

[image: cover]




Praise for Toxic Positivity


“I’ll be forever changed by Toxic Positivity—before offering words of validation, I will choose what I say wisely. Whitney Goodman’s book unlocks the difference between being helpful and harmful. This trailblazing book will help you transform your perspective about positivity.”


—Nedra Glover Tawwab, bestselling author of Set Boundaries, Find Peace


“Sorely needed … Whitney Goodman elegantly weaves together her personal and clinical experience, academic research, and practical advice to offer us a refreshing antidote to the seemingly innocuous but ultimately harmful message of ‘good vibes only.’”


—Iris McAlpin, trauma professional


“Whitney Goodman’s Toxic Positivity is a much-needed breath of fresh air in the self-help space. It’s the validation we’ve all been needing in order to fully understand the normal challenges that accompany our lives.”


—Todd Baratz, LMHC, psychotherapist


“Living an authentic life means facing hard times and growing through them, not pretending things are perfect when they’re not. This book provides a much-needed road map for being honest with ourselves and others in order to be truly present in our own lives and grow as a whole person.”


—Scott Barry Kaufman, PhD, host of The Psychology Podcast and author of Transcend




“Finally a book that explains exactly why ‘positivity at all costs’ backfires, and teaches us how to process our pain instead of pretending it doesn’t exist. Toxic Positivity is the antidote to superficial pop-psychology inspo, illustrating the limits of positive thoughts and gratitude, encouraging us to embrace life’s ups and downs, and giving us more realistic and helpful ways to implement ‘positivity.’ Funny isn’t, it? Stop chasing happiness and you may end up a little … happier.”


—Caroline Dooner, author of Tired as F*ck


“If you’ve ever felt like something is wrong with you because you’re having a hard time and can’t seem to ‘just get over it,’ this book will help you understand why. Moreover, Toxic Positivity teaches you what to do when witnessing the struggles of others—it will help you to be a better friend, parent, colleague, or partner when someone you love is having a difficult time. This book is the counterbalance to a world that preaches ‘look on the bright side’ whenever life gets tough.”


—Elizabeth Earnshaw, LMFT, relationship expert and author of I Want This to Work




For my husband.


In good times and bad times, I choose you.
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Introduction






You Deserve More Than
Just Good Vibes


I would bet there are three potential reasons why you picked up this book:




	You’ve been impacted by toxic positivity and are sick of it.


	You don’t know what toxic positivity is, but you’re intrigued.


	You have no idea how positivity could possibly be toxic, and you’re determined to find out what absolute blasphemy I’m spewing in this book.





No matter what your reason is, I’m really glad you’re here.


Like many aspiring therapists, I got into the field for reasons I didn’t fully understand at the time. I knew I liked helping people, and I was obsessed with learning about their stories. But I would later discover (through the help of my therapist) that I actually wanted to get into the profession because I thought if I learned everything about relationships and the human psyche, I could fix everyone I loved and never feel pain again. Fellow therapists and future therapists, I know you get me here.


So I entered the field wide-eyed and delusional. I was closed off and hardened. I wanted my clients to be vulnerable without having to be so myself. I thought I would fix people, but no one needed fixing; they just needed to be heard and supported. I thought I would be the all-knowing speaker, but I’m the listener. I thought I would understand myself and the world, but now I have more questions. I thought I’d change everyone around me; instead, I learned the only person I could change was myself. My motivations for entering the field may have been a little off, but wow, I’m glad I’m here.


I love being a therapist, and I’ve always felt a little rough around the edges among my colleagues. I’ve never been a meditating, tea-drinking, yoga type of therapist. My voice is too loud, I don’t wear cardigans, and I hate all the “inspirational” quotes on the walls. I tried to make myself softer. I tried to get into the affirmations and all those interventions that tell you to “get in touch with your inner child and show it love.” I couldn’t do it. That’s how I’ve felt reading most of the self-help and psychology books out there. They all feel really soft and gentle. I want someone to tell it like it is and to be honest. I had a bit of an identity crisis as a new therapist, and it wasn’t until I started posting my thoughts on Instagram as @sitwithwhit that I realized there was value in how I wanted to show up.


On February 1, 2019, I was scrolling on Pinterest and saw so many self-help and “inspirational” quotes being shared thousands of times. The bright colors and whimsical fonts made me irritated. I felt dismissed and concerned for anyone who might see these while in a fragile state. I started a Pinterest board of “happiness” and “inspirational” quotes that bothered me, and have continued collecting them over the years. (That board actually served as the inspiration for the cover of this book.) That same day, I shared one of my first charts on Instagram, listing some of those quotes from Pinterest, referring to them as “toxic positivity,” and providing some alternative statements that I thought offered more validation and hope. This was my first “viral” post, and my tiny following multiplied in the wake of sharing this chart. I was shocked by how many people agreed with my perspective and how the phrase toxic positivity resonated. It was also the first time I dealt with significant criticism and pushback online from people who disagreed with my perspective. I have continued creating toxic positivity posts on grief, racism, and other important topics over the last several years, and they are some of my most popular and controversial posts to date. I knew I was on to something but never could’ve imagined just how much this topic would resonate with others.


Toxic positivity is something that I have been aware of for a long time but didn’t have a name for. I saw it in my own home growing up, all over social media, at religious services, in school, and eventually as a therapist, with my clients. It was something that I noticed we were all contributing to, but behind closed doors everyone was telling me they hated it. I was doing it, too; it felt like I had to be a part of it or I would be considered “negative.” It had woven its way into my professional and personal life; once I noticed it, it was hard to look away.


I may have just noticed this phenomenon, but the truth is, it’s been around for centuries. Scholars, journalists, and researchers like Sara Ahmed, Audre Lorde, Barbara Ehrenreich, Gabriele Oettingen, and bell hooks have long been critical of the relentless pursuit of happiness and have eloquently uncovered its destructive nature throughout the world, especially within marginalized communities. Their works were instrumental in helping me understand how pervasive toxic positivity has become. Despite an abundance of research on the ineffectiveness of positivity in various situations, the self-help community continues to push positivity and the pursuit of happiness at every turn. I wanted to find a way to bring this research out of the academic ivory tower and into the modern world.


My clients and my personal life are the true inspiration for this book and the reason it exists. This career has afforded me the privilege of sitting in a room with zero distractions and getting to know people on a profound level every single day. It’s an experience like no other, and it has taught me so much about life, the world, and human nature. Every single client has changed me in some way. I am eternally grateful for the humanity, struggle, and perseverance I have witnessed and continue to witness within those walls. I’ve taken different stories from my years as a therapist and combined them with research on positive thinking, emotions, relationships, and motivation to help you understand how positivity can become toxic and what to do instead. All identifying details have been changed to maintain the anonymity of my clients. I hope these stories will help you feel a little bit less alone and show you just how many other people are feeling the way you feel.


This is a book I’ve been writing on Instagram and in my office for years without knowing. It’s honest, authentic, and real. It’s a book for people who want to know how they can support themselves and others. It’s for people who are exhausted from pretending to be happy all the time—at work, at home, with their friends, and on social media. They’re tired of good vibes being forced on them at every turn and being told everything happens for a reason. I wrote this book for the people who haven’t been able to manifest the perfect life. I wrote it for the humans with too many feelings and too many thoughts. I wrote it for me, and I wrote it for you.


Happiness and positivity have become both a goal and an obligation. At every turn, we’re told that we need to be grateful or more positive. If something goes wrong in your life, it’s because you had a “bad attitude” or you “didn’t try hard enough.” I’m in awe of the ways toxic positivity has woven its way into so many aspects of our lives. We see it in the workplace, in our homes, and in our relationships. It’s also a powerful force that helps maintain sexism, racism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, classism, and other types of prejudice. It really is everywhere.


I combed through everything we know about this history of positive thinking and the research on how we can do better and live better. I wanted this book to be easy to read and understand while also being extremely practical. Toxic Positivity is divided into nine chapters, and each chapter touches on a different client’s story and relationship with toxic positivity. If you’re interested in a comprehensive look at toxic positivity, how it impacts us, and what to do instead, I recommend reading the book cover to cover. For those of you who want to get down to the how-tos, feel free to skip to the chapters that speak to your specific need and experience.


Positive thinking has been packaged and sold as the cure to all our problems. From good vibes only bumper stickers to scroll after scroll of prettily designed Instagram affirmations to Life Is Good T-shirts and gurus promising you’re only one positive thought away from happiness, we are consistently told that “looking on the bright side” will help us avoid difficult experiences and feelings. This book might make you feel something other than joy or happiness or good vibes. It might shine a light on habits or phrases that have become part of your daily vernacular. It might make you uncomfortable. I hope it makes you think and reconsider all the ways that you may be suppressing your own emotions and needs in the name of happiness. I hope it makes you think about all the ways you’ve made yourself smaller or more palatable in pursuit of good vibes. I hope it helps you express your needs and develop relationships based on more than just a good time.


If this book allows you to make room in your life for the good, the bad, and the ugly, I’ve done my job.






Just Be
Positive!






If it were that easy or effective, we’d all be doing it. Allow yourself to experience what it means to be a human—the good and the bad.





Chapter One






What Is Toxic Positivity?


I magine that you just lost your job. You’re in full panic mode. Your mind is racing, and you have no idea what you’re going to do next.


You decide to share this with a friend. They glance your way and smile. It looks like they are keying up to tell you something big. Could this be the validation you need right now? Maybe they know of a great job opportunity? You watch them fidget as they pull from the depths of their inner wisdom and say, “At least you have all this time off now! It could be so much worse. Think about how much you’re going to learn from this.”


Toxic positivity has officially entered the building.


You freeze and think, Are they even listening to me? Am I seriously supposed to be grateful that I just lost my job?


You’re not sure where to go from here. You don’t feel grateful, so how in the world are you supposed to respond? You were already stressed out, and now this conversation leaves you feeling totally misunderstood. So, you put aside your feelings and say, “Yeah, thanks.”


Now you’re not only jobless, but you also feel distant from your friend and ashamed that you can’t just look on the bright side.


They’re Just Trying to Help


Listen, this person probably has good intentions. What they said isn’t false—you WILL have more time off now, and of course things could (always) be worse, and yes, you’ll likely learn some lessons from the experience.


The problem is, you’re not there yet. You’re still worried and upset. You’re scared. Your body and mind are in full crisis mode, and no platitude is going to change that. What you really need is support and space to sort through your feelings.


Toxic positivity is the advice we might technically want to integrate but are incapable of synthesizing at the moment. Instead, it typically leaves us feeling silenced, judged, and misunderstood.


Sound familiar?



But Isn’t Positivity Always a Good Thing?


You’ve probably experienced hundreds of interactions like this. You might be wondering: How can positivity possibly be toxic? That’s a pretty strong word. Is it really that bad?


Honestly, positivity is such an integral part of our culture that it feels scary to challenge it. As I continue to research and write about positive thinking, I’m constantly worried about coming across as “negative” while discussing this topic. Every time I try to push back against the good vibes only culture, there are inevitably those people who are angry, shocked, and confused. Comments and messages flood my in-box: “How could positivity be toxic?! You’ve officially lost your mind.”


I get it. It’s a testament to our total devotion to positivity culture. We’ve been told that it’s the key to happiness—and doctors, therapists, and leaders prescribe it regularly. It makes sense that you might question anyone who tells you otherwise. But behind closed doors, my clients, friends, and family have been telling me for years how much they despise the constant pressure to put a positive spin on everything. They’re feeling disconnected from their peers who tell them “It’ll all be OK” and to “Look on the bright side.” They know this isn’t working, and they’re desperate for another way.


So before we get started, let’s clear something up: positivity isn’t all bad.


When used correctly, it’s great. Experts agree that positive feelings like gratitude, contentment, optimism, and self-confidence can lengthen our lives and improve our health. Many of these claims are exaggerated, but there is value in positive thinking. People who report having more positive feelings are more likely to have a rich social life, to be more active, and to engage in more health-promoting behaviors. I think we can all agree that it is healthy to feel “positive” when it comes from a genuine place.


But somewhere along the way, we constructed this idea that being a “positive person” means you’re a robot who has to see the good in literally everything. We force positivity on ourselves because society tells us to, and anything less is a personal failure. Negativity is seen as the enemy, and we chastise ourselves and the people around us when they succumb to it. If you’re not positive, you’re simply not trying hard enough. If you’re not positive, you’re a drag to be around.


Healthy positivity
means making
space for both
reality and hope.


Healthy positivity means making space for both reality and hope. Toxic positivity denies an emotion and forces us to suppress it. When we use toxic positivity, we are telling ourselves and others that this emotion shouldn’t exist, it’s wrong, and if we try just a little bit harder, we can eliminate it entirely.


I know people are tired of positivity being forced on them in moments of struggle, but confronting it and questioning it publicly feels like we are going up against something so massive and pervasive.


Let’s do it anyway.



Shame Disguised as Positivity


So you lost your job, and your friend just told you that you shouldn’t be upset. The moment the words “At least …” left their mouth, the conversation was over. There was no more space for your emotions or your processing. You were being pulled into the land of positivity whether you were ready or not. So you shut down and tried to figure out how the heck you could become more grateful and positive without inconveniencing anyone with your stress, worry, or shame.


This seemingly minor interaction causes you to start suppressing your feelings about the situation, and you act like nothing’s wrong. You don’t feel great; you’re still sad and jobless. But whenever an emotion comes up, you shut it down. You decide to fake it ’til you make it—except it isn’t working. Your sleep is getting worse; you don’t want to be around people because then you have to be fake, and you’re too nervous to ask anyone for advice. Instead of dealing, you plaster positive quotes on your Instagram feed and hope that your mood will turn around.


This is how we enter the shame spiral of toxic positivity. We get mad at ourselves for having a feeling, tell ourselves that we shouldn’t be feeling it, and then get mad again when a couple of “just smile” platitudes don’t bring us endless positivity. It’s a never-ending, soul-sucking spiral, and I want to help you get out of it.



Toxic Positivity Is Denial


As a therapist, I spend my day listening to people talk about their emotions and experiences. This type of work gives me a view of the human experience that you really can’t get anywhere else. Most sessions revolve around the word should. People feel like they should be happier or that something they’re doing is preventing them from being happy, so they jump right back into that positivity shame spiral. In these cases, I help people examine the should. Where did they learn that? Is it true? Is it based on fact? Can they look at the situation in a different, more nuanced way? Others, like Dave, use positivity to deny that difficult emotions even exist.


Dave sits across from me on a tiny sofa, beaming. He’s sharing about how great he feels and his wonderful family. He reports that he’s genuinely happy; all he needs to do is try a little bit harder. This conversation would feel normal and quite promising in any other context, except for the fact that Dave and I are meeting in a residential mental health facility where he has been admitted until further notice. He’s here because he likes to drink, and some people in his life think it’s getting out of control. Dave tells me he likes to drink because he is a happy and social guy. He doesn’t see any problem with it and thinks everyone around him is kind of a buzzkill. Don’t all happy and social guys drink this much?


Dave is always smiling. Watching him bounce around the clinic among the more morose, pensive, and outwardly suffering patients is confusing and maybe even disturbing at times. He loves to use positive thinking as a coping skill and is really proud of his ability to always appear happy. But his drinking, his inability to experience emotions, and his lack of close relationships tell me a completely different story. In actuality, his positive attitude has become a huge issue in our sessions and in his recovery.


Because of his “everything’s great!” approach to life, Dave struggles with emotional expression. This isn’t as uncommon as you may think. He can’t access any feelings that aren’t positive and tends to shut down whenever things get too heavy. I can see that he drinks to deal with these feelings, but Dave is having trouble with this connection. Because of this, we really can’t process anything from his past or plan for future issues with his mental health. Accepting that his drinking is problematic isn’t even on the table. He believes any struggle will work itself out and there’s nothing a positive attitude can’t fix. Positive thinking has become Dave’s shield, and until he learns to put it down, change will be nearly impossible.


My clients who live the most fulfilling lives are those who can experience challenging emotions. They don’t just slap on a smile. They work through any shame that comes with the struggle to get to the other side. When we know that our emotions are meant to be experienced and that they’re not something we need to run from, it makes it easier to move into a place of optimism because we know that we can handle whatever comes our way.





How Positivity Becomes Toxic





Positivity becomes toxic when used:




	in conversations where someone is looking for support, validation, or compassion and instead is met with a platitude.


	to shame people into feeling like they’re not doing enough, working hard enough, or that their difficult emotions are invalid.


	to shame ourselves for not being happy enough or positive enough.


	to deny our reality.


	to gaslight or silence someone who has legitimate concerns or questions.


	to tell people everything bad in their life is their fault.








At its core, toxic positivity is both well-intentioned and dismissive. We often use it to:




	end the conversation.


	tell someone why they shouldn’t be feeling what they’re feeling.


	convince people they can be happy all the time (if they try hard enough).


	
always appear positive and carefree.


	deny or avoid our current situation.


	avoid taking responsibility.


	attempt to make people feel better.





Authenticity Matters


I believe that we use platitudes because we want to be helpful. I don’t think anyone actually means to hurt someone with positive phrases. That’s why the concept of toxic positivity can be so triggering. It makes us wonder: How can I be toxic when I’m just trying to help?


Being genuine and authentic in moments of crisis or pain is important. It’s how we show up for each other and demonstrate that we’re listening and we get it. You’re not going to be able to do this for everyone all the time, but you can do it when it matters. When we show up authentically, rather than using toxic positivity, we’re validating that what the other person is going through is real, empathizing, and not sugarcoating or denying their experience. You may not totally agree with how they’re handling it or their interpretation of the situation, but you’re authentically trying to connect and show up for them. You’re saying that you hear them by sitting with them and allowing them to show up fully (in a safe way that doesn’t violate your boundaries, of course).


Remember the friend who was trying to comfort you when you lost your job? They used toxic positivity when they said, “At least you have all this time off now! It could be so much worse. Think about how much you’re going to learn from this.” Of course they weren’t trying to hurt you. The language of positivity isn’t something we just make up on the spot. It’s ingrained in us. We’ve been conditioned to repeat these phrases over and over and have heard other people using them since we were kids. We believe positivity will eventually work (even if we think it’s not helping us). It’s almost as if we’re afraid to admit it’s not working because we have been told so many times that it should. Your friend isn’t toxic or a bad person; they’re just repeating what they’ve been told to say by countless self-help books, social media affirmations, friends, and family members.


The thing is, regardless of intention, language matters. It impacts how we see ourselves and the world. The words we choose change our brains and profoundly impact how we relate to others. If we want to communicate effectively and make other people feel supported, we must first understand the world they live in. When we use toxic positivity, we’re more focused on saying the thing we’ve been told to say than genuinely listening to, connecting with, and learning about the person in distress.


Most positivity lingo lacks nuance, compassion, and curiosity. It comes in the form of blanket statements that tell someone how to feel and that the feeling they’re currently having is wrong. These two things are immediate clues that positivity isn’t inherently helpful. If you genuinely want to help someone, I’m sure you don’t want them to feel bad. Platitudes like this can become especially toxic when someone is sharing something vulnerable, talking about their emotions, or trying to explain a hardship or struggle.


When it comes to using positive language or positivity, the impact depends on your timing, your audience, and the topic being discussed.


Timing


We often rush into positivity because we genuinely want people to feel better. We hope that if we say just the right thing, their pain will go away. We also selfishly hope it works so we can move away from a difficult topic and save ourselves the pain of being with someone who is struggling. I think we can all admit that sitting with someone who is crying, distressed, or upset can be hard. You just want to make it all better.


Unfortunately, moving too quickly can lead to disappointment on all fronts. It may cause the person we’re comforting to feel silenced and ashamed, and it often leaves us feeling ineffective and disconnected.


Timing is everything. Before encouraging someone to look on the bright side, it’s important to remember:




	Time doesn’t heal all wounds. People process things at different speeds, and they get to decide where they are in their healing process.


	
When experiencing distress, everyone reacts differently. Unless their reaction is life-threatening or directly harmful to you or someone who needs protection (like a child or the elderly), it’s OK to let someone experience their feelings. You don’t have to fix it.


	People often need to accept the reality of a situation before moving forward.


	Not all situations have a silver lining or a positive spin. Some things are just really, really hard, and that’s OK.


	Watching people in pain is very difficult. Have compassion for yourself, too.





Try to avoid using a positive platitude:




	When someone is crying about something or clearly in the midst of experiencing a difficult emotion.


	Immediately after an event happens (like right after someone gets fired from their job).


	While at a funeral or when someone is dying.


	When someone tells you that they just want you to listen.


	When someone tells you they don’t want advice.


	
While a distressing event is literally happening.


	When you don’t have a complete understanding of what is going on.





Your Audience


Regardless of our intent, we don’t get to decide the impact of our words. The person on the receiving end of your support gets to determine if your positive platitudes are helpful or unhelpful. This is why considering your audience is so important.


Whenever I ask my community to share their experiences with toxic positivity, many responses include God or religion. Examples like “They’re with God now” or “It was all part of God’s plan” flood my in-box. This is a perfect example of why considering our audience matters. Religion, faith, and God can be extremely supportive for some people and not at all for others. When we use our values or religion to support someone else, we’re not considering our audience. Instead, we’re taking what is helpful for us and assuming it will be supportive for them.


This is also true when we’re speaking to someone who struggles with depression. Most depressed people want to be happy. They know how hard it is to get there and are consistently reminded of how challenging it is to reach that goal. When we tell someone who is depressed to “just be happy,” we aren’t considering our audience. We’re trivializing their daily battle and making it seem simple. If they could “just be happy,” wouldn’t they have done it by now? If it were that simple, we wouldn’t have such high rates of depression in this country.


The person you are supporting gets to decide how they would like to be supported and you get to decide if you’re willing and able to provide that support. We have to consider what we know about their current situation or struggle and be sensitive to that.


Here are some things to take into consideration:




	Has this person told me how they like to be supported?


	Have I asked them how they like to be supported?


	Do they usually react well when I use positive platitudes? Do they say “Thank you” or tell me I was helpful? Do they seem to feel better?


	Does the conversation seem to end whenever I use one of these platitudes or try to encourage someone to be more positive?





It’s important to know your audience and how they like to be helped. When in doubt, ask! This will allow you to be the best support person possible.


Difficult Topics


Certain topics are really distressing and heavy for many people. My research and client work reveal that toxic positivity and platitudes are particularly unhelpful—even harmful—for the following topics and situations:




	Infertility and pregnancy loss


	Grief and loss


	Illness and disability


	Romantic relationships, breakups, or divorce


	Family and family estrangement


	Career trouble or job loss


	Physical appearance


	After a traumatic event


	Pregnancy and parenting


	Racism, sexism, transphobia, homophobia, ableism, sizeism, classism, or other types of prejudice


	Mental health issues





These are hard topics. They’re really personal and layered. Talking about any of these topics is not the same as complaining about waiting in a long line or saying that your feet hurt. These are issues that shake us to our core and expose our vulnerability. We have to handle them with a different type of sensitivity, both within ourselves and for others. This is where true emotional processing is crucial and must be encouraged. If you feel tempted to reach for a platitude when learning of these troubles or facing them yourself, pause. Tune in to the deeper emotions of the moment and try to respond from a place of acceptance and support.


How Too Much Positivity Harms Us


Positive thinking is often a Band-Aid on a bullet wound. Instead of helping, it leads to emotional suppression, which is destructive to our bodies, minds, relationships, and society. The evidence clearly indicates that emotional suppression is ineffective, taxing, and maladaptive. It leads to a worsened mood, negative feelings about social interactions, continued negative emotions, and even diminished positive emotions. Emotional suppression also has significant consequences for our physical health. It doesn’t matter what type of emotion you’re suppressing, positive or negative—the act of suppression leads to physical stress on the body. It has been shown to impact blood pressure and memory and increases the risk for diabetes and heart disease.


In a broader sense, a “good vibes only” culture is toxic for our relationships and society. When we reinforce that some emotions are “bad,” we miss out on the closeness that develops through vulnerability. Sadly, positivity is often used as a weapon to diminish the experience of certain groups. When we say things like “Can’t we all just love each other?” in response to discrimination, we invalidate the real experiences marginalized people endure every day. Toxic positivity in these situations places all the responsibility on the individual instead of on the systems and institutions that make positive thinking an impossible solution.


Common Examples of Toxic Positivity
and Why They Hurt


People have sent me thousands of messages about the sayings that invalidate them when they’re struggling. Now that we know it’s all about timing, our audience, and the topic, let’s break down some typical examples of toxic positivity and why they’re particularly unhelpful in a variety of situations. Later in this book, we will talk about what you might choose to do or say instead.


“Life will never give you more than you can handle.”


Bad things don’t happen to people because they can handle it. Some people aren’t strong enough in that moment to handle what has been thrown at them and that’s OK. When we say this, we’re implying that there’s always a lesson in every challenge, that people are chosen for specific challenges, and that they better rise to the occasion.


“You’ll be fine.”


Telling someone who is in a state of panic or shock that they will be fine isn’t convincing or comforting. It typically isn’t based on fact (How do you know? What does “fine” mean, anyway? Isn’t it pretty subjective?) and quickly shuts down the conversation.


“Don’t cry!”


We usually say this because we’re uncomfortable sitting with someone who is emotional. Crying is helpful, normal, and allowed. Telling someone not to cry implies that what they’re doing is wrong and encourages them to suppress their emotions.


“Just smile!”


Telling someone to smile when they’re upset is painful. Forcing anyone to be happy in a moment of struggle is oppression.


“You have so much to be grateful for.”


We can feel upset while also being grateful for what we have, but this feels dismissive and silencing in a moment of struggle.


“Time heals all wounds.”


Time doesn’t heal all wounds. Telling someone this when they are very much not over something can be insensitive and shaming. Only they get to decide when they’ve healed, and sometimes we don’t “get over it.”


“Just be happy/positive!”


If it were that easy, we would all be doing it. This simplifies a very challenging and complex emotional process, especially when facing serious mental health challenges.


“At least it’s not _____.”


Anything with “at least” in front of it is minimizing. It’s not helpful to compare suffering. (At least you’re not dead, right? Is that helpful? Didn’t think so.)


“Your attitude is everything.”


This is an oversimplification of our reality. Many studies show that an entire network of factors contributes to someone’s success. Their attitude is an important factor, but it is not everything.


“Be grateful for what you learned.”


This is particularly harmful after someone has experienced a traumatic event. Sadly, I commonly see this used after someone has been abused. Yes, we will eventually learn from our struggles, but it doesn’t mean we have to be grateful for that lesson. Often the price is too high.


“It could be worse.”


True. It could also be better. This statement minimizes and also informs the person that their suffering isn’t justified because it’s not the “worst.”


“Cut all negativity out of your life.”


A life without negativity is a life devoid of learning and growth. If we cut all negative people or experiences out of our life, we will end up alone and emotionally stunted.


“Never give up.”


There are certain situations when giving up is very brave or necessary. It doesn’t always mean that the person was weak or couldn’t handle it. Often it means they were strong enough to know when to walk away.


“Everything happens for a reason.”


This is quite harmful following a traumatic event or a loss. Some things do not happen for a reason, or the reason is not apparent. Telling someone they were attacked, lost a child, or suffered an illness for a “reason” can be extremely confusing and dismissive.


None of these statements give us the opportunity to share or get to a deeper level about what’s going on. None of them make room for emotional expression or connection. They’re nice—and they’re empty.


The Rise of Positive Thinking


Positive thinking being sold as a cure isn’t a new phenomenon. Today we have good vibes only bumper stickers and self-help gurus telling you to just be happy, but we’ve been drinking the Kool-Aid for centuries.


The positive thinking we see today in the West has largely been a haphazard adaptation and combination of numerous wellness traditions from other parts of the world. It all started when a group of white men arrived in the “New World,” formally known today as the United States of America. Now we know this world wasn’t exactly “new”; a lot of people were already living here.


Most of the men who arrived in the New World were Calvinists. They believed that all men were evil at their core and that God was the only one who could save them from their sins. Who would be saved was already predetermined, so there wasn’t much you could do about that. Idleness or pleasure was considered a sin. You were expected to work constantly and hope you were among one of the chosen. It wasn’t exactly a fun time to be alive, and Calvinism wasn’t sending out the inspiring message the “New World” wanted.


With Calvinism as the prevailing religious belief and social influence, the settlers had a serious branding problem and they knew it. They found exactly what they needed in the New Thought movement. The New Thought movement was adopted as a way to give people hope and improve morale. It was much more uplifting and completely ignored the reality of their current circumstances. Believers proposed that if humans could access the unlimited power of Spirit, they would have control over the spiritual world. This idea was enticing because it gave people more power and control over their lives than they possessed under Calvinism. The groundwork was being laid for a more positive, upbeat New World, where the pursuit of happiness was both expected and mandatory. Unfortunately, nothing about the world had changed yet, except for this new outlook.


Phineas Parkhurst Quimby, the father of New Thought, really took positive thinking to the next level in the 1800s. Quimby believed that all illness originated in the mind and was caused by mistaken beliefs. If someone could become one with their “mind” and leverage the power of the universe, they could cure themselves. It was way easier to disseminate a new scientific idea in the 1800s and the theory was never subjected to rigorous scientific testing. But this belief persists today in many of the Law of Attraction texts and within various alternative healing communities. Mary Baker Eddy, one of Quimby’s patients, continued to promote the idea that the cause of disease was rooted in the human mind. She proposed that illness or want did not exist and were simply “temporary delusions.” Quimby used this theory to explain why bad things happen in the world and to reinforce why negativity must be avoided.
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