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Advance Praise for Take Back Your Brain


‘Kara Loewentheil has a unique gift for making you feel like she’s speaking directly to you, and her book Take Back Your Brain expands upon that in an insightful, actionable, and often funny manual for how to live a fuller life. This is the must-have book for questioning the stories we’ve been told and writing our own futures to be far better than fiction!’


– Damona Hoffman, author of F the Fairy Tale and The Drew Barrymore Show love expert


‘Brilliant and revelatory, and one of those rare books that will change the way you understand yourself and the world.’


– Elise Loehnen, author of the New York Times bestseller On Our Best Behaviour


‘Take Back Your Brain is a refreshing and resonant take on changing your life starting with your own brain, especially in an imperfect world. Kara takes readers on a bullshit-free journey beyond platitudes and positive thinking to action and true freedom.’


– Rae McDaniel, MEd, LCPC, CST, author of Gender Magic


‘Take Back Your Brain is the perfect book for someone who believes their brain is their own worst enemy. Kara does an incredible job in illuminating how the patriarchy’s bullsh*t impacts you, then backs it up with concrete actionable steps to overcome the shame and imposter syndrome.’


– Tori Dunlap, author of the New York Times bestseller Financial Feminist


‘[A] compassionate and comprehensive guidebook for moving from mental clutter to clarity. Readers will feel empowered to claim control over their lives, and gain emotional resilience, fortitude, and freedom along the way.’


– Shira Gill, author of Minimalista


‘No one is inherently unworthy, Kara Loewentheil argues, while offering us exercises to finally convince our brains this is true. If the advice to ‘love yourself’ had a manual, this would be it.’


– Marisa Franco, PhD, author of the New York Times bestseller Platonic


‘Kara shows us that the possibilities are endless when we, as women, step into our power. Take Back Your Brain isn’t just a read; it’s a movement.’


– Rebecca Minkoff, award-winning fashion designer, cofounder of Female Founder Collective, and author of Fearless


‘Believe me when I say that Take Back Your Brain is DIFFERENT. It’s smart, it’s feminist, it’s actionable, and it made me snort with laughter more than once. Kara has created a book that has rewired my brain in a way that makes me feel powerful and unstoppable. It’s changed the way I show up in my relationship, my business, and my life. It’s a must-read, and I’m going to be recommending it to all my clients!’


– Lily Womble, author of Thank You, More Please


‘Finally, there is a self-help book that contextualizes the voices in our head with the impossible social pressures and the outdated cultural norms that have feasted on our confidence for way too long. It’s not you, it’s them. But it’s also a little bit of you too … because of them! Kara Loewentheil unpacks us and unpacks them, all in an effort to help us get out of our own heads and into our best selves.’


– Laura Gassner Otting, author of Wonderhell


‘Unlike mainstream messages on body positivity and confidence which often sound nice yet don’t do much, Take Back Your Brain teaches you how to actually bridge the gap between knowing and believing. This book is both a feminist hot take and a practical guide to self-empowerment.’


– Mary Jelkovsky, author of The Gift of Self-Love


‘Ever feel like the world’s always judging your body? Kara breaks down why we struggle so much with how we look and offers clear, doable steps to quiet that relentless inner critic women suffer with. It’s time we learn how to embrace ourselves, so we can focus on bigger things in life beyond just dieting.’


– Corinne Crabtree, host of the Losing 100 Pounds with Corinne podcast and creator of the No BS Weightloss Program


‘You are more than your programming, but it takes perspective, skill, and genuinely helpful guidance to effectively change it. Kara has been precisely that voice for years, and my excitement for women holding her work in their hands (and putting it into practice) is immeasurable. This book is a wildly necessary addition to the world of productive change.’


– Shani Silver, author of A Single Revolution


‘Take Back Your Brain is full of brilliant insight and effective tools you can start using to feel better immediately. This isn’t recycled self-help. It’s the patriarchy smashing coaching approach we all need. Buy two copies, because you’re going to want to share this book!’


– Susan Hyatt, author of Bare and host of the You’ve Got Nerve podcast


‘I freakin’ LOVE Kara Loewentheil. If you’re a woman, there’s a reason why you’re not speaking up when you deserve to, why you’re picking apart everything you think is wrong with your body, and why you’re not in control of your money. You’ve internalized age-old messaging, and it’s time to interrupt that sh*t once and for all. In your hands is a playbook that teaches you how. Do NOT put it down.’


– Mel Robbins, New York Times bestselling author and host of The Mel Robbins Podcast
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This book is dedicated to every woman who has ever lived
life on her own terms—and it was written for every
woman who wants to do the same.









Free Take Back Your Brain Exercises Guide!


This book is full of concrete exercises for you to do to rewire your neural pathways and change the way you think about yourself. These exercises are best done in writing. To make it easy for you to do them as you go along, I’ve created this absolutely free Take Back Your Brain Exercises Guide. It has all the exercises included in this book but in an easy-to-use rewritable PDF so you can do them over and over again. Or you can print them out and use them as you go along. Either way, scan this code and download your copy now so that you can easily do the exercises as you read the book—don’t tell yourself that you’ll come back to them later, because that’s how we put off making change. You picked up this book because you want to change your life—so scan the link and make sure you do.
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INTRODUCTION


Patriarchy, Feminism, & Your Brain


The moment I decided I had to change my life arrived with a whimper. There was no bang. No explosion of insight. No boom of motivation. There was just me, on the floor under my desk, whimpering to myself.


So dignified, right?


I’d recently turned thirty years old and was finally in possession of my dream job as a reproductive rights litigator after a decade of strategizing and preparing for the role. I had been aiming toward this since the age of twenty-two. After graduating from Yale, I had worked for a national reproductive rights organization, starting as a junior writer and working my way up to media writer. I left that job to attend Harvard Law School, where I somehow surfed the tumultuous waves of my own procrastination and anxiety well enough to graduate with honors. I had survived clerking on the notorious United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in Louisiana, where it seemed to me most of the judges (except mine) had more in common with their antebellum ancestors than with modern belief systems. And I had gone through a grueling interview process to obtain the only fellowship being offered that year for litigation in reproductive rights.


All to end up here, in my dream job, whimpering under my desk.


The thing is, I wasn’t under that desk because my job was particularly horrible. Or because anything was particularly tragic about my life at that moment. In fact, to all appearances, my life seemed pretty good. I had graduated from two Ivy League universities. I was at the top of my field for my age. I had great friends and a bigger-than-average apartment in Manhattan. Like most women I knew, I was obsessed with trying to lose weight, but that just seemed normal to me at the time (more on that in chapter 5). I was between boyfriends, but apart from that, it looked like I had it all.


The problem was that my brain did not seem to share this understanding. Outside, my life looked great. But inside, I felt like I was being held hostage by a voice that was a cross between a middle school bully and a disapproving English governess. All day every day, the Voice droned on. It didn’t matter where I was or what I was doing, the Voice had something to say about it.


You have no idea what you’re doing, and when you turn in this case memo, your supervisor is going to find out.


You look fat today. Ugh, your stomach is so gross, why did you wear a skirt? I can’t believe you ate a breakfast sandwich, you’re never going to lose weight.


That guy didn’t text you back because you were so annoying on the date. You’re just too much and no one is ever going to love you.


Why did your parents call you last night, what did you do now? You’re probably in trouble again.


You said you were going to go to the gym this morning and you didn’t. You’re so lazy, you have no discipline, and you never stick to anything.


You don’t have any plans this weekend, you’re such a loser. Other people’s friends invite them out; yours probably don’t even like you that much.


On and on and on the Voice went. By the end of each day, I was exhausted and usually ended up coping by bingeing on carbs, zoning out to Netflix, or compulsively biting my nails until my fingers were raw.


At the time, I was sure that I was the only one who felt this way—or at least who felt this way justifiably. When my friends voiced similar fears about themselves, about being too much or not enough, I found them baseless and silly. But my own thoughts in my own brain were another story. Because, of course, the Voice also told me that I was pathetic for having these problems and that normal people never felt this way. I was sure the Voice was an objective observer submitting a factual daily accounting of my defects, flaws, and essential wrongness.


You might wonder if I was just clinically depressed or going through an anxiety spiral. But that was what was so strange: I wasn’t. Despite the Voice, I felt pretty optimistic about my future. I loved some parts of my life: I had worked hard to get my dream job, I lived in Manhattan just like I’d always wanted, and I was young and healthy. I thought of myself as a more or less happy person. To me, the Voice was just part of being alive. It had always been with me, and it probably always would be. I had no idea how much it was sucking my energy, my time, and my capacity to change right out of me.


So what brought me to the day of the under-the-desk sobfest? I had made a mistake at work that required my senior attorney to rewrite a brief in a rush, and while I was still feeling like a humiliated idiot from that error, I had gotten a text from the guy-du-jour breaking off our not-really-a-thing thing. Feeling stupid and unlovable was more than I could really handle before noon, so I slid under the desk for a little fetal-position sob. I was just so emotionally exhausted. I’d been on this self-loathing ride for as long as I could remember. But that day, as I lay curled up on the floor, something inside of me slammed her hand down on the metaphorical desk and said: This HAS to stop. There has to be more to life than this. You have to find a different way to live.


It took a few years, but I did find a different way. And after coaching and teaching thousands of women over the last decade, I now know that I was far from being the only one who needed help. I’m now a Master Certified Life Coach through The Life Coach School who specializes in helping women recover from the damage that sexist social messaging does to their brains. Through my podcast, UnF*ck Your Brain: Feminist Self-Help for Everyone, I have taught millions of people socialized as women how to break free from the Voice that is keeping them small. And there’s scientific proof that it works: my teaching and coaching were part of a 2022 peer-reviewed study published in JAMA Network Open ( JAMA stands for Journal of the American Medical Association) that proved that coaching reduced imposter syndrome, increased self-compassion, and improved burnout by reducing emotional exhaustion in the participants.1


Women come to me for a lot of different reasons. They are stressed out and overwhelmed at work, they can’t find the romantic relationship they want, parenting makes them feel insane, they can’t get off the diet-binge cycle, they are stuck in old patterns and don’t know how to change. They feel anxious, insecure, and like they are never good enough in different areas of their lives. But for all of them, the Voice plays a nonconsensual, nonstop soundtrack in their heads that hijacks their self-esteem, kills their confidence, and blocks them from going after what they want.


Reclaiming the F-Word


That day years ago when I found myself crying under my desk, I was a lot like most of my future clients. I thought the problem was me. After all, society had already done a great job of teaching me that I was to blame for all of my problems. Women’s magazines screamed at me with every headline about how to make myself thinner in some places and curvier in others, to grow more hair on my head but remove it everywhere else, to be flirty in just the right way. The leads in romantic comedies were always falling for the wrong guys. Women who had been assaulted were being interrogated in the news about whether they had asked for it, had enjoyed it, or were maybe just making it up altogether. Working women who didn’t have children were asked constantly when they were going to, and then when they did have children were immediately criticized for not being devoted to their jobs.


When I got certified as a coach, I was taught a set of tools based on cognitive and behavioral psychology and evolutionary biology. Those were great foundations, and I still use some of those tools to this day: you’ll learn about them as we go through this book together. But after several years of coaching myself and getting coached by some of the best in the business, I was still struggling in certain areas. And some of my clients were struggling too. There were certain thought patterns that didn’t seem fully explained by personal history or by evolutionary biology.


For example, why were all of my fierce, funny, smart women clients so convinced of their own deep unworthiness and shame? Why did they have such a hard time believing in their own brilliance, capability, and potential? Why were they constantly under-cutting themselves for no good reason? Why were they always assuming they needed to be fixed? And why, for that matter, did I still struggle with those kinds of thoughts too?


Eventually I realized that what was missing was something so obvious, I hadn’t really considered it. We were all women, and we had all grown up in a society constructed to privilege and benefit men. In other words, what was missing was what I had spent my life before becoming a coach studying: feminism.


I realized that this thought work I had learned, which was so transformative in some areas but seemed less so in others, had the potential to change even more lives if it was expanded to take into account the lived experiences and socialized brains of women and people socialized as women.* In other words, coaching wasn’t enough. What we needed to really change our lives—and therefore change the world—was feminist coaching. We needed to be changing the thoughts women had been taught to think about themselves in a male-dominated society—otherwise not only were individual women going to continue to suffer, but social change was going to be stymied as well.


To see what I mean, try this thought experiment. Imagine that overnight, a law goes into effect requiring that 50 percent of all corporate boards be comprised of women. Companies must comply within the week. Has equality been achieved? Superficially … maybe … for the moment. But what happens next? The women on these boards still have their old brains and are still plagued by the Voice in their heads. They immediately start undermining their own contributions. They start volunteering for unpaid administrative work because they feel like they “should”—or they are asked to take it on by the men in the room and they say yes because they are afraid of being seen as selfish or unhelpful. When compensation comes up to be negotiated, they don’t negotiate for their own salary and bonuses because they don’t want to be seen as greedy or alienate the rest of the room. Pretty quickly, the inequalities that we thought we had eliminated with the magic wand start to reappear, not just because some of the men in the room may want them to come back, but because the women in the room are continuing to act out thought patterns they were taught that maintain the status quo of gender inequality and oppression. (The men in the room also still have their socialization and they are part of the problem—a big part. But this book focuses on what you can do to take more control of your life even if the people around you don’t change.)


Now I’ve said the F-word, so let’s get something out of the way up front. Feminism as a philosophy or belief system simply means the idea that women should have the same opportunities, privileges, and rights that men do. If you’re a woman and you bought and are reading this book, feminism was part of making that happen. Even after humans developed written language about 5,000 years ago, many women were not taught to read or write. Your ability to swipe your credit card or click “Checkout” to make this purchase? That’s a legal reform that feminists brought you, and much more recently than you think. It was only in 1974 in the US that it was finally possible for women in every state to open a credit card on their own without a man cosigning it. Lots of other things you value are due to feminist agitations too, like voting, being allowed to own property, being admitted to colleges and graduate schools, and the legal right to wear pants in public.


In my view, if you’re not a feminist, philosophically speaking, you’re a sexist—there isn’t actually a neutral point between those two things. There are only three true options here:




Option 1: If you believe women have equal worth and value as men and that people should not get advantages or disadvantages in society based on their gender, you’re a feminist.


Option 2: If you believe men and women are not equal and that men should have more rights and opportunities than women do, you’re a sexist—specifically a misogynist, someone who is prejudiced against women as a group.


Option 3: You could also be a sexist by being a misandrist—believing that men are an inferior group and that women should have more rights and opportunities than men do.





The fact that it seems funny to even imagine Option 3—people seriously saying women should have more rights and opportunities than men—shows you how deeply sexism is engrained in our thinking.


You may or may not agree with the decisions and priorities of the current mainstream American feminist movement, or the feminist movement wherever you live. But that’s like believing in a god(s) of some kind but not agreeing with everything a certain religion says or does. It doesn’t mean you’re not a believer—and in this case, disagreeing with specific political or social groups and their use of feminism doesn’t mean you’re not a feminist.


The feminist movement in the United States has not always been on the right side of history, to be sure. Some early US feminists, for instance, actively used racist arguments in their attempts to secure the vote for white women.2 Mainstream feminism has often left women of color out of the equation or expected them to go along with movement goals that didn’t reflect their own lived experiences or priorities. At the same time, many women of color do identify as feminists, and many of American feminism’s leading thinkers—like Angela Davis and Audre Lorde—are Black women.


UCLA School of Law and Columbia Law School professor Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality”3 to describe the ways in which people’s different identities intersect to subject them to different impacts in legal, political, and social structures.4 For instance, a Black woman experiences different systems of oppression than a white woman does. Not only does she experience racism as well as sexism, but she experiences different forms of racism on account of her gender, and different forms of sexism on account of her race—people have different beliefs about her as a Black woman than they might about a white woman. Her identities intersect in ways that change how systems of oppression impact her.


Intersectionality allows us to see oppression and privilege in more nuanced ways. This applies to all marginalized or privileged identities, and stigmatized or privileged characteristics. For instance, as a fat woman who went to Harvard and Yale, I may experience discrimination in the job market because of my body size, but that may be mitigated to some extent by my educational background.


In my view, intersectionality also impacts us when it comes to socialization and the development of our belief systems, thoughts, and personal identity. Professor Crenshaw has had a particularly large influence on my work, and you will see that the coaching tools I’m teaching throughout this volume can be used in intersectional ways. In this book, I focus on gender socialization. But every identity you live in or privileged/stigmatized characteristic you have comes with its own set of social messaging and conditioning that impacts your thoughts. As you go through this book, you’ll learn even more about yourself if, in addition to examining the messages you absorbed that were aimed at women, you can also explore messages you received about your race, ethnicity, class, educational background, religion, body size/shape, physical or cognitive abilities, appearance, nationality, sexual orientation, gender identity, and any other identity or characteristic that seems relevant to you.


Intersectional feminist coaching is so important because it helps solve one of the paradoxes of the self-help industry. So many women turn to self-help precisely because society has taught them that they need to fix or change themselves in pretty much every way to ever be worthy of anything. But the self-development industry then attempts to teach women to solve their self-worth problem by “helping” them finally achieve the impossible goal of being everything society has told them they need to be. It promises to help us hack our brains to lose weight, become more productive, never yell at our kids again, and finally have the perfect morning routine. But that is just reinforcing that we need to live up to these impossible standards to be acceptable. Unfortunately, by preying on women’s low self-worth and desire to “fix” themselves, the mainstream self-help and wellness industry is making money off of participating in this same system. It promises that if you “fix” yourself, you will finally feel good enough—thereby perpetuating the myth that there’s something wrong with you and that you need to strive for a (always elusive) perfection in order to live happily ever after.


Social messages about women impact anyone who has ever been defined or socialized as a woman by society or themselves, so any psychological solution that doesn’t take this socialization into account will not be truly effective. As I’ll demonstrate in this book, I believe that when these social messages are driving our brains, we replicate them in our lives—and many coaches (and other helping professionals) are out there “helping” their clients in ways that just reinforce the unrealistic expectations that women have internalized because they too have been brainwashed without even realizing it.


Now, an important caveat. It’s true that women have internalized sexist messages from society in ways that drive us to inadvertently replicate them. But this does not mean that sexist outcomes are “women’s fault.” By and large we didn’t create the systems that disadvantage us now, although it’s important to remember that women with more privilege, often middle- to upper-class white women, have historically cooperated in the oppression of women with less privilege, often women of color and/or poor women.5


The fact that our internalization of sexist social messages causes us to act in ways that reinforce them does not mean that the external social forces that impact women’s lives don’t matter too. It absolutely matters that there’s no national policy for paid maternity leave in the United States,6 that the maternal mortality rate for non-Hispanic Black women is 3.55 times higher than it is for non-Hispanic white women,7 and that on average Latinx women working full time make fifty-four pennies on the dollar compared to a non-Latinx white man with the same employment conditions.8 Social and structural inequalities can limit our ability to survive and thrive in very concrete ways. If there’s discrimination in the banking system, it’s going to be hard to get the loan you need for your business to grow. If law enforcement can kill you during a traffic stop without repercussions,9 there’s both a potential physical threat to your well-being every time you get in a car and a cumulative impact of that level of stress and fear on your nervous system over time.10 We need real social structural solutions to these problems. We can’t just “think positive” them away.


We’re going to talk more in chapter 10 about how we can—and can’t—use the tools I’m teaching in this book to deal with big-picture system failures. But I want to show you how reprogramming your brain can change the things in your life that you can control before we start talking about how to handle the things in life that you can’t solve on your own. In coaching, I always start with the smallest problems—because starting small is how you build the skills you need to solve the bigger problems. It’s like learning to run a 5K before a marathon—or learning to walk a 5K before you can run it.


Ultimately, we have to liberate our minds if we want any hope of changing the world. Even if we institute mandatory paid parental leave, make all promotion decisions gender-blind, magically eliminate unrealistic beauty standards, and equalize reproductive health care, we would still have work to do because the effects of all these things still exist inside our minds. Without changing those thought patterns, even if we waved a magic wand to reset the external circumstances of the world, the way we’ve all been taught to think would have us taking actions that would replicate the hierarchies and inequalities we were trying to escape. It’s not enough to reclaim feminism. We have to reclaim our brains (Part I), so that we can reclaim our lives (Part II).


In other words, to learn how to change the thought patterns society has taught you, you must understand how your brain works. This is not superficial or selfish navel-gazing. When men think about the nature of reality and how to live with intention and power, we call it politics or philosophy. When women do it, we call it self-help. But good self-help is just a practical form of philosophy. Self-help will set you free. Self-help will change the world. Women have to learn how to help themselves out of the mental mess patriarchy has created for us. No one is coming to save us. We have to save ourselves.


This book was written to teach you how. In Part I, you will learn about what I call the “Brain Gap.” I define the Brain Gap in the context of feminist coaching as the space between the feminist beliefs about our worth and value as women that we want to have and the patriarchal social conditioning that distorts our thoughts and constrains our lives. The Brain Gap is rooted in the different ways that men and women are taught to think about themselves. The social messages women receive lodge themselves deep in our un/subconscious minds even when we don’t want to believe them. Thoughts like “If no one wants to marry me, there’s something wrong with me” or “It’s impossible to be a good mom if you work a demanding job” impact us even when we try to pretend they don’t. It’s easier to see when someone or something outside of us is standing unfairly in our way. It’s harder to notice when we are participating in our own oppression because we are thinking the thoughts the patriarchy taught us—and wants us—to think.*


This gap creates something I call “socially programmed anxiety.” That’s the anxiety that comes from trying to live up to society’s impossible expectations, and from always criticizing ourselves and trying to people-please everyone else. It’s the anxiety caused by the thoughts society has taught us to think about ourselves as women or people socialized as women.


To close the Brain Gap, you need to deprogram the sexist socialization that has impacted your brain, one thought at a time. In Part I you’ll learn how to intentionally change your thoughts in order to create different emotions, actions, and outcomes that align more closely with who you want to be versus who society is telling you you should be. You will learn how to coach yourself, which means how to become aware of what you are thinking and feeling and how to change those thoughts and feelings on purpose to create better outcomes in your life. This is what I mean when I say “thought work” or “reprogramming/rewiring your brain.” As a feminist coach, my goal has always been to empower my clients—and now to empower you, my readers—to coach yourselves. In The Feminist Self-Help Society I teach my clients how to become their own coaches, so that they are empowered to solve their own problems anytime, anywhere, with any challenge. And that’s what this book is designed to do for you. It’s not only about improving parts of your life that aren’t going well. In fact, some of the tools I teach in this book have been shown to improve something called “flourishing,” which essentially means that you’re going from good to great.11 So, whether life feels overwhelming right now or it feels good and you just want to take it to the next level, this book will help.


In Part II we’ll dive deep into the conflicts and confusion women experience because of the sexist social messaging we’ve absorbed and the way it interacts with our repressed true selves. I’ll teach you specific practices you can use to coach yourself by rewiring your brain and solving problems like bad body image, people-pleasing, insecurity, money worries, sex and relationship problems, and time management. In this part of the book, we will look at how the way we are socialized as women impacts every part of our lives:




Body Image—You will learn how to rehab your brain from unrealistic beauty standards that pit you and your body against each other.


Self-confidence—The patriarchy thrives on women hating themselves, so when you learn to love yourself more in this chapter, you are also changing the world for the better.


Love & Sex—Your romantic and sexual relationships don’t define you, but this chapter will help make them a source of joy and pleasure, not just anxiety and labor.


Money—It’s only been mere decades since women first had equal financial rights in the US, and we still don’t have financial equality … but this chapter will help you change that for yourself.


Time—It’s the only resource we can’t make more of, and patriarchy causes you to waste the precious time you have—until you read this chapter and learn how to use it better.





And as we close out the book in chapter 10, you’ll learn how all of this self-development can help you improve the world around you, whether that’s your household or the global political order.


Coaching yourself is a powerful practice that can improve any area of your life. But it’s important to know that there’s nothing wrong with wanting additional support, whether it’s hiring an individual coach, working with me in The Feminist Self-Help Society, or even working with a therapist. We are never going to completely deprogram ourselves from the patriarchy. It’s impossible to erase our brains to an unsocialized state—and if we did, we’d also forget things like how to drive or do addition! This is not another thing to try to do “perfectly” and then blame yourself when you find you’re still an imperfect human. These are practices to help you relate to yourself better—not practices to beat yourself up with. If the only thing you learn from this book is how to be nicer to yourself, that’s a radical shift and I consider that a win.


A Note on Abuse, the Status Quo, and How to Use This Book


One of the insidious things about abusive relationships is that the messages you receive explicitly in an abusive relationship—that you are not good enough, that you can’t trust your own perceptions, that you don’t deserve love or acceptance unless you change—are the same messages society imparts to women. In a very real way, socialization in a patriarchal society is inherently abusive to women, meaning that if you are in an abusive relationship, be it professionally or personally, what you are told about yourself often mimics what society has already taught you so it’s even harder to see that it’s not true.


Sometimes what happens when someone tells us that we are worthless or not good enough, or criticizes us a lot and blames us for all the problems in a relationship, is that we believe them. So we seek out coaching or some other kind of self-development to try to “fix” ourselves so they will treat us better. Which obviously is not how it works. But because society gaslights us about what we deserve or should put up with, sometimes we reach for any tool we can find—like the tools I’m teaching in this book—and use them to (1) make peace with someone who is mistreating us, or (2) try to fix ourselves to be “good enough” to merit different treatment or feel better about ourselves.


The thought work I’m teaching you in this book is to be used for non-abusive situations. This can feel a little fuzzy because people have a lot of different ideas about what constitutes abuse. But just because we can’t draw a perfectly clear line in the sand about which we all agree doesn’t mean that there aren’t any distinctions at all. And the truth is, there are times when we are in relationships or situations that are not necessarily abusive but are nonetheless not very nice, supportive, fun, or what we actually want. The same instinct to use thought work to force ourselves to make peace with those circumstances can arise even when they aren’t abusive, because women have been socialized to make nice, get along, blame ourselves for anything that happens to us, and believe that we should be grateful for anything we get (a romantic partner, a salary, etc.) and never risk losing it.


And it’s not just abusive relationships that can lead us to use thought work to try to live with a damaging status quo. If you are socialized to believe that you must look as young as possible to be attractive, for example, you might be tempted to use thought work to try to get over your fear of needles so you can get Botox to try to look younger. But that is not using this work to actually change the beliefs that are eroding your self-esteem. It’s using thought work to try to make yourself more compliant with the unreasonable norms society tries to force you to embody.


That’s why it’s so important to ask yourself why you are trying to make peace with a given circumstance. Your reasons are what will give you insight into whether you are using thought work against yourself—to try to make peace with someone treating you abusively, a relationship that simply isn’t what you want, or an unreasonable expectation society has placed on you. Generally, that motivation will come from insecurity (I’m not good enough) or scarcity (there aren’t enough good options out there). This isn’t a hard-and-fast rule, but it’s a good place to start.


Here is a non-exhaustive list of the kinds of thoughts that I would be very skeptical about when they are motivating you to do thought work to make peace with something:




• The way this person acts is my fault, and if I change how I act, they will treat me better.


• I should make peace with this because I don’t deserve better.


• I have to do this thing or this person will think badly of me or won’t love me.


• I should learn to love this job/partner/whatever because I can’t find anything or anyone better than this out there.


• I’m having this feeling because there’s something wrong with me, so I should try to change it.


• I need to make peace with this circumstance I don’t want because it is changeable but someone else (parents, kids, colleagues, etc.) will be upset if I change it.


• I have to change my thoughts and feelings about this to be doing thought work right.


• I’m afraid of the feelings I will experience if I change this circumstance or don’t meet this expectation.





If you are trying to use thought work “against yourself” in one of these ways, stop doing thought work on the actual situation or person. Start working instead on the thoughts that are motivating you.


For instance, let’s say you are staying in a romantic relationship with someone who insults you every day, even though you know in your heart that you would prefer to be in a relationship with someone who says loving things every day. But you believe that you can’t find another partner for whatever reasons your brain has made up that sound very real to you, or reasons society or your partner have told you are true. You realize you are trying to use thought work to become okay with the relationship because you’re scared of leaving. When you realize this, stop doing thought work on your partner and their words. Start focusing instead on the thought that you can’t find another partner and the reasons why. You’ll be able to make a clear decision once you believe you have options. Any thought work you do before that will be mis-motivated.


The goal of thought work is to help you be bold, not help you stay small. Throughout this book you’re going to learn exercises that you can use to rewire your brain and liberate yourself from the inside out. Let’s start here, with an inventory of your identities and the socialization you’ve received.


Exercise: The Messages You Received


In these pages you’re going to be learning how to identify what you are thinking and feeling, and how to shift both of those things. Many different thoughts will arise as you work through whatever challenges in your life led you to pick up this book. But it’s helpful to use the exercise below to simply create some awareness of your socialization before we get started. While this book will focus on gender-based socialization, the different identities you live in will have their own socialization that impacts you, and the intersections of those identities will have shaped how gendered messages were communicated and received.




1. What identities do you have or live in?


Example: The ones that come to mind as most salient for me are that I’m a woman, Jewish, white or white-passing (some people consider Jews of Eastern European descent white; some, like neo-Nazis, do not), fat, highly educated, urban, and economically privileged.


2. For each identity you listed, write down what you were taught about people who have that identity. What messages do you remember hearing or learning about each identity?


Example: For me, the message I received about women in general was that women should be sexy but not too sexual in order to remain lovable, but then the message I received about fat women was that it’s impossible for us to be lovable and that we have to be hypersexual to merit any attention at all.


3. Look back at what you’ve written. Do you notice any themes? Do you see any connections between those beliefs and how you think about yourself today?












PART I


Reclaim Your Brain
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CHAPTER 1


Take Back Your Brain


One day in my early thirties, I was having coffee with a friend in a tiny café in the East Village. We had met in college and bonded while running the Yale Women’s Center, escorting at reproductive health clinics, and painting protest signs for actions against sexist frats on campus. Now we were both older and wiser—at least, we thought so—and yet our confidence didn’t seem to be increasing along with our age, earning power, or success. Instead, I was bemoaning the latest in a string of minor breakups with noncommittal men. In a weird way, even as part of me was absolutely absorbed in this “saga” (insofar as “we went on three dates and then he ghosted me” is a saga), another part of me was bored to tears. I felt like my brain was split in half. One part understood that this random dude I had met on Tinder two weeks ago was not going to be an important player in my life, and he certainly should not be the person in charge of whether I had enough self-esteem to leave the house that week. But another part of my brain was absolutely convinced that not getting a text from this man-child meant that I was unattractive, unlovable, and destined to die alone.


“I feel like I’m losing my mind,” I finally exclaimed. “I know that this person doesn’t really matter. And I hate that society has programmed women to believe they need to be in a relationship in order to feel okay about themselves. I don’t want to believe I need to be dating someone to prove I’m attractive and good enough. And yet I cannot stop obsessing about this STUPID DUDE.”


My friend nodded in commiseration. “I feel the same way about my job,” she said. “Like, intellectually I know that you can’t control how other people feel about you. But I am constantly thinking about my colleague who I think doesn’t like me, and why they don’t like me, and what I can maybe do to change their mind. It’s such a waste of time and drain of energy when I’m at work, but I can’t get my brain to stop thinking about it!”


As it turned out, she was experiencing the Voice just like I was—and it was ruining her life too.


What Is the Voice and How Does It Impact You?


You may recognize the Voice from your own brain. But what exactly is it, and where does it come from? The Voice is the constant self-critical soundtrack of thoughts inside your mind. You may be extremely conscious of what it says in words—or you may experience it more through the emotions it produces, a steady stream of socially programmed anxiety, guilt, shame, stress, sadness, and insecurity. It’s a product of the social messages aimed at women that we absorb throughout our lives, which program us to believe that our worth and value come from how we look, what other people think of us, what we accomplish, how we behave, and whether everyone approves of us.


There are so many ways these messages negatively impact our lives. For example, women are socialized to have what I call “conditional self-esteem”: we’re only supposed to like ourselves if all the conditions society has placed on us are met, which includes looking like we are twenty-three years old for our whole lives and making sure everyone approves of us at all times. (No big deal.) Not surprisingly, in 2022 in the United States, women made up 95 percent of all cosmetic surgery procedure patients; only 5 percent were men.1 As one study about body comparison put it, women are “self-critical” while men are “self-hopeful.”2 Another study showed that men have higher levels of self-compassion than women do.3


We are also taught to underestimate ourselves, even when we are objectively excelling. One study showed women will rate their performance lower than men do, regardless of how they actually score on a test.4 Women describe themselves less positively to potential employers than equally performing men do.5 We are also taught that we don’t belong in positions of power. So many of us believe theoretically that women are as qualified and competent as men but are always finding ways to exclude ourselves from that concept in real time; seventy-five percent of executive women identify having experienced imposter syndrome at various points in their careers.*6


No wonder my student Kelly once told me, “I came to coaching because my biggest issue was thinking everyone hated me. Now I’ve come to understand it was really how much I hated myself.”


You may feel like you’re aware of the unfair expectations society has for women. But recognizing how we’ve internalized these destructive messages about our worth is usually not enough to stop the havoc they wreak on our thoughts, confidence, and decision-making. I saw this as a reproductive rights litigator time and time again. There were very real social problems that my colleagues and I were trying to solve—oppressive laws, discriminatory policies, an entire legal, social, and political regime that kept women as second-class citizens. We were literally professional feminists. But no matter how much we thought we were rejecting sexist beliefs about women, I’d still attend meetings with women at the top of their field who prefaced their lucid, concise, and thoughtful contributions with “This might be wrong, but …” and ended them with “Sorry I’m rambling, does that make sense?” This is the Brain Gap in action, and we’ll talk much more about this throughout this book.


My own work closing the Brain Gap began when I first heard a podcast episode from Master Coach Brooke Castillo, who would eventually become my teacher, in which she taught two core principles that rocked my world.




1. Just because you think something doesn’t mean it’s true.


2. You can change what you think on purpose.





It’s no exaggeration to say that this podcast episode changed my life. At the time, I was the director of a think tank at Columbia Law School, getting ready to look for a job as a law professor. A year later I enrolled in Brooke’s coaching certification program and flew to a strip mall outside Sacramento, of all places, for a six-day training that would blow my mind wide open. I did not have “learn the secret to life in a Holiday Inn Express” on my bingo card, but that’s exactly what happened.


Another year after that, I left my legal career and started a coaching practice, but I had absolutely zero idea what I was doing. I had a law degree, not an MBA. I had never run a business. I had never even successfully balanced my checkbook (or really tried to, for that matter). I had never had a corporate job of any kind, and my limited office experience was in nonprofit organizations, which I had left for the even less structured life of an academic. I had a lot to learn about, well, everything.


But I did learn, fumbling and failing as I went, and I’m continuing to learn now, eight years after leaving my last academic position, as the CEO of my company, The School of New Feminist Thought. I now have employees all over the country, I have created more than $22 million in revenue as of this writing. I host a top-rated podcast with more than fifty million downloads, and I’ve taught and coached thousands of women through my feminist coaching group, The Feminist Self-Help Society. Over the last eight years, I also stopped dieting and made peace with my body, healed fraught family relationships, found and married an incredible man who is not perfect but is perfect for me, solved my socially programmed anxiety, and changed every other area of my life you can imagine. All because I learned how to coach myself.


Your thoughts are like GPS—they tell your brain what to focus on, how to feel, and what to do. You have to set that GPS on purpose to create the life you want. Throughout this book, I’m going to teach you three core skills to help you coach yourself too, so you can change your life.




1. How to identify the thoughts that are really driving you. I’m going to teach you a powerful practice for accessing your un/subconscious thoughts. I’m also going to teach you how to develop the self-compassion and self-curiosity you need to actually convince your brain to tell you the truth about what’s going on deep down.


2. How to evaluate whether a thought is serving you or not. We have a lot of thoughts. Some of them are totally helpful. Some of them are fairly neutral. Some of them are fucking up our lives. But the problem is that it’s not always obvious which is which. Sometimes we have beliefs that we think are really motivating us in positive ways and yet, when we dig into exactly how they make us feel and act, it turns out they are holding us back. And other times, thoughts we resist turn out to be super useful. It all depends on what feelings, actions, and returns they create in our lives. You’ll learn to evaluate your thoughts so you can choose which to keep and which to change.


3. How to change your thoughts. “Neuroplasticity” is the scientific word for the brain’s ability to change throughout our lives. It’s like a superpower that we all have but most of us have never used on purpose. By the time you finish this book, you’re going to understand how to use neuroplasticity to your advantage by changing any thought that you don’t want to have anymore, and to believe mind-blowing thoughts you never thought could be true. You will learn how to come up with small, believable new thoughts that you will practice and build on as you go. You’ll learn how to choose your new thoughts yourself so they actually match and work with your specific brain, experiences, preferences, and beliefs.





Along the way, you’re going to build a better relationship with yourself and with your emotions too. Because your brain doesn’t exist in a jar. Understanding how your thoughts impact your emotions and physical state, and how to cooperate with your body to make changing your thoughts easier, is crucial if you want to change anything about your life.


The Brain Gap: How Patriarchy Gets into Your Head


One of the foundational principles of mental and emotional development is that awareness precedes change.7 In order to change anything about your emotions or actions in a lasting way, you have to become familiar with the thoughts that are creating them.* And that requires a baseline understanding of how the brain works.


Think of your brain like a mostly empty page. When you’re born, your brain is primed to learn, but you don’t really know much yet. You have instinctual reflexes—you have the ability to cry when you’re hungry or cold, to try to nurse—but you don’t have what we think of as adult conscious cognition yet. Most of the page is empty, ready and waiting to be filled with thoughts.
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