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  Introduction:


  Are You Emotionally Healthy?




  Emotional health is the sense that what is happening, is happening now. It is experiencing the world as first-hand, immediate, rather than only knowing what was experienced when

  you reflect upon it later. You are, as the sports commentators put it, ‘in the zone’.




  You feel real rather than false. You are comfortable in your skin: you do not wish you could be someone else, nor do you look down on others for not being like you. You know what you are

  thinking and feeling, even if sometimes that only means knowing that you don’t know.




  You have your own consistent ethical code which enables you to distinguish right from wrong. You are stoical in the face of adversity, realistic in your ideas and often seem to be wise in your

  judgements. You have the capacity for insight into your own actions. You can sometimes spot in advance when you are about to make a mistake and avoid it, or can see when you are reacting

  irrationally to a situation and correct yourself – so having crashed the car, you do not do it again; you can notice that the lights have changed or a wall is approaching, and turn the

  steering wheel. This gives you that nectar of the soul, the capacity for choice, and therefore, for change. Such self-awareness is what sets us apart from other animals.




  In your moment-to-moment dealings with other people, you are a good judge of what they are feeling and thinking. You are able to live in the place where self and others meet, without tyranny.

  You do not get either ‘jammed on transmit’ or ‘jammed on receive’. You live without flooding or dominating others, nor are you flooded or dominated.




  You are adaptable, but without losing yourself. When in social or professional situations which demand a measure of falsehood, you can put on a face to meet the faces that you meet without

  losing your sense of authenticity. Your real self is as close as possible to the one you are presenting to others, depending on what is feasible. For if a lie is necessary, you lie.




  Your vivacity is striking, there is a liveliness you bring to any situation, but it is not frenetic and does not smack of ‘keeping busy’ to distract from bad feelings. You are

  spontaneous and always searching for the playful way to handle things, retaining a child-like sparkle, a conviction that life is to be enjoyed, not endured. You are not bogged down in needy,

  childish, greedy, game-playing manipulation.




  You may suffer depressions, rages, phobias, all manner of problems, from time to time. You make mistakes. But because of your emotional health, you are able to live in the present and find the

  value in your existence, whatever is going on, and this makes you resilient.




  When people leave your presence, they often feel better able to function, more vivacious and playful. Your emotional wellness rubs off on them. You are no martyr but you are widely regarded as a

  valuable contributor to your social and professional circles.




  Have you ever met anyone like this? No, nor have I.




  But this is what I mean by emotional health. None of us are emotionally healthy at all times, in all these ways. Most of us achieve it only in some of the respects outlined above, and only some

  of the time; very few manage this kind of emotional health in many of those respects and most of the time – perhaps 5 or 10 per cent of us. Helping you to edge closer to emotional health is

  the object of this book.




  Who has emotional health?




  Possessing emotional health has nothing to do with how intelligent or attractive or ambitious or rich you are. In fact, it is possible that high achievers are the least likely

  to be emotionally healthy, of any group. Many emotionally healthy people have relatively low-paid, low-status jobs and focus more on their home than their work lives.




  Most of us are born emotionally healthy. A baby knows exactly who he or she is. Most toddlers know who they are and, when they feel safe, are spontaneously joyful. The play of small children

  offers a model to all adults. It is usually when children go to school, especially from ages seven to nine, that the challenges to emotional health arise most visibly. As the pressure to fit in and

  compare themselves with others builds, it becomes increasingly normal not to be emotionally healthy. Not until late middle age or old age, after a long period of being largely defeated by the

  challenges, does emotional health begin to return, if at all. As Oscar Wilde put it, ‘To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all.’




  One way to look at it is as a kind of seven ages of emotional health, akin to Shakespeare’s Seven Ages of Man, in which we start off healthy and only become that way again towards the end.

  This may be borne out by three massive surveys of mental illness in the British population, according to which the group most likely to suffer from mental illness are those aged sixteen to

  twenty-four, with a steady decline in mental illness from then on, reaching the lowest levels in old age. Once you have passed early adulthood, your likelihood of being mentally healthy improves

  with each year.




  What emotional health is not




  But it is important to remember that emotional health is not defined by either mood or sanity. It is a different matter from mental health. An emotionally healthy person could

  be depressed or deluded, although this is probably rare.




  Emotional health is defined by the positives described above, whereas mental health is largely defined negatively, by the absence of mental illnesses like anxiety, or more extreme problems like

  the mood swings of bipolar disorder. Nonetheless, it is interesting that when rare attempts are made to measure mental health (rather than mental illness) positively, it is found to be

  almost as rare as the emotional variety. An American psychologist called Robert Keyes did a thorough study of 3,000 people. Only 17 per cent of them were ‘completely mentally healthy’,

  defined as flourishing and without any signs of mental illness.




  It is very abnormal for an adult in any developed nation to be completely emotionally healthy. Indeed, it may be rare in all urbanized, industrialized settings. At the risk of invoking idealized

  Noble Savages, it may only be the norm in pre-industrial settings – small villages or hunter-gatherer (itinerant) societies with no settled agriculture; it is certainly not so in our modern

  society.
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  Happiness is a fleeting state, the feeling of pleasure you gain from sex or a cigarette.




   




  Nor should emotional health be conflated with ideas like ‘life satisfaction’ or ‘well-being’, nor with happiness. This latter is usually a fleeting state, the feeling of

  pleasure you gain from sex or a cigarette, or the satisfaction on hearing of a successful exam result. Beware of authors bearing gifts of happiness. It is psychological snake oil. In this

  author’s opinion, we were not put on this earth to be happy, but it is plausible to suppose that we can be more emotionally healthy.




  Nature versus nurture




  A question may be forming in your mind: why do you and your siblings, or your offspring, vary in terms of emotional health? It is one of modern science’s best-kept

  secrets that the answer is almost certainly little or nothing to do with genes.




  For twelve years now, the Human Genome Project has been taking large groups of people who all share a specific problem, like depression or hyperactivity, and comparing their genes with an

  equivalent group without the problem. Very little genetic difference has been found. At most, so far, it explains only 5 to 10 per cent of almost all illnesses that have been studied. This even

  goes for rare and extreme problems, like schizophrenia (with symptoms like delusions or hallucinations). Scientists have been able to look at over a million genetic locations in each individual.

  Yet 90 to 95 per cent of the differences between different groups – schizophrenic versus non-schizophrenic, for instance – is not genetic. Since all the most plausible genetic loci have

  been scanned, it now seems very likely that this will be the final conclusion of the Human Genome Project. The implications are huge. The role of genes in emotional health is probably negligible,

  even nonexistent in many cases – just 5 to 10 per cent. It looks as if genes have been largely removed from the great Free Will versus Determinism debate. As you will see, a world of

  possibilities opens up.




  In developed nations, emotional health is clearly linked to our life experience, and there are four main experiences that, individually or combined, lead to emotional health in adulthood. The

  first is being loved in the early years, and wisely nurtured subsequently. The second is receiving the right kind of supportive, loving assistance in the wake of childhood adversity, such as the

  loss of a parent, so that the person is able to convert the lead of such adversity into emotional gold. The third is to be prompted by a radical, severe shock in adulthood to undertake a complete

  rethink of life, resulting in a sudden appreciation of the gift of life itself. The last cause is profound spiritual or therapeutic experience.




  If you have not had these experiences, despair ye not. By no means do I pretend that, simply by reading this book, you will ascend to a permanent and transcendent state of emotional health

  – in fact, as I have said, truly emotionally healthy people are very rare. However, with the right knowledge, everyone can become emotionally healthier; I can hold out that promise.




  In this book I have summarized the key elements of emotional health under five headings:




   




  

    

      

        

          1. Insightfulness: the ability to understand, by looking to the past, why you might think, feel and act a certain way.




          2. Living in the present: the ability to have a strong sense of self, to own your own identity and live in the present instead of living ‘as if’ you are you,

          playing a role.




          3. Fluid, two-way relationships: the ability to interact freely and comfortably, with a good sense of tact and an assertive manner, neither dominating nor passive.




          4. Authenticity: the ability to live by values you identify with and believe in, rather than values you take on unthinkingly by default, often manifesting itself in your

          attitude to work and career.




          5. Playfulness and vivacity: the ability to approach life with liveliness and joy.


        


      


    


  




  With the help of case studies throughout, I shall show you how to achieve each of these elements, so that you can edge closer to emotional health; at the same time I will

  reveal some of the challenges represented by your infant and childhood experience that might be holding you back. If you meet these challenges, emotional health could happen to you.
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  Beware of authors bearing gifts of happiness. It is psychological snake oil.




  







  1. Insightfulness




  The smell of freshly cut grass reminds you of springtime as a small child, evoking images of your sweaty father ploughing up and down the lawn.




  A song comes on the radio taking you straight back to the first time you met a lover.




  As you slice the toast into strips for your child’s dippy egg, you recall how negligent your mother was in distributing the butter equally across the bread, so that each soldier had some

  on it.




  These are common kinds of ‘conscious’ memories: we know that our present experience is sometimes informed by the past. Less well known is the extent to which this is happening all

  the time, without our realizing it. At a fundamental level, how we were cared for in the early years is constantly affecting how we feel and react today, for better and worse. Having the insight to

  identify the early patterns that reduce emotional health, and building on the ones which amplify it, are the main routes to emotional health.




  Sometimes, it can be just a matter of deleting bad habits learnt from our parents. Jim’s dad tended to lecture people; Jim was the same, harming his relationships. Sarah’s mum was

  chaotically disorganized; so was she, making it impossible for Sarah to be relaxed and positive, reducing her vivacity. For these individuals, just realizing that they did not have to be like their

  parents in these respects allowed them to reap a rich emotional harvest. Alas, our problems and opportunities can be much deeper than that, unconscious, in other words, and therefore less easily

  identified.




  The actress Mia Farrow was the fifth of eight children. Speaking at the age of nineteen, she believed that this meant she had been starved of love and affection, yet over the next twenty years

  she became the mother of fourteen, and now claims that being in a large family is beneficial. She would seem to have lacked insight into herself, a component of emotional health so crucial for

  enabling change, and instead, appears to have repeated her own family history.




  But if pathology can cascade down the generations, so can emotional health. Ian was a much-loved son, his mother greatly enjoying his playfulness when he was small and, subsequently, they shared

  a subtle sense of humour. Both mother and son had many problems, but their sense of the comic was rarely stifled. The jokes were not attempts to compensate for misery, not of the ‘you have to

  laugh or you would cry’ variety, they were done for fun. When Ian became a father, he developed a similar pattern with his son. They tend to foster this humorous playfulness in all

  situations, albeit there are other aspects of their relationship that are less emotionally healthy. Ian is working hard to identify these less-helpful patterns and develop others.




  The positive features of relations with parents are much easier for us to think about than the negative. As tiny children, we depend completely on our parents for our physical survival, so the

  love of a baby or toddler for its carer is unconditional. That often endures into adulthood. We are tremendously protective of parents. Deep down, we fear that airing criticism of our parents will

  lead to our being abandoned or rejected, and prefer to characterize ourselves as having had a happy childhood, whatever the reality. The most startling example I ever encountered was when I met the

  daughter of famous British serial killer Fred West. Despite having been repeatedly raped and brutalized, she was fierce in her defence of him.
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  The actress Mia Farrow was the fifth of eight children and she herself became the mother of fourteen.




   




  In what follows, it is important that you understand that I am not trying to stir up trouble between you and your parents. I will not be encouraging you to become furiously reproachful or

  miserable about what went wrong. Rather, it is a case of understanding. If you can gain an accurate knowledge of how you were cared for as a child and develop insight into how it governs your

  present experience, it can transform who you are. The knowledge will ultimately improve your relationship with your parents, not poison it, and help create emotional health.




  Before we go any further, there is a very important piece of information that needs reiterating: your emotional health is almost certainly not in the genes which you inherited. Health and

  illness both tend to run in families, and until now it was widely assumed that genes were the main reason. So if not them, then what?




  Childhood




  For several decades it has been increasingly clear that our early experience and subsequent childhood is critical in determining our emotional health in later life. At least

  twenty different studies suggest that the earlier we suffer maltreatment, the greater and more long-lasting the harm. For instance, among 800 children followed from birth to age nine, the ones who

  had suffered severe maltreatment before the age of three were more disturbed than those who had suffered it only between the ages three and five. The latter group in turn were more disturbed than

  children who had only suffered it aged five to nine.




  The specific form of the maltreatment also predicted the type of later disturbance. For instance, children who were physically neglected had different outcomes from those who had been physically

  abused. Furthermore, the levels of cortisol, the ‘fight–flight’ hormone which is secreted in response to threat, were abnormally high if they had suffered maltreatment such as

  neglect, whereas cortisol levels were abnormally low if they had only suffered occasional physical abuse. Other studies suggest that, had these children’s brains been tested,

  abnormalities in electrochemistry and structure would increase in severity according to how early the maltreatment occurred.




  Our first six years play a critical role in shaping who we are as adults, physically and psychologically.




  The tree of emotional health




  Our emotional evolution is like climbing the branches of a tree. At each stage, depending on how we are cared for, we proceed along a different branch. If you think of the top

  of the tree as emotional health, the danger is that early deprivation or maltreatment traps us on a low branch. That sprouts new twigs which sprout still more, till we find ourselves at the end of

  a self-destructive branch – perhaps we are addicted to stimulation, a workaholic with the attention span of a flea, who cannot sit still and is prone to gambling or casual sex or binge

  drinking.
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  Our emotional evolution is like climbing the branches of a tree.




   




  Take Simon, now in his fifties, who had a successful banking career. His mother never managed to tune into him as a baby, so she could not recognize his signals – that he was hungry, or

  wanted a cuddle, or was tired. This left him permanently anxious, never sure if he was safe or whether his hunger would be satisfied, pretty much having to look after himself. As a toddler, it was

  no better. He was dumped abruptly with a succession of carers who had minimal knowledge of, or interest in, his specific wishes. By age three, he was a jumpy child who did not mix well with others.

  His father added to the problems by being increasingly enraged at Simon’s behaviour, lashing out at him, sometimes using a shoe to beat him. The cruelty of these beatings amounted to

  abuse.




  When Simon started school, he felt angry and isolated, making him unpopular. However, both his parents were highly intelligent and successful, and demonstrating his own intelligence and success

  became the only way he could get their attention. Simon quickly learnt to use his cleverness to do well at school. Whilst his teachers complained that he was badly behaved in and out of class, they

  were impressed by his marks on tests. He fell in with a few other pupils who were similarly angry or insecure. Some were the sort of children who get bullied, some were bullies – like Simon.

  As a group, on the whole, they were up to no good.




  At this point, you can see that Simon had gone down a branch which was shared by other children like him and this only served to make his behaviour worse. But it is a myth that peers are a major

  influence on children. Our prior early childhoods determine which friends we make, and that in turn reinforces what we are like.




  Simon’s parents were forever being called in by the headmaster to hear of the latest atrocities – shoplifting, bullying, disobedience. Nothing anyone said made any difference, and as

  you can imagine, when he entered the teenage years, he and his gang were the first to be smoking, trying drugs, having sex. Nonetheless, he continued to use his cleverness to succeed in exams, so

  despite his delinquency, he proceeded to a top university. He had become an impatient young adult, always searching for the next distraction; to be still was his worst nightmare: he would

  immediately be assailed by a nameless fear, a sadness and an anger dating all the way back to the cot.
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