirdly motionless two-dimensional human that exuded all the wrong smells. Now, Bilbo isn’t easily shaken, but when he is, the drama can get positively Shakespearean. WHAT HO! he screamed, catching sight of the cutout. Then he courageously attacked it, shouting BEGONE, YE NIGHTMARE FIEND! RETURN TO THINE ODIOUS LAIR AND TORMENT US NO MORE!


For almost an hour, we tried to help Bilbo stop saving us from Lin-Manuel Miranda. Nothing worked. He nobly sustained the fight until we gave up and stashed the cutout in a closet. Which is when things got really intense.


Now, everyone in my family knows what’s in that closet. We’ve all seen it many times. Nevertheless, we are frequently treated to an event that gives us all a bracing frisson of terror. First, there’s the squeak of hinges as someone opens that particular door. Next comes the bloodcurdling scream, then the thunder of feet in flight, then finally the shaky laughter of the unfortunate person who has once again surprised Lin-Manuel Miranda lurking in the darkness, just waiting for Bilbo to drop his guard.


The reason this piece of cardboard has the power to terrify my family over and over again is that we—and all humans—share Bilbo’s tendency to perceive any possible danger in every situation. The second we notice something odd, our fight-or-flight responses flash into action. If you want to see how strongly and quickly this happens, google “invisible danger prank” and watch a few videos. (Trigger alert: This prank involves someone faking fear, which causes an immediate fight-or-flight reaction in someone else. I would never play this prank on anyone. Nor do I want anyone to play it on me. But damn is it ever a vivid illustration of how quick we are to panic, even with no evidence of danger.)


The negativity bias is our hair-trigger tendency to see danger everywhere. It’s a big evolutionary plus, because fearing everything motivates us to avoid the few things that really are dangerous. If you come across a snake, for example, you might not know whether it’s a harmless species or a venomous one. Assuming that the snake is dangerous when it isn’t could rob you of a beautiful relationship with a friendly serpent. But assuming that it’s harmless if it’s not could get you lethally chomped. It’s best to err on the side of caution, so that’s what our brains do.


The negativity bias makes us worry about social and emotional risks, as well as physical ones. If someone gives you three compliments and one bit of harsh criticism, your brain will focus on the insult. If your Instagram post gets a thousand Likes and one comment that simply says “BAD!” your brain will spotlight the troll. In the midst of almost universal approval, you may feel devastated by a single stranger’s complaint that your mention of “hearty soups” brought up her fear of choking and should have come with a trigger warning.


When the negativity bias spurs our anxiety spirals into action, our thinking can quickly become delusional. In a state of anxiety, we actually stop noticing any information that tells us there’s no need to fear. We think our anxious worldview is complete and perfect, because the left hemisphere cannot believe that anything beyond its own perceptions is real. As a result, we often get stuck in a neurological hall of mirrors.


The Hall of Mirrors


I was about five years old when I first entered a hall of mirrors at an amusement park. I was not amused. To my eyes, the “hall” (actually just a small room) looked like a horrifying alien universe. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all covered with mirrors that were warped to create grotesque reflections. Since every mirror reflected the other mirrors, the room also appeared endless. Terrified by all the monstrous images, I got so disoriented that I couldn’t find the exit.


Fortunately, a friend pulled me out of that awful little room. But later, on many occasions, I got trapped in a metaphorical hall of mirrors that materialized from the anxious reflections of my brain’s left hemisphere. You may have experienced the same thing, because the anxiety spiral, just like a carnivalesque hall of mirrors, is structured in a way that makes it hard for us to find the exit. The anxiety-producing part of the brain magnifies its own distorted thinking while denying that anything else exists.


It’s amazing to see how literal this can be. For example, one day the famous neurologist and writer Oliver Sacks, then a psychiatric intern, showed up at the hospital to find one of his patients behaving strangely. This young man had woken up from a nap and started screaming that someone had put a severed leg into bed with him. He kept pointing at his own left leg, accusing the nurses of putting it there as a horrible sick joke.


Sacks listened to the patient rant about the alien leg. Then he asked, “If this—this thing—is not your left leg, then where is your own left leg?”


The patient looked around, gaped in horror, and said, “I have no idea. It’s disappeared. It’s gone.” Then he grabbed his left leg—that ghoulish, repulsive object—and threw it to the floor. The rest of him went with it. The patient lay there in growing dread as he realized that the alien leg was somehow attached to him.


This bizarre condition, called “hemispatial neglect,” only happens to people with right hemisphere damage (the opposite of the area where Jill’s stroke occurred). Such patients may shave or put makeup on only the right sides of their faces, ignore anyone standing to their left, and draw pictures that are simply blank on one side. There’s nothing wrong with these people’s eyesight. But they’ve lost the ability to pay attention to anything that isn’t perceived and controlled by their left hemispheres, including half of their own bodies.


This weird attention blindness also applies to the way the left hemisphere thinks. Once we’ve generated an anxiety-based story, our brains latch on to it as The Only Reality, becoming resistant to any other way of thinking. Take a group of anxious people—folks with extreme political beliefs, say, or cultists who are convinced that their leader, a former carpet salesman named Ralph, is a powerful wizard. Show these people irrefutable evidence that something they believe is factually incorrect. What happens? Research shows that their belief in the disproven idea actually grows stronger.


Confronted by new information, the left side of the brain doesn’t open up. It sees the evidence not as valuable information but as a threat to its status quo, its truth—no, The Truth! Logical evidence that it’s incorrect just puts the anxiety spiral on rocket fuel. The left hemisphere generates even more fear, magnifying its terrifying stories.


Once we’re inside the left hemisphere’s hall of mirrors—that is, our anxiety—anything and everything may seem monstrous. Simple kindness may look like a manipulative lie. Rest and relaxation appear weak. Optimism is stupid. Everything is out to get us, except for the things we want, which seem to be in terribly short supply. There is never enough good stuff in the world as seen from this mental perspective: never enough money, status, power, love, golden toilets, breakfast cereal, anything. This perspective makes the world look grim and joyless, but by God, it feels real.


Because the negativity bias and the hall of mirrors affect the way we identify what’s true, anxiety can blind us to inconsistencies or errors in our own thinking. So how do we find the way out? By recognizing the sensation of suffering. Seeing the world from inside the anxiety spiral feels horrible. We can use that horrible feeling as a signal: “HELLO! YOU ARE BEING SPUN BY YOUR OWN NEGATIVITY BIAS! YOU ARE LOST IN THE HALL OF MIRRORS!” Once we realize this, we can step into a better mindset.


USING YOUR BEAUTIFUL MIND TO STEP OFF THE ANXIETY SPIRAL


In the movie A Beautiful Mind, based on a true story, mathematician John Nash fights through schizophrenia by using his prodigious rational brain to disprove his psychotic delusions. He notices that several important people in his life never age, even though they’ve been hanging out with him for decades. The real Nash described his own mental process: “Gradually I began to intellectually reject some of the delusionally influenced lines of thinking.”


Rarely are people so scrupulously rational that they use logic to see the illogic in their own beliefs. But if we’re going to live in peace, we need to learn this skill. Anxiety—feeling terrified and endangered all the time, even in situations where we’re safe—isn’t John Nash–level psychosis, but it is delusional. It’s an imbalanced way of thinking that overemphasizes the perceptions of our left brains. Once we see that, we can reestablish a more balanced worldview by activating our right hemispheres. In fact, you can do that right now. Try the exercise below.




New Skill


STEP OUT OF YOUR ANXIETY SPIRAL





1.   First, think about something that makes you mildly anxious—not anything truly horrifying but a situation that makes you just a bit nervous, like remembering to buy a gift for a relative or file your taxes on time. Notice how this mild anxiety feels in your body and emotions. Describe it here:








2.   Now let that thought go for just a minute. Instead, think about three things you love to taste. Imagine tasting them. List them here:











3.   Now list three things you love to hear. Imagine hearing them:











4.   Now list three things you love to see. Picture them as you write them here:











5.   Now list three things you love to smell. Remember the scents:











6.   Now list three things you love to feel against your skin. Imagine touching them:











7.   Next, see if you can remember or imagine a scenario in which all or most of the items above were/are present. Because each person’s brain is unique, some people find it easier to remember an experience, whereas others can easily conjure sensations through imagination. If neither imagination nor memory works for you, think of a place where you can assemble some things you love with each of your senses. Then spend time in that place, focused on sensing each object.














Right now (or whenever you can bring these sense perceptions into your mind), write a brief description of the scenario that combines some of your favorite sense perceptions. As you do this, use present-tense language. Include at least one image from each of your five senses. For example: I’m sitting in my favorite easy chair, sipping champagne and munching on Belgian chocolate. My cat is purring on my lap while I stroke her fur. Outside, I can see a beautiful forest, and my children playing. I can hear their laughter, wind in the trees, and birds singing. A cool breeze drifts through the open window, carrying the scent of pine trees and the ocean. Also, I am receiving the best foot massage of my life.


8. Briefly describe the physical and emotional sensations that arose as you composed this fantasy situation:











9.   Notice what happened to your anxiety during the time you were composing, experiencing, and writing about this scene.





NOTICE WHAT JUST HAPPENED


If you actually did the exercise above—that is, if you really spent some time imagining, remembering, or experiencing all those lovely sense impressions—I hope you enjoyed your brief vacation from anxiety!


That said, it’s more likely you read the instructions and thought, Okay, right, got it. I see where this is going. In fact, that’s what you’ve been trained to do. Our culture is dominated by the verbal, abstract thinking most prominent in the left hemisphere, so your socialization pulls hard toward the assumption that reading about an experience, or thinking about it in words, is the same thing as actually living it. In fact, you’ve been trained to believe that thinking is superior to experiencing.


So maybe you dismissed the whole exercise above as being stupid, basic, or unimportant. Perhaps you filled in the blanks, felt your anxiety diminish for a few seconds, and then mentally invalidated the whole experience: Well, sure, that’s nice, but that scene is just something I dreamed up in my imagination. It isn’t real.


It’s quite true that you created your calming scene by selectively focusing on certain memories, perceptions, and fantasies. But that’s exactly the same thing you’re doing when you see the world as frightening and unsafe.


When the left hemisphere whips us into miserably embracing the negativity bias and the hall of mirrors, we’re primed to believe that our perceptions are factually correct. By contrast, when we use our right hemispheres to assemble an internal experience, we know this is a choice. If we step far enough away from the anxiety spiral, we can see that our fears, just like our positive fantasies, are constructed from selected bits of information. And this recognition can take us into a whole new way of living and thinking.


LIFE IN A BALANCED BRAIN


I first met Jill Bolte Taylor when she emailed me to schedule a Zoom call. As Jill’s image popped onto my computer screen, I saw that she wasn’t in a house. Behind her grew a lush forest, filled with rising mist. Jill was in her summer home: a boat on a lake somewhere in midwestern America. Living there, she told me, helped her abide in the kind of wonder and peace she first experienced when her left hemisphere went offline.


Jill told me that she’d structured her whole life to access the best aspects of her entire brain. (She’d just published Whole Brain Living, a wonderful book that I highly recommend.) In addition to engaging her left hemisphere through her scientific research and writing, Jill had shaped her life to light up the right side of her brain. When she wasn’t communing with nature, she would jet-ski to land to buy necessities like groceries, boat parts, and art supplies. Yes, art supplies. Though still very much a scientist, Jill is also an artist who makes all sorts of beautiful things: paintings, stained-glass windows, limestone sculptures. She is a living example of the way a balanced brain creates. And creates. And creates.


THE CREATIVITY SPIRAL


When we step away from our anxiety and begin using both sides of our brains to shape our thoughts and perceptions, we encounter something I call the “creativity spiral.” Just like the left hemisphere, the right hemisphere can form its own spiraling feedback system, from the inner almond to the upper layers of the brain and back. This pattern is the mirror image of the anxiety spiral. But in the right hemisphere, the effects of the spiral are about as far away as you can get from anxiety. Where the brain’s left-side spiral sparks fear and makes us want to control things, its right-side spiral sparks curiosity and makes us want to create things.


When you see something unfamiliar, your right amygdala yawps along with its anxious twin on the left. But because the right hemisphere doesn’t track time, it perceives only what’s there in the moment. If the leopard is walking away or the snake is a rope, the right hemisphere drops fear and picks up curiosity. At this point, Jill writes, the deep layers of our right hemispheres are like fascinated children, eager to explore, feel, and experience, unconcerned about the past or the future.


The upper layers of your right brain, unlike their left-side counterparts, don’t analyze, predict, or worry about control. Instead, they form connections between ideas, actions, and people. Where the left side analyzes (the word analyze means “to cut things apart”), the right side synthesizes, or puts things together. Working with the raw material of whatever we perceive in the present moment, the right brain harmonizes, blends, relates, and assembles things, often in highly original ways.


The anxiety spiral blocks out information coming from the right hemisphere. By contrast, the creativity spiral welcomes everything we perceive, including data flowing in through the left hemisphere. It can use the left hemisphere’s insights to create items that are useful (like a labor-saving machine), satisfying (like the solution to a mystery), exciting (like meeting a new friend), or expressive (like singing a love song). These experiences often create positive feedback—a sense of fascination and “flow.” We feel heightened curiosity and a desire for more experience, leading to more investigation, which leads to more inventive connection, and so on.


Research on creativity indicates that these two ways of thinking seem to toggle—that is, when one goes on, the other goes off. Anxiety shuts down creativity so completely that even the slight stress of being told we’ll get paid for solving a puzzle makes us less able to think creatively. But by the same token, deliberately entering and moving further into the creativity spiral can pull us out of the anxiety spiral.


You just did this if you used the exercise above to focus on your physical senses and to imagine, remember, or construct a scene in which some of your favorite sights, smells, tastes, sounds, and tactile sensations came together. Now, to practice, let’s do another exercise.


First, find a time when you can actually be in a place that feels like a sanctuary, even if it’s just the corner of a room. We live in a world of sensations much more stimulating than anything our bodies and brains evolved to handle, so bright lights, loud noises, large groups of people, busy environments, and other aspects of your “normal” life may actually be quite stressful. If you know that’s true for you—or even if you don’t know it—take some quiet time in a naturally lit space without too much commotion.


Once you’re in a sanctuary space, we’re going to use your whole beautiful mind and a single physical object to anchor your nervous system in the here and now. By focusing all your senses on something you can hold and move around with your left hand, you activate something called “proprioception,” or the sense that tells you how your body is positioned and how it’s moving, and bring your whole brain to the task of perceiving something in the here and now. A full physical experience of something you appreciate in the present moment can stop the anxiety spiral in its miserable tracks.
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