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			To Bodhi and Gwen, my children, who inspire me every day.

			One of you grew up beside me, the other inside me, 
as I wrote this book.

			Together, with your dad, Max, the absolute love of my life,

			you are my reasons to grow a little more conscious 
every single day.

			Thank you for loving me, human first.

			I promise to do the same.

		

	

		
			“The words printed here are concepts.

			You must go through the experiences.”

			—Saint Augustine
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			Gratitude

			First and foremost, I want to express my deepest gratitude to my husband, whose unwavering support and love have been my anchor and sanctuary. As this book comes out, we celebrate twenty years wrapped up in each other.

			Without “you,” Max, I simply could not be “me.” I love you.

			To my parents, Ken and Deneen, thank you for life. Through it all, you let me be me. You stayed yourselves, and we’re pretty loving, cool people. I’ll always be your little girl. I love you both more than you will know.

			Tricia and Jeff, thank you for your support and love, and for laying the foundation upon which I build my dreams. (And thanks for the husband. He’s so great.)

			A special thank you to Sammi Cools, you shaped my Truth Doctor journey in ways only your heart and mind could. You deserve all the things. Keep feeling, it’s your strength.

			To Jessica Flores, thank you for answering my call that day, and every day. I hope to do the same for all our years. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, and I’m so proud of you.

			CeCe Lyra, my brilliant literary agent, you took a chance on me and embraced my project with a passion and commitment that went beyond my wildest dreams. Your guidance has been instrumental in shaping this book. Thank you for trusting I could make my vision a reality.

			To Ceri and Sarah, thank you for being there through the proposal and beginning writing stages, helping me navigate its (and my) complexities with grace and patience.

			To Eileen Rothschild and the entire team at St. Martin’s, thank you  for seeing my vision and trusting me to deliver the full meal you hoped it would be. Your faith in this project has been a source of great motivation and pride.

			And to all of the people around the world who see me in my truest form, your acceptance and support embolden me to be my most authentic self. Thank you, humans. I’m so, so glad that you exist.

		

	
		

	
			Recover from Being Human

			“I can’t change.”

			“I’ll never be able to control myself.”

			“I’m the only one who’s like this.”

			“Being a human is so hard.”

			You’re right. Being a human is hard. (But you’re wrong about the rest.)

			There are two truths I’ve learned about the human condition that led to me writing this book. I didn’t learn them while getting my master’s or doctorate degree to become a therapist. They stem from my own life experiences and from years and years of sitting with other humans, listening to their stories.

			They are:

			
					Many of us treat ourselves (and/or other people) horribly; and this is because

					The majority of us are in the dark when it comes to knowing how we function as humans. When we don’t understand ourselves, we fundamentally cannot understand others.

			

			It’s time to recover from being human.



			Recovering from being human isn’t about learning how not to be one; it’s about mastering the art of being a better version of yourself, of becoming the best human you can. It’s about acknowledging that, although most pop psych articles would tell you differently, you don’t need to have experienced profound trauma to find yourself operating on autopilot, with unseen forces controlling your emotions and behaviors. It’s simply part of the human condition. Recovering from being human is hearing, maybe for the first time, that being human, in its current state, is a chaotic mess, and often is.

			Let’s face it: Being human is complex. It involves navigating a world where the stories you tell yourself, the ones often scripted by others or by society at large, shape your identity. It’s living with a brain that, with its automatic thoughts and judgments, makes decisions on your behalf without you knowing it. And it’s living a life that involves frequently ignoring your body’s signals, whether as stress manifesting as physical pain or the gut feelings you dismiss in favor of “logic.” Like choosing your partner based on their salary and not how well they treat you.

			From the moment you were born, society, along with your family, friends, and the cultural norms you grew up with, started shaping you (even the languages you’re taught determine which concepts you learn about—some feelings can only be expressed with a specific word from a specific language). The world and its people have presented you with what they believe you should be like—the roles you should play, the behaviors you should exhibit, and the expectations you should meet. But when it comes to the real, raw essence of human nature, there’s a noticeable silence. For most of us, we never had someone sit us down to talk about what’s going on inside us—the whirlwind of sensations, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that make up our inner and outer experiences. And without much help, we’ve been left to figure out life on our own.

			The recovery process from being a human who was never really taught how to “human” involves challenging the narratives handed down to you and asking yourself whether they actually resonate with your deepest of truths and your most important values. It’s taking a hard look at the choices and decisions you make daily: Are they truly yours, or are they patterns based on your past, inflicting familiar pain from prior experiences in the here and now? And it’s tuning in to your body’s wisdom, recognizing that physical sensations and emotions are not just background noise but vital signals guiding you toward your health and well-being.

		

	
		
	
			Who Is Courtney Tracy?

			I am a woman who was born in Southern California to two teenagers who fell in love.

			My parents fought, never married, and, almost immediately, I lived with a single mother on welfare and food stamps, working multiple jobs. Under her Hispanic military parents’ roof, she was trying to raise my younger half brother and me—an emotionally intense, oddly rigid, and deeply thoughtful little girl—as best she could.

			When I was seven years old, I scored in the ninety-ninth percentile on the GATE test—the test where kids are deemed “gifted” and “talented” in the education system—but stubbornly refused to continue the program because the classroom was too bright and the teacher was too loud. I also peed myself in class (more than once) because I didn’t know how to listen to my body’s cues. I never wanted to go back there again.

			When I was eight years old, I read my grandfather’s copy of War and Peace—a 1,300-page philosophical narrative about fate and free will in wartime Russia—from front to back every day throughout the summer and refused to do literally anything else.

			When I was ten years old, I went to Disneyland (“the happiest place on Earth”) and am sure I had the worst time possible. I had never been to a more overstimulating place in my life.

			By thirteen, I had lost my virginity and found out that substances could easily alter how you feel, think, and act. I liked this.

			And by fifteen, the year the boy I would end up calling my husband entered my life, I would enter rehab for the first time, unable to control the ways my body, brain, and mind wanted to cope. Rehab worked, and it didn’t.

			Seven years later, after we had eloped and I was still completely out of control, he gave me an ultimatum (one I write about in this book), and it changed the trajectory of my life forever. It was this year, at twenty-two years old, I finally decided to take control of my life, and, in turn, started my path toward becoming a therapist.

			Twelve years, five businesses, four degrees, two kids, and a long-lasting successful marriage later, it’s safe to say I’ve learned how to control myself and my life in ways I never thought possible. I’m not perfect, but as you’ll soon come to learn, that’s not the point of getting better.

			Hi, I’m Dr. Courtney Tracy, a University of Southern California–trained licensed clinical social worker and doctor of clinical psychology in California. I own multiple mental health companies, serve on several nonprofit boards, and am an award-winning content creator known online to an audience of over two million people as “The Truth Doctor.” I share my truth to help you share yours, and it’s changed the lives of many, many people.

			I became a therapist (someone who guides others through mental challenges) because, growing up, I needed nothing more than to understand what was going on inside me, and what I could do to help myself that wouldn’t cause me or other people pain. I needed education and actionable experiences—the two tools I’ve given you in this book.

			I’m a therapist because we live in a world where people need therapists—a world that moves faster than our bodies can handle, with more fear than our brains can process, and more limitations than opportunities to make our dreams come true.


			I’m Dr. Courtney, and I’m a therapist because being a human is hard, I get it, and you shouldn’t have to do it alone.


		

	
		
	
			What’s Inside This Book?

			In this book, I present you with a two-part journey.

			In Part I, I will shift your understanding of what it means to be human—with detailed, research-backed evidence that you’re far more out of control than you think you are. But don’t worry, in Part II, I offer you my 12 Steps of Consciousness—your pathway toward improving the amount of control you have over yourself and your choices. Part I reads like a psychology textbook your best friend (who’s also a therapist) wrote, and Part II serves as a guide for changing your life—helping you to notice both bad habits and ones you’re not aware of, work toward a plan to change, fix past errors, and then share your truth with others to help them find their own, just like me. I put everything I know into this book, everything that’s ever helped my clients, and me.

			If you’ve studied psychology, some ideas in this book will be familiar, while others might be new or explained in a way that helps you really get them. I draw on additional fields of study as well, including physiology, neuroscience, and philosophy (fear not, it’s made to be a simple, fun, and worthwhile read). My hope is that my style and the way I present this information to you, combined with the personal parts of my life that I  share, can be my contributions, along with the clinicians and researchers who originally developed the theories and concepts presented.

			Throughout the 12 Steps, you’ll answer questions, complete exercises, and finally experience what it’s like to really feel alive, know yourself, and make your own choices. Most of the experiential exercises are rooted in science and therapy models shown to reduce many common problems we face as human beings (anxiety, depression, stress, impulsivity, disconnection, trauma responses). For those interested, you can find the links between the experiences and the research-backed modalities in the Appendix.

			I believe this book is one of the first to touch all the hidden processes inside you—from how your body works to the automatic decisions you make without thinking to the ways your life experiences and life stories alter your behaviors. While the information itself may not be “new,” I believe my conceptualization of it is, and I’m confident it will help you.

			As you read these pages, you will learn about me as I help you learn about yourself. An exchange of truths where my story, I hope, encourages you to tell someone yours, to teach them the steps I’ll soon teach you, to spread truth. Why? Well, Dan Brown said it best in his book The Lost Symbol:

			“The truth has power. And when we hear the truth, even if we don’t understand it, we feel that truth resonate within us . . . vibrating with our unconscious wisdom. Perhaps the truth is not learned by us, but rather, the truth is re-called . . . re-membered . . . re-cognized . . . as that which is already inside us.”



	
		

	


Part I:

Your Unconscious 
Is Showing






1

The New Three-Part Unconscious

Before I became a therapist, I was a bitch.

I’m not saying some therapists can’t be bitches because . . . they can. But if you ask me what I do today, I say, “I’m a therapist.” Had you asked me fifteen years ago, I would have said, “I’m a bitch.” Does that answer make sense? No. But most of what we think, feel, say, and do when we’re unhealed, unaware of how we function, and unconsciously defending ourselves against future hurt doesn’t make sense. At least not when it comes to how we’d truly like to live our lives.

Bitches act like they’re in control. Therapists know they’re not.1

Growing up, I wanted nothing more than to be in control. For over a decade, however, I was the poster child for what you’d label as “out of control.” Call her for a good time, they said—not the kind of good time you go to a therapist for, the kind of good time that takes place in a bed. Text her if you’re using drugs—not for help getting off them, but for help finding them. I didn’t care about people, and I didn’t care about myself.

I first studied psychology in high school. I somehow found myself in an advanced placement psychology class (the class the “smart kids” got into) and would drag myself there at seven in the morning after having woken up twenty minutes before, hanging outside of my boyfriend’s car window looking down at a pile of my own vomit, thinking to myself, “I could have died last night.” I was completely detached from how serious an issue almost dying is—drinking Jack and Coke on a stomach full of ecstasy and cheap takeout food doesn’t usually end well.

I made it to college, only for the first few years’ progress to look like moving from passing out dangling from cars to passing out underneath them. (I’m not sure which was safer; definitely neither.) At twenty-two years old, I was diagnosed with borderline personality disorder after a wild drug-fueled binge where I’m pretty sure I was roofied and, again, almost died. My whole life changed with this diagnosis. Borderline personality disorder, BPD for short, is a disorder characterized by unstable relationships, self-image, emotions, and behavior.2 Impulsivity. Promiscuity. Suicidality. And a deep fear of being out of control. Bingo! In my early twenties, the label fit.

This, along with an ultimatum from my high school boyfriend (now husband), fueled a deep desire to change. It wasn’t the blanket ultimatum he gave me, “Change or I’ll leave you,” that did it. It was that, when he said this, I heard, “Change, or you’ll lose the greatest person in your life,” and I didn’t want that to happen. It was the first time I really took a look inward. The first time I allowed myself to say: “For how much control you think you have over your life, you sure are fucking it up. Ready to stop?” And I was.

Whether a new diagnosis, an ultimatum, a simple desire to better your life, or something else led you to this book, I’m glad you’re here. This book is about change. It’s about control. It’s about choosing to work on yourself despite feeling afraid to do so. Despite feeling like all forces are working against you. And we’re going to do this by looking at parts of you that are hidden. Parts of you that you may not know exist. Systems and functions that decide (more than you do, right now at least) what you think and feel and how you behave.

For decades, the psychology field shunned people with my BPD diagnosis. Therapists would actively choose not to work with people like me (and some still do). “They are the way they are, and they always will be.” As terrible as this sounds, it makes sense. Human beings don’t want to do hard shit, and helping someone change whose behavior patterns are deeply rooted in survival, anxiety, and fear is hard shit.

But look, it’s not just people with mental (or physical) illnesses whose bodies, brains, and minds may be out of control. Most of our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors occur at the hands of our unconscious (the part of us that lies outside our awareness), meaning a lot of the time, we don’t actually decide what to think or feel or how to behave. This may sound like a cop-out, but it’s not. It’s the truth.

Your unconscious is powerful—way more powerful than your consciousness (the part of you that you are aware of). The reason we get stuck with habits we wish we could change, behaviors that hurt ourselves and others, and thoughts and feelings we don’t want is that our body, brain, and mind are unconsciously trying to protect us, unconsciously trying to keep us alive. For the unconscious, survival, not happiness, is the goal.

You likely define yourself by your conscious choices: By decisions “you” made, thoughts “you” had, and things “you” felt. The person you married, the job you applied for, the invitation you turned down. The thing is, though, almost all of these experiences take place unconsciously. Multiple theories have explored and tried to find the true relationship between our consciousness and our unconscious (how what we are aware of is influenced by what we’re not), and on a fundamental level, they tend to agree on one thing: Your unconscious controls at least 95 percent of all of your thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and perspectives.3 Yet, your consciousness takes most of the credit for it.

An article in Time magazine titled “Why You’re Pretty Much Unconscious All the Time”4 describes the relationship between your unconscious and your consciousness like this: The conscious “you” is like a not-so-smart CEO whose staff (all your unconscious parts) does all the work and all the research and then hands the CEO the documents to sign. The CEO signs and takes all the credit.

This is what I was doing for years with my own body, brain, and mind, except I thought it was cool to be the CEO of a company whose staff was fucking shit up all the time—it wasn’t. And it’s probably what you’re doing, too—taking credit, good or bad, for things your unconscious is doing.



[image: A 3-stage flowchart visualizes the relationship between the unconscious and the conscious. Stage 1 contains 3 donut charts labelled, Unconscious Part. Each part represents 25 per cent of the whole you. Arrows leads to Stage 2, representing the influence of the unconscious. Stage 2 contains a single donut chart labeled, Conscious You. This chart contains the final 25 per cent of the whole you. An arrow leads to Stage 3. The Conscious You is now 100 per cent complete. The donut chart is labeled, Look what I did! The chart illustrates how the unconscious represents 75 per cent and the conscious represents 25 per cent.]




You are the person most responsible for your life. And you are the greatest person in your life. You deserve to change for yourself. You deserve to give yourself the ultimatum you’ve been needing. You deserve to show yourself that this isn’t just “the way you are” and the way “you’ll always be.”

A truth: As smart and as capable as we’ve become as a species, we’re still wildly unconscious and out of control. Another truth: You can be in control of what’s out of your control, and this book will teach you how to do that.

Some people say we don’t need bitches in our lives. I can’t entirely agree. Sometimes, they make life more interesting and more fun. And you know who the biggest bitch in your life is right now? Your unconscious. That bitch shows up everywhere, never leaves your side, wants full control, and doesn’t make the best choices unless you’ve done a lot of work to put it in its place.



TRUTH TAKEAWAY: You don’t need to get rid of your unconscious. You do need to learn how to control it.





The Serenity Prayer on Steroids

There’s a universal law of control that influences you as a human being, one that can push you straight down a path toward your own demise if not understood properly. The Law of Control states that we feel good about ourselves to the degree to which we feel we are in control of our lives. Our control is our power; when we feel out of control, we often feel powerless.

In psychology, we refer to this concept as the locus of control.5 Your “locus” is where you think control over the events in your life is located. You can either have an internal locus of control or an external locus of control. People who possess an internal locus of control believe that they hold the power to shape their own lives and that their actions have the potential to influence the outcomes they experience. Conversely, those with an external locus of control believe that factors beyond their influence play a majority, if not all, of the role in determining how their lives play out.


[image: A table illustrates the concept of the locus of control. The table is presented in 3 columns as follows. Column 1 is headed, It’s on me. This is the internal locus of control. Column 2 is headed, It’s on them. This is the external locus of control. Column 3 is headed, It depends. This is the mixed locus of control.]



Guess which locus of control is present in these situations: internal, external, or mixed?

Situation 1: You just took a test. You failed it. You studied, but not as much as you could have because “What does it matter anyway?” You see others receive passing grades. Now you’re calling them “lucky” and the test “rigged.” Rather than trying to improve your study methods or email your professor, you immediately drop the class.*

Situation 2: You hear that your company has an opening for a position you’re qualified for. There’s a lot of competition. You start to take initiative and tell yourself, “I’m going to try for this. Why not?” You expand your skills, take on additional responsibilities, and network with colleagues (even though you hate it). You get the promotion.†

Situation 3: You’re facing a complex problem. You feel overwhelmed and complain about external factors getting in your way. Yet, you’re open to and ask for your colleagues’ input, research potential solutions, and do your best because you believe that “you determine your future.” The solutions don’t work, and the issue remains. You review the internal and external causes of the failure and bring them to your boss. You’re willing to keep trying.‡

People who feel that outside forces control their life (like in Situation 1) often blame others and find it hard to get past tough times. Those who feel in charge of their own life (as in Situation 2) stay positive, handle good and bad times, and bounce back quickly. Some folks experience a mix of both (shown in Situation 3), switching between feeling in control and feeling controlled by outside forces.

What is your locus of control?

Start by asking yourself these four questions:6 (Write them down, along with your answers. Take this shit seriously and it can change your life.)


	Do I have a hard time saying “no” when someone tries to sell me something?

	When I want something, do I work hard to get it?

	When something is going to affect me, how much do I learn about it?

	Do I feel like I have earned the good things that have happened to me?



The first question will give you insight into how quickly you release control of your decisions; the second and third, how much control you think you have; and the fourth, how much you believe your actions influence your outcomes.

If you feel like you don’t have much control over things happening to you right now, this book is here to help you see that you can control more than you think, especially your own perspectives and decisions. I’m glad you’re reading it. If you already feel like you have some control, we’re off to a great start. And if the idea of control being in- or outside of you was new when you started reading, then I’ve done part of my work. You’ve gained awareness of something that was influencing your life without you knowing it—how whether you believe you’re in control or not determines if you can be. You’re aware of it (for now at least), and you can start using it to make a difference in your life.

One way to quickly start shifting control from outside of you to inside of you is to ask yourself, “What more can I do?” or “Could I have done something differently to get what I wanted?” whenever you’re about to make a decision or after something happens. Then, try your best to do those extra things.

Now, there’s a saying often spoken within the rooms of one of our country’s most prominent self-help groups, Alcoholics Anonymous, that goes like this:

“Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”*

It’s called the serenity prayer;7 it’s changed the lives of millions of people, and it has lessons you could benefit from learning (regardless of whether you have substance use issues). Let’s break it down line by line.

“Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change.”

Let’s be honest. There are countless things we wish we could change—how quickly stoplights turn when we’re running late, whom our ex married instead of us, and the difference in volume between our favorite TV shows and the loud-ass commercials that come on between acts—and we can’t. At least not on our own. Yet, we allow ourselves to get absolutely livid at our inability to do so. I’ve certainly been caught yelling at a light pole at 7:58 a.m. on a Monday morning, blaming it for my tardiness.

Serenity means experiencing a sense of calm, tranquility, and peace of mind. It’s about feeling free from stress, worries, and emotional chaos. Can you imagine being calm even when you’re late? Content when someone you love is with “the wrong person”? Fine with adjusting the volume every five minutes? This book will teach you how to do that. It’s not going to teach you how to become an emotionless zombie (who wants that?), but it will lead you to have more of a choice, more control, over how you think, feel, and respond to things in your life that you can’t change.

“[Give me] the courage to change the things I can.”

Now, courage is tricky. You can have it, even when you think you don’t, if you change how you define and perceive it. When people think of courage, they often think of big feats like bungee jumping off a large bridge, proposing to the love of their life, or saying “yes” to a job in a new country. But courage is simply taking action, even when you feel afraid or uncertain. It doesn’t have to be a monumental moment.

As humans, we’re programmed to resist change and only to change if we really feel like it will help us survive. Your unconscious desires the path of least resistance. So perhaps it isn’t that you’re “not courageous.” Perhaps it’s that you’re running on a blueprint that helped you survive during a time period you’re no longer in, and it’s time to tell yourself the time for change has come.

For something to be courageous, you need to label it as such. It was courageous for you to pick up this book. You have no idea what’s in it, but you’re spending your time on it. You took action, even when uncertain. Perhaps you’re afraid to change, afraid to be in control of yourself, and still . . . here you are. The courage is there. Start recognizing it, and let’s apply it to those more difficult situations, shall we?

“[Help me find] the wisdom to know the difference.”

This book is basically the serenity prayer on steroids. It’s going to help you gain the wisdom to know the difference between what you can and can’t change and control when it comes to your body, brain, and mind through the lens of mental health and healing, through the lens of what you’re consciously aware of at any given time and what lies outside your awareness—in your unconscious. This book will show you how to find the right mix of being okay with what you can’t control and that which you can.



[image: A simple flowchart illustrates what you should accept, change, and know. The chart indicates that you should accept what you can’t change. You should change what you can. And finally, you should know the difference.]




There are aspects of life, circumstances, and events that are beyond your control, and we must acknowledge this from the get-go. In this book you’re going to change your perceptions, your actions, and your decisions. What you can’t immediately change using this book? The type of world you live in. One where some human beings aren’t treated like humans at all. The final part of this book will teach you how to use what you’ve learned to make a positive impact on other people and your community. But first, you need to see how your unconscious shows and take specific steps (12 Steps, to be exact) toward your own healing so you can be as effective as possible in helping others in the future.

How Your Unconscious Is Showing

When asked to picture someone whose “unconscious is showing,” people tend to imagine a person on the brink of a psychological break, acting in ways that make it clear they need serious help. Or, more mildly, someone who needs to be psychoanalyzed to see where all their trauma is stored.

KNOW YOUR TERMS: Psychoanalyze: To examine someone’s mind to understand their thoughts and behaviors.

While this can be the case for some individuals, your unconscious doesn’t just show up as a result of trauma you’ve experienced. There’s a lot more to it.

We all have unconscious thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and perceptions that aren’t entirely healthy or beneficial to us or others, even if those unconscious parts of us are more socially acceptable or less socially visible than others. Just because we don’t label something “out of control” doesn’t mean it can’t be. And just because something is “in our control” doesn’t mean it always is.

We’re all human beings built with an internal guidebook that unconsciously decides how we function, what we’re aware of, and how much control we have over ourselves. Sometimes, we feel in control; other times, we don’t. Sometimes we make conscious choices and live in the present moment; many other times, we find ourselves saying things like “I have no idea how I remembered to do that,” or “How did I not feel that?” or “It’s like I keep dating the same person over and over again, just in different bodies, by accident,” or “I don’t know why, but I’m getting weird fucking vibes from that person over there.” That. That’s your unconscious showing.

So the first question to ask isn’t “Is your unconscious showing?” It is showing. The first question is: “How is your unconscious showing?” Let’s briefly discuss the three parts of the unconscious and how they show up in you and your life to help you gain immediate awareness.

#1: Your body responds and reacts without your conscious awareness or control

This is your somatic unconscious. It’s composed of things like somatic perception, physiological processes, nonverbal cues, and nervous system responses. Somatic perception is how you feel and experience body sensations—temperature, touch, movement, and that feeling you get when the person massaging you has absolutely no idea what they’re doing. ( . . . Pressure? No, pain? Either works.) Physiological processes include your heart changing pace, your breathing leveling out, and butterflies in your stomach. Nonverbal cues look like facial expressions that show your mood, slumped shoulders when you’re experiencing sadness, and avoiding eye contact when you’re lying. Nervous system responses include your fight-or-flight response and survival reflexes like pulling your hand off a hot stove.

You can, of course, be consciously aware of these things; however, you often only become aware of them while or after they’re happening, meaning, typically, you don’t consciously choose to slump your shoulders because you feel defeated, feel like you’re going to vomit before a first date, or give away your dishonesty because you can’t look into someone’s eyes. It just happens.

The concept of your body being out of your control is typically familiar to people who experience chronic pain, physical disability, or illness; people recovering from surgery; and other similar conditions and situations. This isn’t something new when thought of from a physical health or medical perspective. Thinking about it through the lens of mental health, however, has just begun booming in the last few decades.

The point here is that your body, in a way, has a mind of its own, and it’s probably about time you started listening to it.

#2: Your brain thinks, perceives, judges, and interprets almost completely on its own

This is your cognitive unconscious. This part of your unconscious includes the mental processes and information that operate outside your conscious awareness. It involves behaviors like buying into stereotypes (cognitive misers), experiencing FOMO, or the “Fear of Missing Out” (primary evolutionary motives), automatically returning someone’s smile (mimicry), and getting stressed when your partner is stressed (emotional contagion).

Your brain is lazy. It doesn’t want to think any more than it has to. It’s a cognitive miser, meaning it has a tendency to solve problems using the least amount of energy and effort possible. Got asked a question that could have multiple answers? Just give the first answer that pops into your head. This is the fastest way to be right! (Your brain thinks a quicker answer is a better answer.) See that blond girl over there? She’s going to be just like the other ones. Don’t talk to her. (Your brain doesn’t want to experience pain, and it generalizes to avoid doing so.)

Primary motives mean that when it comes down to it, your brain will prioritize decisions you make by whether those decisions will help you survive, avoid disease, reproduce, and more—like unknowingly judging tanning or diet products more positively when you’re looking for a partner than when you’re not.8 Your brain thinks, “Perhaps these things aren’t that bad for me considering they seem to lead to a goal I have . . .” Your beliefs change depending on what’s most important to both you and your unconscious brain.

Mimicry and contagion occur when you get mad when your partner’s mad, when a child learns to cope with their emotions because they see their parent engage in regulation techniques, and when frontline workers experience what’s known as vicarious trauma9—which is when the constant exposure to others’ traumatic events cause professionals to experience traumatic symptoms themselves, like difficulty concentrating or having nightmares.

Again, of course, you can be aware of these things, but it’s when your cognitive unconscious is running without your conscious awareness, without having some light shed onto its unknown processes, that things can get messy—like in instances of taking on abusive behaviors seen in your family or relationships, jumping too quickly to conclusions and missing out on great friendships or opportunities, or going against your values because you felt pressured or afraid (which is when your unconscious works best).

It can be scary to realize your brain learns about, judges, perceives, and interprets your life all on its own. But by the time you’re done reading this book, you’ll be damn happy it does because you’ll be able to control its process in one or two ways: Either you’ll learn to control and change the cognitive systems in your brain, or you’ll learn to control whether or not you actually listen to the choices your brain is making. Ideally, you’ll learn both.

#3: What you experience unconsciously affects how you feel about yourself, others, and the world

Finally, your psychoanalytic unconscious. This is probably the one you’re most familiar with. Most self-help books refer to this as the “subconscious” and are referencing Sigmund Freud’s idea of the unconscious when doing so. I don’t like the word “subconscious.” My belief is that the majority of the public jumped on board the generalized and pop-psych-infused concepts of Freud’s theories, limiting many to stay focused on how our mind can get out of control, taking away attention and conscious awareness from how our physical body and brain cognition affect us, too. On top of that, Freud didn’t use the word “subconscious” outside of a few early years of his career and yet, many of us still do (more on this in Chapter Two).

Try putting the word “subconscious” into Google Scholar. Ninety-eight percent of the articles will use the word “unconscious” in its place. Now, try searching “subconscious” using the regular version of Google. It’s littered with pop articles, mostly containing bullshit information breaking down aspects of the subconscious for clicks.

The thing most people get wrong about the psychoanalytic unconscious is that they assume it’s something controlled strictly by your psychological experiences. If you have new experiences, you’ll change and feel better. And while this may be true, there are mechanisms of the mind that are automatic and default. They can’t and won’t change. Some of these mechanisms include counterfactuals, the pain–pleasure principle, and learned helplessness (which—spoiler—is a misnomer since it isn’t really learned at all).

Counterfactuals are thoughts about what might have happened or what could have happened. They’re when you say things like “If only I didn’t do that,” and find yourself in a tornado of best-case scenarios that will never happen. This sounds like anxiety and regret, and it is. But it’s the automatic part of it. The part you need to learn exists not just because you’re psychologically upset with yourself or you have low self-esteem but because this is how you unconsciously function as a human being—no matter what you’ve been through.

The pain–pleasure principle applies to the fact that you, as a human, will always move toward pleasure and away from pain, naturally. It’s not a function of your existence you can change. Instead, it’s something you can come to understand and adjust, physiologically and conceptually.

Another aspect of your psychoanalytic unconscious, learned helplessness—when your life experiences eventually lead you to “give up” on yourself—is often seen as a moral failing, as an inability to be strong through adversity. The failure is on us as a society. Helplessness is not always conscious, but it is always potentially unconscious. When our brain truly thinks there’s nothing it can do, it will tell us to stop trying or to not try at all. It doesn’t mean it’s right (because, remember, your brain is a cognitive miser), but it will certainly think it is.

Your job throughout the nine chapters of this book is to do the work, to uncover how your life experiences have created your psychoanalytic unconscious and hijacked your somatic and cognitive unconscious to create the automatic thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and decisions you make—and to do something about it.

I’ve just introduced you to The New Three-Part Unconscious: the somatic, the cognitive, and the psychoanalytic.

Your three-part unconscious, not just your “subconscious,” is a powerful, messy, sometimes wrong, often risky, usually helpful to some degree, aspect of you. As human beings, that’s something absolutely crucial you start to give a shit about. While you’ll get to know exactly what each part does for you in the upcoming chapters, here’s a one-line definition for each:

Your somatic unconscious: The reactions and sensations that occur within your body without your conscious awareness or control.

Your cognitive unconscious: The perceptions and information processing that occur within your brain without your conscious awareness or control.

Your psychoanalytic unconscious: The experiential outcomes that influence you without your conscious awareness or control.



[image: A flowchart outlines the new 3-part unconscious featuring the somatic, cognitive, and psychoanalytic unconscious. The somatic unconscious relates to bodily reactions and sensations. The cognitive unconscious relates to mental perceptions and information processing. The psychoanalytic unconscious relates to experiential outcomes. Each unconscious occurs without your conscious awareness or control.]




Before we dive into how to actively change your life with the steps I’ve outlined in the second part of this book, and before we go into detail about each part in Chapters Three to Five, I need to explain how these parts work together to steer the direction of your life. And, yes, I will, in the next section, be using a car analogy (original, I know).

Controlling the “Uncontrollable”

Think about a vehicle: its intended function, its parts, its driver, and the type of gas they choose to put in the car.

Okay . . . how does this all relate to your three-part unconscious?

Your somatic unconscious (comprised of your body and your brain) is like the car and its parts. Your arms and legs are like the four wheels of a car—they help you move and get from point A to point B. The inside of the car is like the inside of your body—you can take care of it or, like many of us, struggle to feel comfortable even thinking about it because . . . well, it’s a disaster in there. And the engine is like your brain—without it, you simply wouldn’t work.

Like the body of a car, if we lack an understanding of how to operate our own physical body and don’t learn what it feels like to have our bodies running smoothly, not only will we show up in an overwhelmed, discombobulated, uncoordinated manner (much like a student driver, or just an overall terrible one, does), but it can also impact how comfortable we feel on this ride called life. It’s sort of like when your vehicle has the option to smooth out the bumpiness of the road, and you don’t find out about it until you’ve had the car for a year, wondering to yourself, “Why didn’t I just read the manual? I’ve been frustrated this whole time when I didn’t need to be.”

Your cognitive unconscious involves how the engine (or your brain) operates. Neurodiversity, a term used to describe the non-pathological differences in how the human brain controls thing like movement, sociability, learning and attention, and other mental functions,10 is represented well when thinking about how different car engines function—some automatic, some manual, some adjustable. Some are maximized for certain tasks, and some can’t complete certain tasks without significant conscious control and effort, if at all.

When it comes to how our brain’s cognition works, imagine putting a car into self-driving mode. To some, it’s a blessing. To others, a curse. Tesla’s new self-driving mode, for example, is one of my own personal nightmares. It seems (at least for me) that “automatic” mode means the car will see green lights when they’re red, see red lights when they’re green, will decide to mess around in the fast lane until I have 0.2 miles left to exit the freeway, and will mimic the driving pace of the car in front of me when I’m late to an important meeting. Just like Tesla’s self-driving mode, your unconscious doesn’t give a fuck what your goals are; it will only do what it’s programmed to do unless you tell it otherwise.*

Lastly, your psychoanalytic unconscious is like the driver and the type of gas that gets put in the car. Sometimes you decide where to drive the car, and sometimes you put the gas in. Other times, other people have control over where you’re headed (they’re in the driver’s seat), and sometimes they put in the wrong type of gas, the kind that just fucks your car up completely.

Your psychoanalytic unconscious involves the experiences you have in your life and how they begin to have an automatic, and often unknown, effect on you and your behavior. So, for example, as much as this does absolutely no justice to the feelings and outcomes associated with abuse and neglect, someone enacting traumatic violence onto you is similar to someone putting diesel in your non-diesel car. What you experience in life can either help you function efficiently and with ease, or it can cause you to seize up, clog your internal ability to function, and completely and utterly break you down.

The ways you drive your car, whom you let drive your car, and the type of gas you put in your car are like deciding the type of experiences you want to have and the places you want to go in your life. The upsetting part? Just like we’re only allowed to be passengers in a car for around the first fifteen years of our lives, we’re usually passengers of our life experiences until we’re afforded the time, space, agency, and opportunity to decide for ourselves. Many of us still lack full agency and opportunity well into adulthood, for both internal and external, conscious and unconscious reasons—like when we’re held back by our own or others’ decisions, and, at times, aren’t even aware it’s happening.



TRUTH TAKEAWAY: Just like a car, your body and brain work best when you take good care of them and understand how they work from the inside out.







Switching gears (pun intended), let’s talk about a concept I briefly described above: the ability for a car to run manually, automatically, or both ways.

The important part of this analogy is that even when you put the car in automatic, you’re deciding when to do so and your final destination. Either you can put it into self-driving mode (with the correct address, hopefully) and sit back and chill, or if you don’t have that option, you can put it on cruise control until you need to put your foot back on the gas to ensure you stop at your intended location. Different brains and different bodies come equipped with varying options.

As humans, we are not just manual nor are we fully automatic. We are a mixed bag of greatness, sort of like a hybrid. We are consciousness and unconsciousness mixed into a glorious organic vehicle that can either drive us up the mountains of our greatest dreams or down into the depths of a ditch, almost killing us (sort of like that one time my dad drove his car off a cliff while on psychedelic mushrooms—but I digress).

Similar to how drivers can switch between manual and automatic, humans can shift between conscious and unconscious behavior depending on the situation. Sometimes, conscious control is necessary, requiring you to actively engage and make deliberate choices. Other times, unconscious processes take over, guiding your actions based on previous learning and automatic responses. The control doesn’t lie in whether or not you’re in manual or automatic. It lies in whether you’re in control of when the mode switches, how, why, and what happens next.

It’s not that the unconscious parts of you we’re talking about in this book are uncontrollable. It’s that they function in a certain way, and you need to learn what those ways are in order to control them as best you can.

It’s not: Is this aspect of you as a human conscious or unconscious?

It is: How does this part of you work when it’s unconscious, and then, can you consciously do something to change and control it when you want to?

Striving for a balanced approach—knowing when to consciously engage and when to allow unconscious processes to take the wheel—can lead to greater self-awareness, personal growth, and more adaptive responses to life’s challenges.

When you walk into a room, instantly feel your heart pounding, your skin sweating, and notice your brain saying, “Leave. Leave now. This was a bad idea,” you deserve to be able to pause and control how you consciously respond. Is this really a bad idea, or is this situation just unfamiliar to your body, brain, and mind? Is your automatic analysis of the situation one you want to react to or one you’d like to ignore and push through? You should control the next step, not your unconscious.

When you instantly fall for someone because they’re your “type,” you deserve to pause and truly ask yourself, “Is this person my ‘type’ or my unconscious ‘pattern’? Is this the easier way out of loneliness, according to my unconscious, or am I actually safe to continue bonding with this person because I’ve consciously assessed both my needs and what I can give at this time to a relationship?”

When I say this book will help you gain control, I don’t mean controlling your unconscious like taming some wild beast (not like I like the sound of that, anyway). I mean you’ll be able to use your consciousness to control and change whether or not you listen to your unconscious and, at times, what your unconscious does in the first place.

[image: ]

Why Should I Care That My Unconscious Is Showing?

As difficult as it can be to admit you’re not as conscious as you’d like, your unconscious is an easy thing to see “showing” once you start looking for it. Knowing and accepting it’s showing is the first stage of growth. Caring about the impact it’s having on your life is the second.

If you don’t care about your unconscious and how and when it shows, you’re basically not giving a shit about 95 percent of yourself. Doesn’t sound very good, does it? Caring about your unconscious parts is the only way to truly become the person you want to be. It’s how you consciously change the way you feel, think, and act in life. And as you can tell from my point regarding learned helplessness and the psychoanalytic unconscious, it’s a dangerous thing to ignore—it can tell you to give up, sometimes on your life completely. If you don’t understand what’s happening, you can succumb to its hopelessness.

The moment we make the decision to control our lives consciously, we immediately enter into a face-to-face battle with our unconscious—who doesn’t want to lose and will do almost anything not to change. Your unconscious has been forming within you since before you were born. It’s extremely strong, deeply rooted, and very afraid. Your consciousness, on the other hand, takes work, not only to develop but to maintain. It’s weaker (by design, not default) and easily hands the reins over to your unconscious whenever it isn’t sure, isn’t present, or isn’t immediately capable of controlling the situation.

The most difficult part about knowing your unconscious is showing? Making the choice to look at it, intensely, and begin consciously controlling it—because, yes, it can be done; and you should certainly get started today.

If you’re like me and just about everyone else I know, you’ve spent most of your life running on autopilot, doing, feeling, thinking, and perceiving the same things, the same way, over and over again, despite your best intentions to perceive, think, feel, and do otherwise. You may be stuck thinking the same negative thoughts about yourself and other people or engaging in the same shitty behaviors you know aren’t good for you, your relationships, your productivity, or your path forward.

We’re at a place in our lives where we’re spending more time keeping up with the Joneses or the Kardashians than keeping up with how our own bodies function. We think more about which ketchup to buy at the store when our usual brand is out of stock and more time thinking about what other people think about us than how and why we’re having thoughts in our own heads to begin with. And we’re blaming ourselves for simply being human. For experiencing different levels of sensitivity than those around us, wanting to move toward things that make us feel better instead of worse (even if that means our to-do list doesn’t get done), and succumbing, for example, to the “I can’t control this or me or anything” thought that develops as an evolutionary benefit for our lazy-ass brain. It’s time to recover from being human. Not because there’s something wrong with being human, but because no one taught us how to do it in the first place.

Just as I was a bitch—you know, overly aggressive and wildly unpleasant—before I was a therapist, we’re all unconscious before we’re conscious. And just as I can still be a bitch sometimes, we’re all still unconscious at times. The goal of this book is not to teach you how to be perfect or how to be conscious of everything all the time (that’s not even possible). It cannot guide you on how to completely change the unchangeable or control the uncontrollable.

What this book will teach you is how to consciously change your unconscious and how to control the uncontrollable—just enough to change your life.

You can consciously control what you care about.

Will you care about you?



Chapter 1 Summary


	The more in control you feel, the more powerful you feel.

	There’s a lot more than the “subconscious” controlling you without you knowing.

	Your somatic unconscious is all the things your body does automatically.

	Your cognitive unconscious involves how your brain can be lazy, biased, and manipulated.

	Your psychoanalytic unconscious develops from your life experiences.

	Human behavior can be conscious (like driving a manual car) and unconscious (like cruising in automatic); the power comes from controlling when you switch gears.









	* External locus of control.


	† Internal locus of control.


	* Mixed locus of control.


	* I removed “God” from the breakdown because it’s important the exercise is applicable to all people. I encourage you to adjust as desired.


	* Elon, I know you’ve made improvements. We all start somewhere, just like my readers. Progress, not perfection. Don’t sue me.
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