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FOREWORD


IN THIS FORWARD-LOOKING BOOK, PSYCHIATRIST JOANNA CHEEK PRESENTS AN ECOLOGICAL view of human health and healing, bringing her skills as a journalist, meditation teacher, and psychotherapist to the task. By ecological, I mean far more than the usual physical environment that word usually denotes, for Dr. Cheek grounds her work and writing in the tradition-hallowed and scientifically unassailable view that all is one: the individual and the collective, the emotional and the physiological, the mind and the body, the culture and the family, the past and the present. Interwoven by multiple strands, each of these acts on the others, each manifests the others, each is the others. Ecology here includes both the external environment we inhabit but also the internal one that, if you will, inhabits us.


“Contemplate the nature of inter-connected co-arising during every moment…” said the Buddha 2,500 years ago. “The birth and death of any phenomena are connected to the birth and death of all other phenomena. The one contains the many and the many contains the one. Without the one, there cannot be the many. Without the many, there cannot be the one.” If that unitary understanding of existence is not new, its incorporation into our culture’s view of life and health, let alone into medical practice, is far from assured. Here, perhaps, Dr. Cheek is a tad more optimistic than reality may warrant. “We soon returned to our holistic views of the interconnected body and mind, with physicians now learning the bio-psycho-social-spiritual model of health,” she says. Some physicians, I would say, here and there. Which is precisely what makes this book so essential, for our author makes a powerful case for that four-quadrant basis of wholeness, another word for which is health. All too often, there still yawns a vast chasm between what we know scientifically, or should know, on the one hand, and medical education and practice on the other. This has been called the science-practice gap. “Modern scientific medicine has taken a fundamentally materialist approach, and it is ‘analytical,’ meaning that it divides wholes into parts,” so wrote the Canadian psychiatrist and author Norman Doidge. “It often proceeds by reducing complex phenomena to their more elementary chemical and physical components: viruses, genes, molecules…”


By contrast, Indigenous people worldwide, Joanna Cheek points out, have always held that health rests on a balance between our biological, psychic, social, and spiritual dynamics—the four segments of the North American “medicine wheel.” Modern science has now more than amply demonstrated that natural unity. Among the merits of Dr. Cheek’s work is to present in straightforward terms not only the evidentiary proof for that verity, but also insights, actions, and practices that can enable readers to incorporate its insights and wisdoms into their lives. Thus, this book more than instructs about healing; it makes healing into a practicable aim and endeavor.


In keeping with her fundamental message, the views, actions, and practices recommended by our author incorporate the intrapersonal, the interpersonal, the cultural and political, and even the historical. “The story of one life cannot be told separately from the story of other lives,” the writer Susan Griffin has said. “Who are we? The question is not simple. What we call the self is part of a larger matrix of relationship and society. Had we been born to a different family, in a different time, to a different world, we would not be the same. All the lives that surround us are in us.” Hence the pointed and poignant title of this book: It’s Not You. Not you, that is, in isolation from all the influences that have helped to create and continue to shape who you are.


In this shame-based culture, many fear the stigma of having “problems,” of being diagnosed with some “mental illness.” On the other hand, modern psychiatry is all too prone to identify psychic and emotional distress as a biological flaw of the individual, often—it is claimed—rooted in genetics. It’s Not You, It’s the World fiercely challenges that perspective. It insists that we look at the wide-ranging circumstances that help create—if help is the right word in this highly noxious culture—who we believe we are, how we feel about ourselves, and how we experience our place in the world. And, yes, create even our biology and neurobiology. How, that is, social settings shape our internal environment. “We’re still implicitly programmed from a lifetime of living in a hierarchical culture of dominance, division, and disposability,” Dr. Cheek rightly asserts. “And we can be hard on ourselves and each other when our unconscious selves take the wheel, enacting old dynamics that drive us away from our ideals.” That unconscious self, modulated by current social conditions and past trauma and its multigenerational transmission, too easily arrogates for itself the driver’s seat in our lives; thus it is that we are literally “driven” into thought patterns, emotional states, and behaviors that do not serve and even undermine our natural needs and impulses for wholeness, for connection with others, and for belonging with and embracing the world.


With all that, nothing is further from Dr. Cheek’s purpose in this work than having us see ourselves as the helpless and hapless victims of either past or present. Among her robust ABCs of restoring balance is agency, which she defines as engaging “in an activity that brings on a sense of mastery, autonomy, empowerment, or justice.” Again, the personal is bound up with the social, for justice is, above all, a social concept. It’s also deeply individual, for we must each find that mastery and resilience within ourselves. “While self-care is important, we need to care for both our embodied self and our collective self,” Joanna Cheek teaches, “ensuring the health of all its connections and parts. If we stray too far into individualism, we deny our interdependence and collective self. And if we stray too far into collectivism, we may force conformity and intolerance of difference.”


As much as the pathways to healing are to be forged in the mind, the recommendations in this book also take us into body. Dr. Cheek guides readers to anchor themselves in the physical reality of the moment. Attention to bodily sensations is key, for example, when we are triggered—noticing, as she says, when we are “on the dial of activation.” Conscious breath and progressive muscle relaxation, with awareness, are among the many salutary practices she recommends.


Attending to ourselves—really noticing ourselves—is a necessary skill, all the more so since, as the author rightly says, not being fully seen as we are is one of our primal woundings, common from early childhood in a society that values people not for their authentic selves but for their attainments, accomplishments, and acquisitions—none of them sources of healthy self-esteem.


While a highly trained professional, Dr. Cheek does not cloak and armor herself in the white coat of academic expertise without sharing her own vulnerability. She has experienced burnout, anxiety, and depression. And shame. “As a queer woman, sudden waves of shame sometimes propel me to hide this part of myself when facing potentially homophobic groups of people that I predict will reject or harass me. My brain quickly and instinctively sets off its shame signal—‘This part of you is bad’—as a shortcut to trigger the fast survival response of hiding the part that may be rejected.” Our guide, in other words, has herself traversed the territory she leads us through. Who cannot relate? Who among us has not experienced shame? This is a guide we can trust.


“I’ve learned to hold compassion and empathy for everyone,” Joanna Cheek tells us. In saying so, she has come to the position of nonjudgment upheld by spiritual masters of many faiths and disciplines ancient and current, and as reinforced by modern scientific insights into the social and interpersonal construction of both brain and personality. “Maybe extending compassion to a child whose dysregulation shows up as disruptive behavior is easier because we can clearly see the innocence of their stress responses,” she says in one of the most potent passages in this book. “Can we offer the same compassion to ourselves and the adults around us whose so-called bad behavior we villainize? Rather than dehumanizing ourselves and others with blame and shame, can we see that our personal or historical trauma often steers our behaviors into ugly places simply to survive?”


The ultimate balm recommended in this fine work is compassion, for—as the physician and luminous writer Anton Chekhov contended—it is compassion “that moves us beyond numbness toward healing.”


—GABOR MATÉ, MD


Internationally bestselling author of The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness and Healing in a Toxic Culture















IT’S NOT YOU, IT’S THE WORLD




It is no measure of health to be well-adjusted to a profoundly sick society.


—JIDDU KRISHNAMURTI
———




AS A PSYCHIATRIST, I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO TALK ABOUT MYSELF. IT’S BEEN TRAINED OUT of me. So has reacting, desiring, hurting, hating, and really, being human. Freud Botoxed the hearts and faces of generations of us by preaching we be “blank screens” for you. We must be neutral so we don’t interfere with your process. Who I am on the other side of the couch—with my muted heartbreaks and stifled rages—only obstructs my purpose: I’m here to help you.


It turns out that whittling us into well-trained robots doesn’t create great doctors, nor does it prepare us to heal a diseased world. And ignoring and pushing down all the messy feelings inside awards us many health symptoms. (I’ve earned more diagnoses than degrees behind my name by now.) So, I’m relearning how to be human—and giving myself permission to frown, sob, giggle, and say no.


I wonder what’s been trained out of you, too. Perhaps you’ve learned to push things down to cope in your environments, whether you needed to please, serve, protect, or survive. And maybe now you feel depressed, anxious, sick, or numb with all the things society keeps throwing at us to tranquilize that voice in our heads that screams, “Danger! This is not okay!”


Because our world isn’t okay. If mental health symptoms are the canary, then the systems we inhabit are toxic. We need to feel distress when our world is endangered; because right now, it is. Our discomfort and despair and rage and fear are all the appropriate smoke alarms to a world on fire.


We’re on the brink of climate disaster. Of spiraling conflict and division. Of ceasing to care for one another, supporting social systems that starve the majority to spoil a few; where the law’s creators and courts are ruled by the highest bidders, while its enforcers kill and imprison those most oppressed. Of dehumanizing each other so much that we can’t see supremacy as a terminal illness to society, where we can ignore, and even support, violence against anyone who appears not like us.


So, you’re not broken or doing it wrong if you’re stressed and struggling right now. We’re designed to feel this distress: it’s our alarm system to survive. And as our world is pushed to the brink of collapse, we need everyone’s alarms to sound loud and clear to bring all our systems back into balance.


You might not be an instant fan of this idea, as I’m asking you to abandon the myth of self-improvement that promises if you alone could just act better or be better, then you’d avoid all the pain and flatline on happy. But self-help only bandages a cut without stopping the source of its bleeding.


Because these aren’t isolated stresses harming our health: they’re all connected. And their impact is not linear: the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. When one system collapses—whether our health, social systems, global relations, or ecosystems—the entire system collapses, not just within our own bodies and borders, but for the whole world. We’re all in it together.


As each of us connects to every part of our planet through invisible links, “self-care” can’t only focus on what’s held within the boundaries of our bodies. To help ourselves, we must care for our collective: for all living beings and the ecosystems that support us all. An injury to any one part of our system is an injury to ourselves, just as a cell from the liver needs the health of the cells from the brain and heart to keep the whole body alive. As UN Secretary-General António Guterres explains, “Solidarity is self-interest. If we fail to grasp that fact, everyone loses.”


So, maybe I’ve lost you already with no assurances of a quick fix. Or maybe you’re noticing relief. Relief that you’re not the only one who hurts, not the only one who lives in your head trying to ruminate a way out of it, who tries every escape hatch possible—for we’re exceptionally creative at finding new ways to numb out, despite it only making things worse. Relief that we’re all in this painful, uncertain mess together. Not that misery loves company, but that shame thrives in silence. Relief that it’s not just you; it’s the world.


Because this being human is hard. Life is suffering, taught the Buddha in his first Noble Truth, while Freud’s greatest aspiration was to transform his patients’ despair into common unhappiness.1 Evolutionary psychologists explain how we’ve evolved to survive, not to be happy or calm.2 You can think back to our ancestors, living thousands of years ago, staring off into the distance and thinking, Is that a big, scary beast that can eat me or just a bush? It wasn’t the carefree ones who survived.3 Those who managed to pass on their genes to the next generation were the stressed-out buzzkills who could imagine the worst from any situation.


And as a social species, we’re designed for connection, depending on group membership to survive. So, fears of separation and rejection are also favored to keep us alive.


But anxiety, grief, and rejection feel painful in the same way as a splitting headache, because emotional and physical pain share the same neural pathways in the brain. It’s no wonder we’re trained to avoid this distress. We habitually numb out with food, alcohol, and drugs, or we distract with work, screens, and overscheduling. We consume ourselves with fixing everyone else’s problems instead of feeling our own, or we get lost in thoughts, obsessing about the future and past rather than noticing what’s right here. We blame everyone around us instead of experiencing the vulnerable emotions underneath—at least rage feels powerful.


Yet even our most painful feelings serve important functions. The biggest obstacle to healing our world isn’t heated opposition but apathy. It’s not the hard deniers—those screaming in all caps that the science of climate change is a hoax—who stop us from saving ourselves, warns climate activist Naomi Klein. It’s the soft deniers, “The rest of us who know it’s real but act like it’s not, who keep forgetting, in a myriad of ways, both large and small.”4


Because we need to be distressed when our world is endangered. “There are some things in our social system that I’m proud to be maladjusted to, and I call upon you to be maladjusted too,” urged Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. as he commended the victory of fifty thousand appropriately distressed Black Americans in Alabama who boycotted the racial segregation of buses in 1956. “The salvation of our world lies in the hands of the maladjusted,” he affirmed.


OUR DISTRESS ISN’T THE PROBLEM


Yet we often learn to blame or shame ourselves when we hurt. Maybe it’s more comfortable than sitting with the heavy reality that the world around us is sick in overwhelmingly complex ways. If it’s only us, then it’s easier to fix. I wish I could tell you to just breathe and think happy thoughts and you’ll be magically cured of this pain, that everything will be fine. But it’s not just you that’s the problem.


Our distress alarms blare because we’re exposed, relentlessly, to the imbalances in our complex systems, which constantly assault us with toxic stress. For many of us, the stress is social. Maybe you feel alone, unseen, or hurt by others. Or maybe you’re triggered by memories of injustice, abuse, and heartbreak, or haunted by the old taunts of past bullies. Or perhaps your caregivers’ incapacity to meet your needs as a child now corrupts your current relationships.


Maybe your stress is historical, that your ancestors were dehumanized, colonized, or discriminated against for their class, culture, or color of skin. Or intergenerational, that your relatives passed down their adaptations to their own traumas from war, oppression, or abuse. Or the stress is political, with daily exposures to supremacy, inequities, and conflict constantly setting off your alarms.


The stress may be biological, from exposures to infections, toxins, or diseases that threaten your body. Or environmental, because you’re affected by wildfires, pollution, or the fear of bringing children into an unsustainable world. Maybe your stress is spiritual, that you feel disconnected from your higher power, purpose, or sense of connection to our larger web of life. Too often, our mental health struggles come from all of these entangled stressors, all of the time.


So, before we learn strategies to soothe our symptoms, we must listen closely to what they’re signaling. Our distress is not the problem. It alerts us to problems, that dear friend who tells us the truths we need to hear, rather than the reassurances we desire. It signals that the dynamic systems we live in—whether they be our bodies, social systems, or ecosystems—need attention and care to bring them back to balance. Silencing these alarms doesn’t make them go away; it just forces them to scream louder.


IT MAKES SENSE YOU HURT


While it makes sense that we’re struggling right now, we keep hearing messages that we shouldn’t feel this way.


Has anyone ever responded to your distress with any of the following statements?




	“You’re overreacting or too sensitive.”


	“You should be happy. Think of all the people living in a war zone.”


	“We’re not racist/sexist/ableist/classist/homophobic.”


	“Why don’t you just think positively?”


	“Just let it go.”





How do those statements land for you?


Anyone who throws me a “Just relax” will transform my typically pleasing grin into the glare of a tween whose parents just took away her screens. Marsha Linehan, the creator of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), learned a hard lesson by doing just that. As she began counseling as a new clinician, she realized that the more she threw advice at her clients, the worse they felt.5


What she missed was validating and accepting their pain—simply communicating, “Ouch. It makes sense that you hurt”—which is now the foundation of DBT. We invalidate our emotions when we reject our inner experiences or oversimplify the problems that they signal. Instead, we need to both acknowledge the hurt that’s present and understand how hard the situation really is. Validating tells our brains that our distress signals are heard so they no longer need to keep sounding. It’s an essential step in coping with painful experiences, whether approaching our own or when supporting others.


So, your distress makes sense and I’m not going to oversimplify the situation: healing the entangled mess of a failing world is a huge task.


You might be sensing by now that I have my share of three-in-the-morning panic spirals, worrying if I’m doing enough—if we’re collectively doing enough—to bring our systems into balance. Yet our distress gives us power: we can’t solve the problems that we don’t see.


And I alone can’t see everything, nor do I have all the answers. The limited lens of one person could never understand all the complexities of our interconnected systems, in both sickness and health. Nor am I neutral. We can’t deny the immeasurable influences that shape how each of us interacts with the world, from our unique biology to our ever-changing adaptations to our histories, environments, cultures, and intersecting social positions of power and privilege.


Recognizing our biases and knowledge gaps is murky at best, and more like trying to find a lost contact lens without wearing our glasses. So, as a white, cisgendered, queer, able-bodied Canadian settler residing on the stolen Indigenous homelands of the ləkwəŋən-speaking peoples of the Songhees and Esquimalt Nations, I can’t pretend to be an objective expert on your health, or on the world that’s making us sick—I’m distinctly impacted by it, too.


It might feel like a plot twist, then, to mention that I’m a perky optimist, full of hope for the future. Because no one person needs to know or solve it all. But each of us can help with one of the world’s problems. And if we come together with all our unique skills and perspectives, we could solve most of them. “We are the guides we most need,” teaches activist Mia Birdsong, as she pushes for social change by leveraging the “brilliance of everyday people.”


Yet as our world becomes increasingly sick, our alarms won’t stop sounding, immobilizing so many of us into denial or despair. So, my contribution is this mental health survival guide. I’ll share a wide assortment of tools to help us understand and work with the alarms that our ailing systems keep signaling. Then we can see and solve our shared problems that keep setting them off.


As we’re all so beautifully diverse in our histories, biologies, social contexts, and needs, I invite you each to play with these offerings to explore what’s most helpful for you: adapt some, discard others, and take what you need. Throughout the book, I’ll also provide real-life examples that may echo your own painful experiences. Please approach this content gently by noticing its impact on your body, and then choose to dose, delay, or disregard any sections that may feel too overwhelming for you in each moment. You are the expert of your own needs and we each require unique paths to healing.



COLLECTIVE HEALING


Without inner change, there can be no outer change, without collective change, no change matters.


—REV. ANGEL KYODO WILLIAMS
———


We need to care for our world as if our lives depend on it. Because collective-care is self-preservation. And together, we can tend to both.


While we may doubt our capacity to rise to this moment, so many of our heroes “had ordinary lives, but life pulled the extraordinary out of them,” says Susan Abulhawa in Against the Loveless World. The pandemic taught us how rapidly we could unite across the globe to shift our social structures and innovate in ways that we could never before fathom. Let’s use the gravity of our current crises to come together to pivot yet again.


As Lilla Watson declared as she spoke at the 1985 UN Decade for Women Conference: “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.”


5















ONE



WE’VE EVOLVED TO SURVIVE, AND BE MISERABLE




I was fortunate to find myself struggling with severe depression.


Of course, back then, it wasn’t a blessing. It was a pain in the ass. I say it’s a blessing now because for me, in my life, it’s always been great moments of struggle and great moments of suffering that have lit the fire under me to change. I started asking, “Okay, but what else? What am I missing?”


—LAMA ROD OWENS
———





PEOPLE COME TO SEE ME FOR HELP WITH THEIR DEPRESSION, ANXIETY, EATING DISORDERS, addictions, or any other label that fails to adequately describe why we hurt. These diagnoses take on a life of their own, as we try to treat the “depression” or “anxiety” instead of addressing the problems that these symptoms are signaling. But what if the mixture of mental health struggles we face aren’t the primary problem? What if these symptoms started as signals to help us see or solve the problems in our environments?


One in two of us will be diagnosed with a mental health condition by the age of forty, with one in five experiencing an active episode each year.1 It’s hard to view all of our mental health challenges as disordered if so many of us are experiencing them. Perhaps it’s not that something’s gone wrong in our bodies and minds, but that something’s gone right. Maybe these symptoms are brilliant alarms and adaptions to survive a disordered world.


“The key view in evolutionary theory is that if we find behaviors that we do not like or cause suffering to self or others, we should not automatically assume that something has gone wrong ‘in the machine,’” says Paul Gilbert, a professor at the University of Derby, who’s researched evolutionary psychology for over thirty-five years.2 Rather, he asks, “In what social contexts are these behaviors prevalent? What functions are they serving?”


Remember how we’ve evolved to survive, and not to be happy or calm? Low mood, anger, shame, anxiety, envy, guilt, and grief are all helpful signals to meet the challenges of our specific environments. Having sensitive protective functions that sound alarms or short-circuit when we’re threatened isn’t a design flaw. It’s a design success.


Psychobiologist Jaak Panksepp spent a lifetime studying the neuroscience of emotions to show how we all have seven distinct emotional networks organized within the lower subcortical parts of our brains: separation distress (grief/panic), fear, rage, seeking, lust, care, and play.3 “They are ancestral tools for living,” Panksepp explained, which help us meet our needs, protect against threats, and return our systems to balance. Throughout our lives, we refine these primary emotional circuits with unconscious learning (known as conditioning) from our environments, adjusting the sensitivity of each network to meet the specific needs of our unique settings. Then, we consciously interpret our feelings in the higher parts of our thinking brain to shape our emotional experiences even further.


If it sounds complicated, it is. Even the people who study emotions rarely agree on a specific number of emotions or how we experience them, especially when our cultural context impacts how we learn and think about emotions. In later chapters, we’ll explore how most of our struggles with emotions are not straightforward responses to the present situation. Instead, our messy emotional reactions, with their associated thinking biases and impulses to act, arise as adaptations to a lifetime of experiences.


But let’s start with the basics of this brilliant evolutionary alarm system to understand why it’s so good to feel so bad.


IT’S BETTER TO BE SAFE THAN SORRY


Inside a single-use life, there are no second chances.


—OCEAN VUONG
———


Psychiatrist Randolph Nesse, founding director of the Center for Evolution and Medicine at Arizona State University, began his career directing an anxiety disorders clinic. He found himself asking why we have panic attacks in situations that seem safe.4 But then he came across the smoke detector theory. “I started realizing that it’s essential for alarms to go off, even if there’s just a chance of danger. When the threat is uncertain, false alarms are worth it,” Nesse says.


When the probability of harm in our environment is greater than the cost of fear, it’s helpful to experience anxiety, even if it means having an unnecessary panic attack in a crowded subway. “I finally understood that the system is set to have many, many normal false alarms,” says Nesse. We adapt to the challenges of our environments by changing the sensitivity of our alarms to match the perceived threats around us. If a lot of danger is lurking outside, our survival depends on sounding alarms every time we leave the house so we’re primed to hypervigilance and prepared to protect ourselves.


Social activist and Buddhist minister Lama Rod Owens describes how fear helps him survive the dangers of living as a Black man amid the ongoing racial violence in the US in Love and Rage: The Path of Liberation Through Anger:




When Trayvon Martin was murdered, I stopped wearing black hoodies. When Tamir Rice was murdered, I thought about how to give up my hands so I wouldn’t be mistaken for holding on to anything. When Renisha McBride was murdered, I vowed never to knock on any stranger’s door again. When Sandra Bland and Walter Scott were murdered, I became hypervigilant about following every fucking driving law. When Eric Garner was choked to death, I realized that we all had been choking. After Akai Gurley was killed, I tried to figure out how to always make noise so no one would ever be surprised by me. After Freddie Gray was murdered, I thought there was surely a way not to be Black any longer. After Charles Kinsey was shot, I began questioning why would I help anyone if the cops would simply show up and shoot me anyway.5





As Owens describes, fear is a life-saving signal to help us survive potential threats that resemble those we or others have encountered before. It protects us in dangerous environments. But it’s not only our own experiences that set our alarm’s sensitivity; we adapt to the threats that our ancestors faced, too.


INTERGENERATIONAL WISDOM


If we carry intergenerational trauma, then we also carry intergenerational wisdom.


—KAZU HAGA
———


The pandemic punted many of us into a foreign world where our past adaptations failed. Suddenly, even grocery shopping felt like a game of Pac-Man, as we outran the ghosts of former friends who transformed into scary monsters the moment they got within arm’s reach.


I felt the collective anxiety grow all around me. Except for one place: my clinic. People I’d been seeing for years for severe and persistent post-traumatic stress disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, complex trauma, addictions, chronic self-harm, suicidality, depression, and anxiety disorders, who’d spent their lives hearing from society that they were too sensitive or overreacting, suddenly thrived.


I should know, because I was one of them.


After years of treatment for my many symptoms of anxiety, it turned out that all I needed to feel better was to be dropped into a deadly pandemic—that is, an environment that matched the setting of my super-reactive smoke detector.


I rocked Covid. At least at the start. I worked long hours of overtime leading a mental health response to support our frontline workers, creating and presenting stress first-aid workshops to groups across my province, all while developing the daily ritual of clearing a smooth path of open doors from outside the house into the shower for my co-parent, a doctor working on the COVID-19 wards, who stripped off every piece of contaminated clothing in the backyard shed.


It all seemed oddly calm and normal. Yes, we had a high risk of dying, I thought at the time, but I felt deeply at peace with it. Finally, the rest of the world validated my anxiety. Finally, everyone else could see what I’d been preparing for my entire life, that the world was a terrifying place.


I’ve always been anxious. My kids came screaming out of the womb anxious. As I look through the generations on both sides of my family, I see different shades of anxiety—or attempts to obliterate it with addictions or depression. As I trace back one side of my family, my great-grandmother received a lobotomy in an attempt to treat her unremitting depression, followed by mental health struggles in the generations that followed. On the other side, my Ukrainian great-grandmother fled Russia with her seven children to escape the Tsar’s violence and discrimination, only to then leave my great-grandfather when he gambled away their new life in attempts to numb the grief of losing their old one. History repeated itself when her daughter, my grandma, lost my grandpa to addiction once again.


I lived with this grandma, who raised me on a steady diet of cabbage rolls, pickled herring, and interminable grief, after she also lost her only daughter to an autoimmune disease. We didn’t talk much about our family history. But I trust there must have been good reasons for our smoke alarms to be set this way. The defining feature of trauma is that it goes unspoken; it’s not expressed in words as much as burned into our bodies.


Instead, the stories I learned as a kid were of my grandma’s resilience. How she left her humble family farm at sixteen to travel alone to New York to train as a hairstylist. How she returned to Canada in her twenties to start her own salon, which thrived during the Great Depression and Second World War, all while rowing her boat to work every day from her home on a tiny island. How she slept with such sturdiness each night, as she let me cuddle right up to the heat of her cracked skin, that her bed felt like my only safe haven in a scary world. How she lived off fried sausages and cigarettes, and yet, as her friends and family died all around her, there she was, the last woman standing, still tap dancing in our kitchen in her eighties. Give my grandmother hardship, and she flourished.


THE TRANSMISSION OF TRAUMATIC STRESS BETWEEN GENERATIONS


We are not makers of history. We are made by history.


—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
———


Why is life so full of suffering? Because emotional responses benefit our genes, not us, Nesse explains.6 In 1859, biologist Charles Darwin first described how natural selection shapes organisms to behave in ways that maximize their reproductive success. While diseases themselves are not adaptations, traits that make us more vulnerable to disease do make evolutionary sense if they help us survive long enough to reproduce.


Remember how the most anxious and insecure of us won the game of natural selection? If our environments were particularly hostile, then these anxious traits would be even more likely to be selected and passed on to the next generations through our genes, despite the burden of mental health symptoms that they carried.


Our ancestors passed down their adaptations to threats from their own environments. If our parents were exposed to discrimination, war, poverty, violence, colonialism, abuse, or anything that created a lack of safety and security, then we are lucky to come out of the womb screaming and ready to fight such hostile environments. We don’t need to learn the hard way from our own experiences, which could be fatal. Instead, our marvelous system can pass on adaptations through the generations by altering the sensitivity of our threat and reward networks.


Lama Rod Owens illustrates how his body also carries the memories of generations of his ancestors facing the trauma and tragedy of white supremacy:




I am the little girl at the bottom of the ocean. I am the teenage boy in the belly of the ship. I am the young girl displayed on the auction block. I am the grandmother singing songs about someone else’s god. I am the father in the fields with tobacco and cotton. I am the woman raped by my master. I am the baby born from the violence. I am the husband forced to watch. I am the same husband, who will be raped by his master’s wife. I am the boy raped by the slave master. I am the mother who will never see her children again. I am the grandfather who will never know he was a grandfather. I am the one buried in an unmarked grave. I am the one hunting me.





As Owens shows us, this adaptive capacity comes at a cost, as these intergenerational adaptations also carry the heavy burden of grief, anger, or anxiety that’s inherited alongside them. Psychiatrist Vivian Rakoff, former chair of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Toronto, first published a paper in 1966 describing how trauma is observed in the children of those exposed to it, despite not experiencing the trauma themselves. “The parents are not broken conspicuously,” wrote Rakoff of his patients who were the children of Holocaust survivors. “Yet their children, all of whom were born after the Holocaust, display severe psychiatric symptomatology. It would almost be easier to believe that they, rather than their parents, had suffered the corrupting, searing hell.”7


Rakoff’s paper received a lot of pushback. Among its biggest criticisms was how acknowledging intergenerational trauma could be stigmatizing to survivors’ descendants, as it changes the narrative from resilience to one of being broken, says Rachel Yehuda, psychiatrist and director of the Traumatic Stress Studies Division at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai in New York.8 But what if these changes observed in future generations weren’t dysfunctional but highly adaptive?


Yehuda is known around the world as a leading expert in traumatic stress, penning over five hundred published papers, chapters, and books on the topic. She explains how a variety of mechanisms transmit traumatic stress to our children: through epigenetics, in utero, and behaviorally.9 Epigenetics focuses on how we turn on or off our genes—without changing our actual DNA code itself—by adding or removing signals to our DNA in response to our environments. While studying generations of people is difficult, many animal studies show how trauma-induced epigenetic changes in DNA can be passed through the generations. Human studies are still in their infancy but suggest the same conclusion.


“The implications of these findings may seem dire, suggesting that parental trauma predisposes offspring to be vulnerable to mental health conditions,” Yehuda explains.10 “But some evidence suggests that the epigenetic response may serve as an adaptation that might help the children of traumatized parents cope with similar adversities.” When children’s alarms are fine-tuned to meet the specific needs of the hostile environments that their parents have already adapted to, they are more likely to survive these threats.


We also pick up cues in the womb to help us survive. If parents are living in dangerous environments, their stress system adapts by becoming more sensitive. Their babies will then take cues from being exposed to stress hormones in utero and sensitize their own alarm systems to better detect potential dangers.11 In this way, the babies arrive in what they predict to be a hostile environment ready to cope with its threats. They experience more false alarms, but since the odds of danger are probably high, the increased anxiety is worth it.


Children then adapt the sensitivity of alarms to their caregiver’s capacity to connect with them.12 If their caregivers seem preoccupied with safety or paying rent, their children will adapt their own alarms to be more anxious or avoidant to help them survive this tougher world. But if caregivers live in safe and supportive environments that allow them to be more calm and attentive, and thus able to respond to their kin in a more secure way, then their children’s stress response doesn’t have to be set so high, and they, too, assume the privilege of being less reactive to stress.


Feeling low levels of anxiety is not a personal triumph; it’s a privilege. It simply means that both you and your ancestors had the luck of living in secure environments, bestowed with both physical and emotional safety.


THE GIFTS OF A LOW MOOD


We have seasons when we flourish and seasons when the leaves fall from us, revealing our bare bones. Given time, they grow again.


—KATHERINE MAY
———


Our moods can crash when we face loss, sickness, relationship problems, isolation, the realities of systemic inequities, the myriad of ways we can burn out, and even with more neutral events like life transitions and the long, dark days of winter. But low mood is also a helpful adaptation to meet our needs.


Imagine you are fishing and catching plenty of trout, Randolph Nesse teaches. We’re designed to feel upbeat to motivate us to keep going in this highly productive situation. But then, as the fish start to dwindle, we begin to feel down. This is the early sign that the rewards are no longer worth the risk of all the potential lions and tigers and bears that may eat us if we keep fishing in the same spot. Our frustrated seeking system motivates us to risk the uncertain journey of giving up on a lake to find a more rewarding fishing spot somewhere else.


If we keep fishing and still nothing, our body’s seeking system goes into hibernation mode as the perceived risk of harm in our environments outweighs the potential rewards, says Nesse. Our low-mood alarm signals to us to go back to the safety of our caves, cuddle under the covers, and wait until the fish come back. A low mood is not a personal failure or weakness; it’s a sign that our environment’s rewards don’t outweigh the risks of leaving our caves. Our seeking systems hibernate to help us conserve energy during the gray seasons of life.


At the same time, our evolutionary alarms aren’t that fine-tuned, only sensing immediate rewards, not the long-term picture. When we transition through new journeys in life—even when we’re moving in a desired direction—our alarms may sense an immediate state of reduced reward in relation to the increased threats from risk and uncertainty. It takes time to find and harvest new rewards. For this reason, life transitions, both wanted and unwanted, often bring on a low mood. It’s like we’re a hermit crab that’s outgrown its shell. We need to leave our shell to find one that fits better, but to do so, we must lose the rewards of our old shell until we finally find and reap the benefits of the bigger shell in the future.


The quiet ache of my own persistent low mood pushed me to trade in the comfort and care of my low-conflict marriage to my kind ex-husband to come out as queer. The distress of low mood made the consequences of not acting more painful than the disruptive journey of change. While this transition initially brought on a lot of distress, my bouts of low mood eventually lifted as I began feeling the rewards of living authentically, aligned with my values.


So, when our low-mood signals arise with the pull of unhappiness or hibernation, rather than immediately trying to rid ourselves of the discomfort, we can get curious about the message it’s trying to communicate. Does our current environment offer more risks than rewards? Is this situation one we can wait out until the next season brings back the fish, such as during the winter or a bout of illness? Or do we need to change our approach to create more rewards, whether trying out new settings, relationships, pursuits, or ways of living?


And what if the entire world’s environment is high risk and low reward? As we face runaway inequities, global conflict, and the collapse of our climate, the warning signals of low mood can push us all to see the problems so we can fix them. What collective actions do we need to ensure our entire planet is safe and sustainable, so that its harms don’t forever outweigh its rewards?


GRATITUDE FOR OUR GRIEF


As we evolved into humans by growing big, impressive brains, we faced quite a design flaw: How would we get these huge baby heads out of their mothers’ tiny pelvises? We adapted to this problem by giving birth to our offspring early, when they’re much less developed than that of other species, leaving our young dependent on caregivers to survive until they’re mature enough to function on their own. As a social species, this interdependence on others persists across our lifespans, as we continue to need connection and group membership to survive. For this reason, one of the biggest alarm systems in our brains is the attachment alarm that alerts us to threats to our bonding to others with pronounced feelings of separation distress.


Our attachment alarms ring with separation distress when our loved ones are unavailable or inconsistent, such as when they’re preoccupied with other people or activities instead of attending to our relationship or needs. These alarms sound as jealousy when we sense that the person we love or depend on may be taken from us. At its loudest, it expresses heartbreak and grief, when we’ve completely lost an important relationship.


While loss can drive us to retreat into our cave with low mood, because we no longer have access to the rewards of what we’ve lost, it can also bring on an intense feeling of grief or panic, which motivates us to seek out supports and restore the sense of attachment and security that we’ve lost. I remember when a past partner broke up with me, every muscle of my body folded into the heavy feeling of heartbreak. As she watched my body crumble right before her, I could sense her discomfort grow, pushing her to apologize for her role in my pain.


“Yes, I’m hit with grief right now,” I told her, “and it’s not bad to feel this way. It’s telling me that this relationship matters and being in a partnership like this is important to me.” When I used my grief alarm to show me what’s important, I instantly felt gratitude for having had this connection in my life and hoped I could find it again. Whenever I felt a wave of grief come up as I healed, rather than isolating, which only made me feel worse, I tried to reestablish my sense of bonding to others, connecting more with friends and then dating again, as it kept reminding me how much love matters. The attachment alarm hurt—a hell of a lot—but it moved me to quickly regain what I had lost and to express gratitude for what I have. Grief is a compass to our heart, allowing us to see what’s important, so we can rebuild it.


Many of us are feeling a similar grief for our larger world as humans keep destroying the health of our ecosystems and societies. This grief alarm, while deeply painful, also alerts us to our deep connection to these living systems. We’re grieving because we all need our world’s health to survive. And just like with heartbreak, it can motivate us to fight to regain what we’ve lost: a just, caring, and sustainable world.


“Only we, the heartbroken, can truly battle and long for a world where no-one ever feels like this again,” argues Gargi Bhattacharyya, a professor of sociology at the University of East London. “Who can imagine another world unless they already have been broken apart by the world we are in.”


SHAME: IT’S NOT YOU, IT’S THEM


I am not trapped in the wrong body; I am trapped in a world that makes very little space for bodies like mine.


—IVAN COYOTE
———


For years, I taught that all the emotions have important roles, except shame. Shame was the screwup of the family, the one we wished could just act like its perfect sibling, guilt, who was polite and cleaned up after all its messes.


The guilt alarm signals the helpful message, I did something bad, and pushes us to repair the situation, while shame sends the short warning, I am bad, urging us to hide and deny the perceived flaw. While the guilt signal sends many false alarms, just like all the others, we often see it as the golden child because it motivates us to be accountable and repair the fracture, while shame pushes us to conceal our perceived problem (or shift the blame to others). For this reason, we teach caregivers to discipline their children with, “I love you, and not this behavior,” to encourage accountability and self-compassion.


But guilt doesn’t beat out shame in all situations. Sometimes, we must hide even the most beautiful parts of ourselves. “To be gorgeous, you must first be seen, but to be seen allows you to be hunted,” writes Ocean Vuong in my favorite book, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous. When we sense the threat of being shunned by others if we were to fully show up, our survival instincts push us to hide the parts of ourselves that others may reject. The distress of this signal pushes us to find a safer community, or hide parts of ourselves if we’re stuck needing to appease groups that would reject this part of us.


“To understand vulnerability, one has to fully grasp the concept of psychological safety”—the belief that one will not be punished, humiliated, or rejected for showing one’s authentic self, explains behavioral scientist Carey Yazeed, author of Everyday Struggle: How Toxic Workspaces Impact Black Women.13 She warns that the “courage culture” of expressing our vulnerability that’s celebrated by people who rest safely in social positions of power and privilege can be dangerous for more marginalized people. Instead, when exploring the benefits of vulnerability, Yazeed teaches that we must first learn how to do it safely within the world that we live in—sharing our vulnerability only to those who are safe enough to receive it.


As with fear, the alarm of shame can signal unsafe situations. When we enter environments where we don’t feel psychological safety, our shame alarms ring loudly, warning us to pause and assess our risk of rejection and ridicule if we were to show our authentic selves. And also as with fear, we experience many false alarms, especially if our shame signals learned early on to be more sensitive as an adaptation to experiences of past harm, criticism, or rejection from others, whether personally or intergenerationally.


As a queer woman, sudden waves of shame sometimes propel me to hide this part of myself when facing potentially homophobic groups of people that I predict will reject or harass me. My brain quickly and instinctively sets off its shame signal—This part of you is bad—as a shortcut to trigger the fast survival response of hiding the part that may be rejected. My brain doesn’t have time to process the longer story of how the shame is really signaling to me how potentially rejecting this community is—or has been in the past—and has nothing to do with my own worthiness as an individual. My shame alarm tells me that it’s safer to hide this gorgeous part of myself because these people can’t be trusted with it.


Australian comedian Hannah Gadsby, who identifies as gay and gender nonbinary, spoke about being raised in Tasmania, where same-sex love was a crime until 1997, in their famous show Nanette. “Seventy percent of the people who raised me, who loved me, who I trusted, believed that homosexuality was a sin, that homosexuals were heinous, subhuman, pedophiles. Seventy percent!” Gadsby said. “And by the time I identified as being gay, it was too late, I was already homophobic. And you do not get to just flip a switch on that.”


Gadsby’s mother told them, “The thing I regret is that I raised you as if you were straight. I didn’t know any different. I’m so sorry. I knew well before you did, that your life was going to be so hard. I knew that, and I wanted, more than anything in the world, for that not to be the case. And now I know that I made it worse. I made it worse because I wanted you to change, because I knew that the world wouldn’t.”


Gadsby now refuses to use self-deprecating humor in their comedy shows to relieve the tension created in their audience when speaking about being abused for who they are. They now see the tension they feel, the deep shame of rejection from both strangers and those they loved—the “damage done to me [that] is real and debilitating”—as no longer theirs to relieve. They’re giving it back to its rightful owner, the dominant society that created it. “This tension is yours. I am not helping you anymore,” Gadsby concludes. “You need to learn what this feels like, because this tension is what ‘not-normals’ carry inside of them all of the time. It is dangerous to be different.”


Shame is an essential—albeit excruciating—signal to alert us to situations where our belonging or safety would be at risk if we were to show up fully as we truly are. We need it to survive. But we also need to remember that shame is a fast-acting warning—and one with many false alarms learned from the past—that screams something’s bad about us so we will react quickly enough to hide and survive in a group that is primed to reject us. We must honor the slower, more complete story of shame. It’s not actually you that’s the problem; it’s those who reject you.



IF YOU’RE NOT ANGRY, YOU’RE NOT PAYING ATTENTION


Right now, we have a lot to be angry about. Anger is a necessary response to fight inequities, violations, and having our needs blocked. It’s our most effective tool to mobilize action against injustice and harm. The biggest obstacle to social change is not heated opposition, but apathy. And yet society has conditioned many of us to suppress our anger, especially those who most deserve to feel it.


The alarms of anger and resentment are essential signals to motivate change. When we pick up subtle cues that our boundaries are being crossed, the resentment alarm shouts out loud and clear before we even have time to reflect on the situation. This alarm screams, PROTECT YOURSELF!


In fact, anger and resentment might be our superpower to give us the capacity to extend more compassion toward others. University of Houston researcher Brené Brown teaches that a prerequisite for compassion is healthy boundaries—defining what are okay and not okay ways for others to behave toward us. Our resentment alarms sound loudly when these boundaries need protecting. When we’re unable to establish these boundaries—whether we haven’t been taught to practice them or we’ve never been granted the power or safety to uphold them—we may armor up or burn out, reducing our capacity to maintain empathy and compassion.


For example, if someone is constantly intruding on my family time with work calls, I will resent their behavior. This resentment alarm signals to me that I need to assert the boundary of when it’s okay and not okay to contact me. Then, when they approach me within these boundaries, I will have more capacity to extend attention and compassion because I’m not depleted by their behaviors. For this reason, therapist Prentis Hemphill defines boundaries as the distance you can love both yourself and others.


But our society’s imbalanced structures fail to distribute power equitably, leaving too many people without the freedom and safety to act on these protective alarms. To bring our collective back to health, those of us who have been granted the power to safely express anger must use it to fight even harder for a just world for everyone, where boundaries—and all the other social privileges that impact our health—aren’t just accessible to a select few.


THE COMPASS OF ENVY


Like resentment and jealousy, envy has an image problem, especially since it gained notoriety as one of Catholicism’s seven deadly sins. But even envy acts as a helpful messenger.


The envy alarm signals to us that others have a reward that we need or desire. This arises from our seeking system, alerting us to what’s important, with the alarm increasing in intensity when that need is unmet. When I was a medical student and resident, working sometimes up to one hundred hours a week at the hospital, I became increasingly burned-out and began to envy the patients I treated as they lay sick in their sterile beds. It sounds completely irrational to feel that way, considering those people were deeply uncomfortable, facing scary diagnoses, and wishing for nothing but a quick discharge home. But it makes sense when you see envy as a seeking signal. Envy told me that my most important and unmet need was rest, and its distress pushed me to seek it out for myself. In this way, whenever our envy alarms sound, it’s helpful to ask ourselves: What need is envy highlighting for me that’s both important and unmet, and how do I seek it out for myself in healthy ways?


So far, envy seems pretty harmless. The problem is that when we’re overstressed or conditioned by the dynamics of dominance, our rage network may join the party in harmful ways. Rather than being inspired by the person we envy to seek out the unmet need for ourselves, we may feel an urge to destroy the thing that we envy in another.


But the mix of seeking and anger can also fuel constructive movements. Envy helps us see what needs are important and unmet, while anger motivates us to seek out justice to ensure that those needs are met more fairly. This healthy form of envy has adaptively fueled many social movements, such as Black Lives Matter and Every Child Matters, advocating for those harmed by our racist and colonial systems attain the justice and safety that white folks hold, or the Occupy movement, which fought for a more just and healthy distribution of wealth for everyone.


NO MUD, NO FLOWER


Out of the mud grows the most beautiful flower, taught Vietnamese Buddhist monk and peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh of the lotus. While our emotional signals are painful and messy, they are a magnificent alarm system to detect the imbalances in our bodies, relationships, communities, and ecosystems that, left unchecked, will make us all sick. As we’re all connected within these many systems of life, we need to listen to everyone’s alarms to guide our world back to health.
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