




[image: images]










[image: images]









The gravity of the battle means nothing to those at peace
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A black and white portrait of Mo’s son, Ali. The picture shows a young man with shoulder length dreadlocks. He is not looking at the viewer, but gazes at something out of view.





For Ali


It’s time to open my eyes and see that life is beautiful









Introduction


I’m trying to make a billion people happy. Crazy, I know, but I believe it’s the only goal worth spending the rest of my life trying to reach.


The story of OneBillionHappy began in 2014. The trigger, as it often is, was a tragedy. I lost my superhero – my wonderful son and wise teacher, Ali. He left our world as a result of preventable human error during a routine surgical procedure and with him took a piece of my heart. Seventeen days after his death, I started to write, and I couldn’t stop. My topic was happiness – the most unlikely subject to choose after such a tragic event. What I wrote was what he had taught me; the gift he had given me which I wanted to share with the world.


The result was my first book, Solve for Happy, which challenged almost every false belief the modern world had taught me about happiness. It was a true eye-opener. After the tragic loss of Ali, I developed and shared the algorithm I had used to help me move forward. Your happiness is greater than or equal to the difference between the perception of the events of your life and your hopes and expectations of how life should behave. Although it was my hope that this would resonate with readers and they would benefit just as I had, I never expected it to take off the way it did. The book was translated into thirty languages, became an international bestseller and sold hundreds of thousands of copies worldwide. People from all over the world wrote to me daily, expressing their gratitude and asking me questions about happiness and my mission.


Losing a child must be the hardest thing a parent ever has to endure. Even today, after so many years, I still can’t find the exact words to describe how it feels. Ali was my son and my sun. He lit up my life with his love and wisdom. He was my best friend and coach. He was always peaceful and always happy. Although the pain of losing him still lingers, it’s brought me so much joy to know that his loss was the trigger that enabled me to find my mission, which is dedicated to spreading his wisdom, celebrating his life of love and compassion.


Two weeks before Ali left our world, he had a dream that he only told to his sister, Aya. He said, ‘I dreamed that I was everywhere and part of everyone. It was so incredible that when I woke up, I felt I didn’t want to be confined in this physical body any more.’ ‘Habibi,’ Aya said, ‘he dreamed he was dying.’ He did. He was! Aya only told me about this dream a few days after his death. My highly trained, achievement-driven brain interpreted this as a target, handed down to me by my master. I have never missed a target – and my work at Google meant I had to set big targets to reach billions of people – so once Aya had spoken I burst into tears. I realized that Ali had come to teach us, to make us love him so much and then leave, so that his departure would become the spark that ignited what was yet to unfold. I cried so hard; my body was shaking. I knew exactly what it meant. My life was no longer mine, but rather belonged to his mission. The rest of my life was going to be dedicated to making his dream come true. I was going to take everything he had taught me and tell the whole world about it. I was going to spread his essence to humanity at large and in doing so, through six degrees of separation after many years, a bit of Ali-ness was going to be everywhere and part of everyone. The target was set, and I was not going to miss it. I stopped crying, got up and started the work.


As any businessman would, I set myself a measurable target. This was to share the happiness model I had devised with Ali’s help with ten million people. Once the target #10MillionHappy was set, the universe itself conspired to make it happen.


Only six months after the launch of the original mission, I had already reached tens of millions of people online. The message was helping to change many lives, and it was clear that we needed to keep moving forward. The inspiration for increasing this mission from ten million to OneBillionHappy came to me during a short meditation. It was a moment when I realized that technology, which I had helped build through my computing career, was shaping our future beyond recognition. I realized that unless we teach the upcoming artificial intelligence about the essence of what makes us human – happiness, compassion and love – we would be in deep trouble. This is the core message of my second book, Scary Smart. I realized that Ali’s target was real, that we could reach not just ten million but billions. We had the means to go everywhere and reach everyone.


Our small team kept making progress, and the content we created has now been viewed more than 120 million times online – a big reason to celebrate. But also to keep going. To reach a billion people, we need a much more fundamental change.


We need to get real about where we are in the world. The more we succumb to our negative thoughts, the more our actions become negative, and the more people behave negatively. You get back what you put out. If more people focused on being kind and compassionate to others there would be a ripple effect. People would start mimicking that kind and compassionate behaviour. We would start a positive Ponzi scheme, with each newly happy person bringing in two more. This scheme would have the power to change the world, and it starts right inside you, with the very biggest reason for unhappiness – negative thoughts.


I believe thought is the most immersive of all illusions. There’s a little voice in our head always, always telling us what to do. It’s constantly there, like air, so we deal with it mechanically, just like our brains deal with our breathing. Year after year, we take that little voice for granted and it takes us for a ride to suffering.


In my research I found that thoughts, and only thoughts, have the single biggest impact on our state of happiness. That little voice in our heads affects our mood even more than some of the harshest circumstances we endure in life.


In this book, I will draw from my experience as a software engineer and my extensive study of spiritual teachings and neuroscience to take you on a journey through the hidden corridors of your brain. I will aim to show you that, although it is highly sophisticated, your brain, just like your computer, can be highly predictable. That if you give your brain specific inputs and run specific programmes on it, it will always give you the same output. The most undesirable of all possible outputs, I believe, is unhappiness. Our thoughts are a major reason why we become unhappy. My aim here will be to show you how to run your brain correctly to live happier. If you understand exactly how the code that runs your brain works, it will be easy to use it to consistently deliver your happiness. It is that predictable.


In fact, your brain is so predictable that I can summarize the way it operates in a clear and concise user manual. This book is that user manual. It will include step-by-step instructions on how to deal with your negative emotions, repetitive negative thoughts, stress and other conditions you may encounter in the operating environment of your computer – your brain.


It will also include training instructions because your brain can be trained. Using specific exercises, you can steadily reshape the very wiring of your brain over time. That way, you don’t need to keep going back to the manual and instead make healthy habits your standard operating procedure. This book guides you through these rewarding and hopefully enjoyable exercises in simple, straightforward steps.


Consider this book a fusion of computer science and neuroscience, written in a clear and accessible way. As an engineer, I will often use technology analogies and simplified process diagrams of the different programmes we run in our brains and show how each influences our thoughts.


Don’t be alarmed if you are not a techie. I will use simplified terminologies and explain the concepts plainly. Occasionally, you may need to learn something new about tech itself, but once you do, you will notice it in your everyday use of technology, the concept will become clear and that will help you remember it and include it in your approach to a happier life.


Any process starts with inputs. Regardless of how smart a computer is, the wrong inputs yield the wrong results. The inputs that we allow into our brains can often be destructive. We need to cleanse the palate of inputs that find their way into our head in order to stay happy, just like we follow a healthy diet to stay healthy.


Then there’s the process – the way the programme runs. Follow the wrong path as you run your code and you end up suffering. Follow another and it will give you a path to everything you want from life. We need you to gain full awareness of what is actually happening inside your head so you’re able to tell when you’re thinking the wrong way. Once we refine the inputs and gain control of the process, we can start to optimize for what, I believe, is all we truly want from life – happiness, success and compassion for others.


I believe that much of our unhappiness comes from problems in our neural network – the underlying functioning of our brains. To define these in a way you can always remember, I will call them the 4-3-2-1.


There are four wrong inputs that we constantly allow into our brains. These trigger three exaggerated defences. As we navigate life, we suffer an imbalance between two polarities in our approach to life. A downward spiral to unhappiness, then, is triggered by one type of malicious thought. To continue the software analogy, none of this is because our brains are running badly. It’s not even that they run on bad programmes. It’s that they are good programmes run badly. So, as any good software engineer would, we need to debug our brain software.


We will run those programmes on the pages of this book and show you the kinds of symptoms they produce – uncontrollable emotions, chemical imbalances and endless loops of hurtful thinking. Once you learn to observe and identify those symptoms, the programmes producing them can be fine-tuned to fit their purpose and perform as intended – that is, to help you become successful in life while keeping you at your optimum state as a human: happy.


When the causes are known and the symptoms are identified, the solutions become easy – as easy as 1-2-3-4.


There are four main programmes that we can run in our brains that are optimized for our happiness. These are to fully experience life as it is, to solve problems, to flow and to give. Learn to make those a primary part of your operating system and you will consistently find your path to joy.


Later in the book, once you’ve acquired the skills you need, I will arm you with a flow chart. Yes, a bulletproof process to bounce back to happiness whenever life throws you off your path. With the process clearly documented, I will leave you in charge. You can find your way back to happiness or stay stuck in suffering. That’s your choice; but don’t say that life is making you unhappy. If you choose not to change, then the only thing making you unhappy is you. You are in charge.


We live in a world that is different to the world for which the code in our heads was originally designed. We will start with updating your code in this book, but who knows how far the effects of that may go? When you learn how to change your own world, it’s possible that you may change the world itself.


Maximizing Your Benefit from This Book


This is a practical book, full of exercises, not just a book for your intellect.


If you are used to reading textbooks and being given knowledge in a distilled version, you may be tempted to skip the parts of this book that don’t simply convey information – especially because some of them may appear oversimplistic initially. Please resist the urge to do this and follow the exercises as intended. It will benefit you and solidify your understanding more than I am able to describe in words.


You may also have the tendency to keep your books clean and neat. I’d urge you to change that with this book. Books are like houses: they are meant to be lived in. Make your book your own. Feel free to scribble all over it, take notes and fill in the blanks on the pages themselves with your own commitments and observations. This will be a rewarding experience, not only in terms of breaking some of your preconditioning, because it will remind you of what registered most, but also because user manuals are made so you can come back and revisit them. Your notes will guide you to the parts you need to tackle the functions or errors you want to address. I do advise revisiting the concepts a few times in the first few weeks. Some of the controversial topics we will discuss here may need a bit of revision to stick.


Finally, I will occasionally ask you to put the book down. I might ask you to go and do something else online or simply to stop reading and take a break. Please do allow yourself the time to stop. This is not a race and there are no trophies for those who finish fastest. The trophy – which in this case is a lifestyle change that will lead to a happier you – is for those who never really finish, those who keep dedicating the time needed to find their path to joy. We are not trying to achieve anything within a finite amount of time. We are trying to upgrade the code that runs our brain by frequently installing happier and happier versions.


Progress is not only achieved by learning or doing. Sometimes it’s good to just be. This will be the model we will use to make progress. I call this model: Be–Learn–Do. Be before you learn and learn before you do. Give yourself time to reflect and make concrete changes.
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An illustration shows a yin-yang symbol. The darker portion is labelled Be. The central portion is labelled Learn. The lighter portion is labelled Do.





I guess what I’m trying to say is . . . chill. Enjoy the journey.


Now. Let me introduce you to your tools. We’ll be using seven practical tools to help you through your learning experience:


1) We’ve All Been There
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At the heart of our ability to change and improve is a need to acknowledge what is not going well. Since the success of Solve for Happy, I have noticed that sometimes readers, or audiences at public events, speak to me as if I am some kind of guru – a master of happiness who is immune to the habits and practices that make us unhappy. This could not be further from the truth.


If I have any unique contribution, it is that I discuss the topic of happiness from the position of a normal modern-day human, one who is engaged in the hustle and bustle of life daily. I’m not a monk sitting in solitude practising meditation or a spiritual teacher lecturing from some faraway part of India. Just like you, I get stuck in traffic, I get bored out of my head in meetings, I have relationship problems and I worry about where our world is heading.


In this book, I have found the courage to share with you my worst stories. The times in my life when I was the opposite of everything I now teach. It humbles me to acknowledge what I did badly and hopefully these stories will remind you that we have all been there, we all have our faults and blind spots, and it is only in being more open about them that we can address them as we should.


2) Exercises
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An illustration shows a student writing on a sheet of paper. Text beside him reads, Homework.





Once you acknowledge a need for change, there’s no better way to proceed than through practice and reflection. This book is full of simple exercises that will enable you to learn a skill, form a habit or deliberately dig deep within yourself to find awareness and grasp a concept.


Do your homework. As a matter of fact, go back and do it over and over and over again. Neuroplasticity (a concept I will explain more about in Chapter Four) enables us to learn better the more we repeat the same actions. It’s the power of habit. It’s the only way to put this user manual behind you because the skills contained within it will become your second nature.


Exercises will come in two different forms: Awareness exercises will help you reflect and learn something important about yourself. Practice exercises will help you develop a necessary skill.


Because we are all human, we will all be better at one than the other. Those who are naturally very aware are not always great at putting things into practice, and those who are great at doing are sometimes not fully aware. Push yourself even if you don’t feel like doing one or the other. Being and doing are both equally important to give you a complete learning experience. I promise you that all the exercises are designed to be fun. So, whatever you do, don’t forget to enjoy them.


3) Group Discussion
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For the complex bits, however, there is nothing more powerful than discussing them openly with someone else. Often, I will ask you to get together with trusted friends to openly share your views about a variety of topics.


The only rule to keep in mind is that there are no right answers. Everyone’s view is true . . . for them. Respect and embrace every diverse view. Even better, be curious and ask clarifying questions so that you can go deeper in understanding the views that differ from yours.


The best way to do this is face to face with real people. Perhaps you could ask a few of your friends to read this book too so you can set aside a time for a weekly one-hour meeting to discuss what you’ve read, as well as the group discussion exercises that have come up during the process.


Obviously, this may not work for everyone and many of you may prefer to work through the book alone. That’s fine too – just adjust the exercises accordingly. Though I would still highly recommend that you have the conversations with at least one close friend who you trust to help you see through any blind spots you may have.


4) Some Pop to Remember
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Well, I don’t know about you, but I remember good songs and movies more than anything I ever learned in school. They stick in my head, playing on repeat. I love discussing the scenes of a movie or the inspiring lyrics of a song with friends and I want to share those with you too. Many of the concepts we will discuss in this book have been captured in the lyrics of incredibly talented artists or in scenes of timeless cinematic art. I will suggest those to you, so please stop reading and listen or watch if they inspire you to get the full experience of this book.


Plan an evening with friends to watch my movie recommendations. Try to look beyond the obvious and reflect on your own life to see how a scene or a concept of a movie may apply to you. For songs, please download a legal copy of the song or watch the official video on the internet. Play it until the concept sticks. Then add it to your happy playlist so that you can revert to it often. Learn those happy songs by heart. You’ll be surprised how, at the time they are needed most, they will surface, play inside your head and remind you of exactly what you need to do. Music is life. So don’t be shy to shake those hips while doing those not-so-demanding musical assignments.


5) Appii
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Appii is your happiness assistant. It is built around the Be–Learn–Do model. It helps you track how you feel, customize the learning experience to your needs and give you relevant exercises to develop the skills you need on your path to happiness. The free downloadable app contains thousands of useful videos, inspirational quotes, tasks and exercises. Appii will also use artificial intelligence to help you develop healthy happiness habits.


Get Appii from your play store or app store for free, or go to www.appii.app and use the promo code ThatLittleVoice to get a three-month premium subscription for free – giving you access to longer video lectures, training and advance features.


6) Slo Mo
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Slo Mo is a top global podcast in terms of popularity. My podcast invites you to take time out of your busy life, slow down and reflect on topics that matter. I host some of the wisest people on the planet to share their inspirational stories and what they’ve learned, so you, the listener, can learn too. We discuss happiness, spirituality, neuroscience, relationships and other topics that can help you become a better version of yourself or make our world a better place.


Join our community. Download Slo Mo for free on your podcast player or go to mogawdat.com/podcast to learn more.


7) OneBillionHappy
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This book, as well as the other tools I provide you with, are part of a mission, perhaps the most crucial mission of our generation.


Despite the progress and technological advancements we’ve made in the last one hundred years, humanity is failing when it comes to our happiness. One in every six people will be diagnosed with depression in their lifetime – which is likely to be an underestimate of the true number suffering.1 One human life is lost to suicide every forty seconds.2 One in every four people surveyed in the USA say that when they feel unhappy, they don’t have a single person to turn to for help.3


We need to reverse the trend. Our joint mission #OneBillionHappy has you, not me, at the heart of it. I can’t reach one billion people alone. But together we can.


Help me reach the dream by taking on your own share of the quota. Make two people happy – it could be your children, spouse, sister or best friend – by alerting them to the fact that happiness is their birthright and should be their top priority. Teach them what you learn about happiness from this book and make it clear that happiness is predictable. If you do the work, you will get there. Pay it forward. Spread the word. If you really want to make a difference, tell twenty people, two hundred or even two million if you can. Be a happiness hero.


Please visit www.OneBillionHappy.org to learn more.


Throughout this book there will be a few tasks related to the mission. Please don’t ignore those. Take them seriously and make them happen. Do it for humanity and enjoy the reward it brings.


A billion is not a large number if we all do it together, one person at a time. I will do my part and start with you. Let me, now, take you with me along the journey.


Destination . . . Happy!


What We’ve Learned So Far


Here’s a quick recap on a few of the concepts from my first book, Solve for Happy. Those are key to establishing a foundation for what we will discuss here. The first important basic principle was that we are all born happy. Children and infants, as long as they are fed, safe and given their basic needs for survival, are happy.


Happiness is innate within us. It’s not something that we should seek outside us. Happiness is our default state. As we become adults, societal pressures, obligations, expectations and the illusions we learn to believe convince us that success is more important than happiness.


We relentlessly chase success and, in the process, we lose our happiness.


That happy child we once were, however, is still there inside each of us – only buried under a pile of false and limiting beliefs, waiting to be rescued so it can return back to its happy, childlike nature.
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Happiness is not found by adding things to your life – all the fancy clothes, gadgets and vacations. A child is happy until something interrupts its happiness. If a diaper gets wet, the child will cry. Change the diaper and the child will go back to its default state – happy. This is still your nature even today. If you manage to remove the things that make you unhappy, what’s left behind is happy. Simple as it sounds: happiness is the absence of unhappiness.


When you really get it, happiness is very predictable. So predictable, as a matter of fact, that it follows an equation:
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An illustration shows an equation. Happiness is greater than or equal to your perception of the events of your life minus your expectations of how life should behave.





Happiness happens when life seems to be going our way. We feel happy when the events of our life match our expectations, our hopes and wishes of how life should be.


Rain, for example, has no inherent value of happiness in it. Rain doesn’t make us happy or unhappy. Rain makes us happy when we want to water our plants and unhappy when we want to get a tan.


Guided by that equation, you can find an accurate definition for happiness. Happiness happens when events meet or exceed our expectations. It is that calm, peaceful contentment we feel when we’re OK with life as it is. It’s the moments that we want to last forever because we don’t want anything to change. It doesn’t matter exactly how life is. If you’re OK with it, you’re happy.


Unhappiness, on the other hand, can be defined as a survival mechanism. It happens when our brains look at the world around us, find something that worries them and attempt to alert us that something might be wrong. Because we rarely listen attentively to our thoughts, the alert comes in the form of an emotion – shame, anxiety, regret, sadness or any of the other emotions we associate with unhappiness.


Between feeling happy or unhappy, we find a state that is neither – the state of escape.


Escape is when we engage our physical forms in activities that occupy our brains and numb them long enough to stop trying to solve the happiness equation.


[image: Photo]

‘A diagram shows that positive incessant thoughts help a person reach the state of happiness, while negative incessant thoughts cause them to fall into the state of suffering and confusion, losing clarity of thought. However, only by rising above the clutter of thought altogether can the state of joy be reached.’





We find this state of escape when our bodies engage in fun and pleasure. There is nothing wrong with fun. It’s just that when we use it to escape our unhappiness it acts rather like a painkiller – a replacement for happiness but not the real thing. So, we go back for more and more; we become addicted to fun. The more we do this, the more difficult it becomes to find true lasting happiness.


People who are in the state of joy are constantly happy. They look at life in a way which recognizes that most events don’t deserve unhappiness. They rise above the clutter of useless, harmful thoughts and there they find their joy.


Those, on the other hand, who are in a state of confusion always search for what’s wrong with every passing event, big or small. If you search for what’s wrong, you’re more than likely going to find it. Everything will miss your expectations; your suffering will go deep and will linger.


Unhappiness as a survival mechanism is useful but it doesn’t need to linger. There is a massive difference between pain and suffering. The initial pain, emotional or physical, happens because of external conditions. It’s what triggers the alarm in our survival mechanism. As much as we dislike pain, it helps us focus on what matters, change direction, learn, develop and stay safe.


Pain is out of our control; it happens to us. Suffering is a choice! We choose to stay unhappy by replaying the events that triggered our emotional pain over and over again inside our heads when they are no longer happening or have not yet happened in the real world. It’s almost like pain on demand – a very unwise choice indeed.


No event in your life ever has the power to make you unhappy until you choose to grant it that power by turning it into a thought and ruminating on the negative side of it to torture yourself with unhappiness.


If unhappiness lives firmly inside our thoughts, then learning to think better is the answer to all our suffering.


That is what this book is all about: learning to think better.


Let us begin.









Chapter One


The Basics


What is real? As your eyes scan over the words written here in this book, ask yourself, are those words real? Is the book real? Are your eyes real? How can you tell for sure that you are not in a dream? And if you are dreaming, is there anything wrong with that dream? If you could still get to the information, connections and life that you live in it, why should it count as anything other than reality itself?


The Objective Nature of Reality


As you read my words, you turn them into concepts in your own brain. Those concepts will become reality . . . but only for you. They will become your reality which could be different to how someone else may comprehend the same words. If I told you that this book was going to be long, for example, the concept of ‘long’ may in your own brain translate into more than 300 pages. However, 300 pages won’t seem long to you if you’ve read all 1296 pages of War and Peace a few times in your life.


The concept ‘long’ is an idea, a thought, that each of us creates in our own brains. Each of these definitions is real for the one who is thinking it. But, at the same time, none of them are actually real.


The book itself may not even be real. Through the lens of physics, the words on a page are nothing more than a bunch of particles organized in a specific pattern to form the page, and a bunch of other identical particles organized differently to form the pigments of the ink. As the photons of light hit the page, the ones that hit the white are reflected into your eyes and, because light is absorbed by the colour black, those photons that hit the ink are not. The photons travelling back to your eyes create the impression of an image – that is flipped upside down – when they reach your optical nerve, and the pattern is turned into electrical pulses that represent, but are not, the shape of the words. Your brain then takes those electrical signals and turns them into a vision of words on a page.


If I managed to simulate the electrical signals directly into your brain using electrodes that touched your scalp, you would end up seeing the same vision, only in that case there would not even be a book there. This should not be seen as some form of science fiction. A simpler version of it happens when we get completely absorbed in a movie. We feel as if we are actually observing some form of reality when it is actually nothing more than moving pictures.


We all know that what we see on a movie screen is not real. We all know that the actors are not really making love, just acting it out, and yet we perceive it as reality. We don’t even need a movie theatre to create this illusion. We sometimes wake up from a dream feeling it was completely realistic, as if we were really there. None of the events of the dream happened, but the electrical signals occurred in our brain. This is sufficient to make us see it and even believe it is real.


You see, it doesn’t really matter what the world presents to you . . .
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This, hands down, is the most important foundation we need to agree as we navigate the journey inside your head and attempt to understand how that little voice inside actually operates. It is important to realize that some of the very basics of what you may have spent a lifetime believing might not be entirely true. I will invite you to reconsider some of your most cherished beliefs and even invite you to question some of what we are told is true by gurus and scientists. Those truths, perceptions and beliefs that I will ask you to question, you will find, apply only within a certain context. Sometimes, when you change your vantage point, your whole world changes as a result.


Now, use that brain of yours that creates your reality to think about this: when your brain has so much power over your perception, how often does it tell you the truth? What happens when it doesn’t?


Living an Illusion
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Have you ever believed something so wholeheartedly that it affected every single one of your actions – only to find out later that what you believed wasn’t true? My life has been littered with an endless stream of such misplaced beliefs: belief in corporate slogans, patriotic biases, religious doctrines, and belief after belief in the lies of the modern world. None, however, do I regret more than the belief that my wonderful family were a duty and a burden on me instead of seeing them as they really were: the biggest gift I have ever been given.


I have always avoided talking about this, even to those who are closest to me, but here I am now, writing it in the pages of a book. But, hey, you know what? We’ve all been there. We’ve all acted in ways at a particular point in our life that we now wish we hadn’t. The Mo that acted in that way is now long gone.


I Was Wrong


I never really liked kids. I thought they were noisy and messy – that is, until the morning Ali was born. Ali habibi, my beloved, was born around two years after my late father, who was very dear to me, left our world. We did not plan for Ali. Nonetheless, I was raised to be a reliable man and, as such, I welcomed his anticipated arrival with a sense of responsibility – perhaps not the top quality a child needs but it was a good start. I may not enjoy the company of kids, I reasoned, but if it’s my kid, he will be granted everything he could ever wish for or need. I worked a bit harder, closed a few extra deals, set up a room for him, paid for medical expenses, and was ready – as a good husband should be – to join Nibal in the delivery room.


The minute he arrived, everything changed. In his face I could see my dad, I could see my love for my beautiful then-wife manifested and I could feel vividly in my heart that, at that moment, I was being given a gift that would completely change my life . . . and he did.


The joy this crumpled little creature brought into my life was beyond my wildest expectations. Nibal truly blossomed as a woman and emerged as the incredible mother she was always destined to be. I, on the other hand, just went to work. Eighteen months later, our daughter, Aya, joined the gang to bring more love, more blossoming for Nibal – and more work for me! By the time Ali turned five, I was spinning out of control, becoming a true workaholic and dissatisfied with my life in every possible way.


The truth is, I brought it all on myself. The only way I knew how to express myself as a father was to provide. I could not recognize, as Nibal made clear to me a thousand times, that a real father provides a lot more than just the financial means necessary to send the kids to a good school, buy them toys and cover their needs – but what can I say, I was an obsessive hard-working engineer. When I set my mind to something, I did it, then overdid it, and then overdid it some more.


Work comes with stress and, in my case, it came with a lot of stress. The jobs I chose were regional or global because those earned me more money. That meant endless hours in airports and on aeroplanes. I was doing well but then I overdid it. I worked extra hours to address more customers, close more deals and make more commissions – more money than I actually needed. I was doing very well financially but then I overdid it some more. I chose to trade in the American Nasdaq market, which opened every day at 5.30 p.m. my time in Dubai and added another work day – or work night – to my already draining hours. Note that these were all my choices and yet my brain chose to attribute the stress of my world to them. My brain created its own reality where my family and their needs were the reason for my burden. I believed that they were the reason I needed to work so hard.


I was wrong. The reason for my burden was triggered by my love for them, but it was not them. That trigger took on a life of its own. My exaggerated workaholism was a result of my failure to realize what they actually needed. It was clear as day that I was the reason for my life conditions and that – as I look back at it now – there was, in fact, no burden at all. There was only the joy of a beautiful family crowned with abundance. But brains don’t work that way. They don’t really care much for what is going well. They’d rather complain, blame and worry. Once my perception was set by my brain, it became my reality, and then it took me more than ten years to restore my sanity and erase that deep-seated concept that had deprived me of enjoying the incredible gifts I had been given. What a waste! Ten years I missed out on, just because I believed in one wrong concept. Does this feel familiar to you?


The Most Resilient Parasite


My favourite movie of all time, Inception, sums it up best. In the first scene of that movie Leonardo DiCaprio asks: ‘What is the most resilient parasite? Bacteria? A virus? An intestinal worm?’ He pauses for a few seconds then offers the answer: ‘An idea. Resilient, highly contagious. Once an idea has taken hold of the brain it’s almost impossible to eradicate.’


I have lived with that parasite for years. I know now that ideas are not impossible to eradicate but I surely do agree that an idea – a negative thought – is a resilient parasite when left to run astray. You don’t need to be a scientist with a PhD and shiny headlines in the news to know that to be true. All you need is to remember a friend of yours who has been obsessing about a thought for days, weeks or years and feeling unhappy as a result. Perhaps you, yourself, have been there too. One thought that sticks deep inside our heads somewhere can cost us years, even a lifetime, of suffering.


In my research I found that thoughts, and only thoughts, have the single biggest impact on our state of happiness. The little voice in our head affects our mood even more than some of the harshest circumstances we endure in life.




[image: Photo] The following concept is one that we discussed before in Solve for Happy. It fits perfectly here and so I need to bring it up again to keep our thread of thought. I strongly urge you to keep reading through the parts you may already know; there is a lot coming up that we have not discussed before.





Let me show you how and uncover the relationship between your thoughts and your happiness.


Awareness Exercise
The Blank Brain Test


[image: Photo]








	Target

	To become aware of the relationship between our thoughts and unhappiness






	Duration

	5 minutes






	Repeat

	Once is enough






	You’ll need

	A quiet place where you will not be interrupted







This exercise consists of two parts. For the first part, your task will be to think of something that makes you unhappy. For the second part, the task will be to construct the name of something from the letters on the next page.


You can consider yourself successful if you manage to complete both parts simultaneously. This means you have to guess the name correctly (task 2) while you manage to remain unhappy (task 1).


To begin, close your eyes for twenty to thirty seconds and think of something that makes you unhappy (please accept my apologies for spoiling your mood, but you will find this useful in a couple of minutes). This, I believe, will be an easy task. As soon as you tell your brain, ‘Hey, brain, bring me something that upsets me,’ your brain will jump at the opportunity. It will say something like, ‘Seriously? Can I tell you something to upset you? I have 263 things that I have been waiting to talk to you about.’ Once your brain supplies the first one and you find that feeling of unhappiness, focus on it, feel it and get into the depths of it. Now try to keep it there and, with that unhappy feeling, move on to the second task. Your task now will be to decipher the letters below and uncover the name of the object they spell out. (Hint: it is a thing that makes some people very happy.)


Remember, you need to do this while you remain unhappy.


Ready? Let’s go.


[image: Photo]

An illustration shows a random arrangement of the following letters: U, I, C, M, L, N, D, R, E, L, V, A, S, A, C, A, U, I, N, E, and E.





Did you guess it? The answer is Vanilla Ice Cream Sundae. It doesn’t matter if you guessed it, by the way. I’m not your second-grade teacher. What matters is, did you manage to stay unhappy while you tried to guess it?


I’ve run this test, or some variation of it, with tens of thousands of live audiences in my public talks and, I will tell you, I am yet to meet someone who can complete both tasks correctly.


Those who manage to guess the thing drop out of their self-induced state of unhappiness, and those who decide to let their unhappiness linger by focusing their attention on whatever it is they chose to make themselves unhappy, always fail to guess the words Vanilla Ice Cream Sundae.


This is an important point because it helps you fully comprehend the way your thoughts work.




[image: Photo] When the little voice in your head speaks, it can’t focus on anything else, and when it focuses on something else, it simply can’t speak.





The Only Thing That Ever Made You Unhappy


Reverse-engineering refers to the process of examining the construction or performance of an existing product in order to understand how it operates. To understand how a product works in all its modes of operation, an engineer would take the machine from one extreme of its full range of motion all the way to the other extreme and record readings of how it performs at each point. Let’s call this a full cycle simulation.


The blank brain test you just performed is a full cycle simulation of you, as a machine, when it comes to your state of happiness. Right before the test started – call that moment T(0) – you seemed to be engaged with reading the book and not feeling unhappy. At T(0) nothing was upsetting you. You were happy!


I then asked you to think of something that made you unhappy. Let’s call that moment T(1). Once you allowed an unhappy thought to take you over, you immediately moved to the other extreme of your range of states and you became unhappy.


Then, finally, I asked you to use some random letters to guess the name of a thing – call that moment T(2) – and Puff, the unhappiness was gone. You focused on the problem at hand and for that brief moment your brain was not thinking about anything that could upset you. You were happy again.


[image: Photo]

‘An illustration shows that T 0 happy leads to T 1 unhappy, which in turn leads to T 2 happy again. The happy emotion is represented by a smiling emoji. The unhappy emotion is represented by a frowning emoji.’





Now, there is a question that I need to ask you which will shed a floodlight on how happiness works inside your brain and will probably change your life forever: between T(0) and T(1), and between T(1) and T(2), did the real world change in any significant way for your mood to change?


Let’s say, for example, that when I asked you to think of something that made you unhappy, you thought of a harsh remark your friend or spouse made last Friday. The thought made you unhappy as if you were hearing those words again, but were you? When you were engaged in solving the puzzle, as you stopped feeling unhappy, your friend did not show up to apologize, did he? Nothing actually happened in the real world for the duration of the exercise.


What is the only thing that happened, may I ask?


The only thing that happened to make you unhappy was that you started thinking and the only thing that stopped your unhappiness was that the thinking stopped. You see?




[image: Photo] It’s the thought that makes us unhappy!





No event, I dare say, in your entire life ever had the power to make you unhappy unless you granted it that power by turning it into a thought and running it through your head over and over to make yourself miserable. In the absence of the thought, such as your state when you were at T(0), there was no unhappiness to be felt. Of course, some of those thoughts are unavoidable. If you are financially insecure or you’ve lost someone you love, you are bound to think about it. Just notice that when you think, you feel unhappy and when you stop thinking you focus on other parts of your life as if the problem doesn’t exist.


Before Ali left our world, he lived in Boston and so I could not see him for extended periods of time. I missed him but not like I miss him now. Although the fact, either way, is that I could not get to see him, the thought that he left our world and so I will never again see him in his handsome physical form makes my longing so much deeper.


While we all say that we want to find happiness in life, our heads are almost always full of thoughts, often negative thoughts, that make us unhappy. Those thoughts, as they occur, are not real events. They are just reconstructions of past events or predictions of future possibilities. When you think about it this way, you may realize that you are rarely ever unhappy because of something that is happening to you. If ever you manage to make yourself unhappy, it is because of an imagined event, generated in the form of a thought in your head, and not the reality of what is happening to you right then.


If anything requires your attention – be it guessing the name of an object or escaping from a tiger – the voice in your head stops. That’s why the voice is always silent when something is wrong because it only speaks when things are OK here and now.


This limitation on our brains’ ability to engage us in an internal dialogue is very similar to the way you deal with your computer or smartphone. When you are focusing on a certain page to click on parts of the interface, your computer is, sort of, in communication with you, but if you direct your attention to typing numbers into a spreadsheet, for example, the communication stops until you can once again manage to direct your attention to it.


I could end the book right here, because this little insight can help you silence your inner voice whenever it hijacks your state of happiness. But let’s keep going a tiny bit longer to uncover some more of the secrets of this very effective machine – your brain. Let’s begin with the biggest myth of them all . . .


Who’s Talking?


Inner Speech – a person’s inner voice – provides a running verbal monologue of thoughts while they are conscious.


In our modern Western world, there is no confusion over who that voice is. The French philosopher Descartes summarized it in his famous quote, ‘I think, therefore I am.’ I find it interesting that the way most of us understand this statement is not at all how Descartes intended it to be. At the time, he was attempting to prove that he existed, in reality, and that he was not just a simulation. Being able to think, Descartes reasoned, was proof that he existed. We took his reasoning and twisted it to fit the hyperlogical civilization we have built in the modern world. We now glorify thought so much that we interpret his quote to mean that we are the thoughts – the voice – inside our heads. Big mistake! Funnily enough, he might have been mistaken on his thesis too. Modern science points to ample evidence that we could actually be living in a simulation despite the fact that we think. But that’s a topic for another book. Let’s focus, for now, on the bigger mistake. Is the voice inside your head really you?


I can most certainly tell you it is not and while I wish I was one of those authors who can impress you by telling the story of an epiphany they had as they were treading their path to enlightenment in the furthest corners of Asia, sadly, I am not. I’ve had the majority of my insights in the most mundane of places. One day, many years ago, I was sitting in a cute cafe somewhere in our vast globe when I found it difficult to focus on the magnificent music playing in my noise-cancelling headphones by my favourite band in the history of music – Pink Floyd. Regardless of how loud I turned up the volume, the headphones couldn’t cancel out my frantic inner speech. I had been struggling with an issue at work and was unable to find the clarity or peace needed to shut down the chatter raging inside my head. The song playing in my ears was, quite appropriately, called ‘Brain Damage’. It was just one more track playing along with countless other trains of thought running through my mind: this person is playing political games, that client may not close the deal on time, we will miss our target, my boss is annoying, and so the thoughts kept coming.


Then, just like when you’re at a very noisy party that suddenly goes quiet right before you start to shout something important, my thoughts went silent just at the moment when Roger Waters sang: ‘There’s someone in my head but it’s not me.’ I paused the music, stunned. Then I played back the last verse, then the whole song, over and over, countless times. Yes, there’s someone in my head – but I always thought it was me. I always thought that little voice was me talking to me.


With that one verse in a song acting as my wake-up call, I started to conduct my own massive enquiry. Like everyone I have ever discussed that concept with, the first question I asked myself was: If the voice in my head isn’t me, then who is it? My thoughts took me back to the time when I was growing up. Cartoons, then, often portrayed the voice as an angel on your right shoulder and a devil on the left, with each deliberating their case and arguing about it, using your head as the conference room. Is that what it is? Messages from other beings? Psychologists, meanwhile, name it various other things. Sigmund Freud calls it the Id/Ego/Super-Ego, while Eric Berne calls it Parent/Adult/Child. Is that who it is? Religions also call it many different things. Islam calls it the whispers. Buddhism calls it the monkey mind. Others believe it is the devil itself dictating its devious agenda right inside your head. Sci-fi fans think of it as the ghost in the machine – a tiny person inside your head running the bigger person that you are. Does any of that make any sense to you? Eckhart Tolle, in his incredible book A New Earth, calls it the thinker without really describing who that is, and Pink Floyd in their song call it the lunatic. Well, that sounds about right. (That’s a joke. Don’t stop reading.)


‘Brain Damage’
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Listen to Pink Floyd’s ‘Brain Damage’ from start to end.


While the voice in our head is not always a lunatic – often it is a genius – the song surely describes in a clear way how letting that voice go wild and listening to it too much can drive any of us crazy.





With so many different views, I had my hands full. There was almost nothing in common between these diverse perspectives other than one thing. That little voice is not you. It’s a third party. It is a different entity talking to you.


Now, that made a lot of sense to me once I started to think about it. I mean, it’s a very simple subject–object relationship. If that voice in my head was me talking to me, why would it need to talk? If it was me, I would inherently know what it wanted to say without the need for anything to be said at all.


That idea of a third-party speaker changes a lot of things but, still, who is it? To find out, let me ask you a question. Have you ever woken up one morning telling yourself that you are the blood being pumped around your body? Do you believe the statement, ‘I pump blood, therefore I am’? Your heart pumps blood around your body to keep you alive, but you don’t believe that you are that blood, do you?


The biological function of your kidneys is to extract toxins and waste matter out of your system and remove them from your body in the form of urine. None of us thinks that we are the biological product of our kidneys. And while on a bad day guilt can make some of us feel like we’re a piece of . . . number two, nobody believes that poop is the essence of who they are. ‘I breathe, therefore I am’ is not true either. You are not the CO2 that you exhale. Why then do we believe that we are the biological product of our brain?


If thinking is a biological function, then a thought is analogous to urine and CO2. It is just a biological product.


This idea has a lot to support it. Your brain, fundamentally, is a three-pound lump of meat, just another biological organ concerned with your survival. The product it produces to aid with that altruistic purpose is thought. Although, as a race, we humans have managed to push our brains to the point where they have created iPhones and built civilization as we know it, the original function those brains were designed for is entirely focused on keeping us alive. To do that, they analyse the world around us, turn our complex environment into simple concepts that we can grasp and then turn those concepts into words (the only building block of knowledge we can comprehend). With this knowledge we can make the all-important decisions needed to survive, and then implement those in the form of orders given to the different parts of our bodies so we can remain safe. That’s it, really. Your brain is your inner voice. It’s the one telling you what’s going on and suggesting how things should be. It is the one making all the noise.


Psychology has discussed this since the 1930s when the Russian Nobel Prize winner Lev Vygotsky observed that inner speech is accompanied by tiny muscular movements in the larynx. As a result, he argued that inner dialogue developed through the internalization of our out-loud speech. The idea is that when you start learning to speak as a child, you narrate everything you see out loud. Mama, toy. Mama, car. It’s a way of learning the significance of words and concepts, in order to help yourself understand the world around you. You keep doing this until it starts to become awkward. Then, to avoid embarrassment, you turn the dialogue inwards.


In the 1990s, neuroscientists confirmed Vygotsky’s view when they used neuro-imaging to demonstrate that the areas of the brain which are active when we speak out loud, like the left inferior frontal gyrus, are also active during inner speech. In one of my favourite MRI studies, conducted by MIT back in 2009, researchers observed the brain activity of participants while they solved puzzles. First, the relevant problem-solving part of the brain – say, the parieto-occipital regions – engaged for a few seconds to find a solution. Then, they went dark and the right frontocentral regions – the same parts we use when we speak out loud – lit up for as much as eight seconds before the participants recognized the answer.1


Your brain solves the problem first, then takes up to eight seconds to turn whatever answer it found into English so that you can understand it. In that sense . . .




[image: Photo] Your brain is literally talking to you.





Thoughts are real. ‘I think, therefore I am’, however, is an illusion. The reality of the illusion is I am, therefore I think. Or rather . . .




[image: Photo]I am, therefore my brain thinks.





And that is magnificent news, because it means that your thoughts don’t define you. If you are not the thoughts in your head, then you no longer need to obey. You can debate and question claims that seem to be invalid. You don’t even have to listen. Best of all, with a little bit of practice, you can – and should – frequently tell your brain to shut up completely.


Our brains are the best gift humanity has ever been given. We’ve just never learned how to properly use them. It’s like being given the most powerful computer on the planet when you don’t know how to use a spreadsheet. As you enter the wrong numbers in the wrong cells and run the wrong macros, you will undoubtedly end up with a big pile of nonsense. This is exactly what happens with our brains. Running astray, they produce the weirdest thoughts and end up torturing us and those we love.


There’s nothing wrong with your computer. Let’s learn how to use it.


Learning to Compute


That three-pound lump of meat inside our skulls is still, despite the incredible recent advancements in technology, the most sophisticated computer on the planet. This machine comes complete with an entire sensory monitoring system that can detect vision, sound, touch, weight, temperature and many other complex stimuli, subtle as they may be, in the environment surrounding it. It has the capacity to constantly monitor all that sensory information and compile it into comprehensive concepts to make sense of the world around it. It’s capable of impressive memory storage and recall. It has incredibly accurate motor functionality controls that would put any robotics engineer in our world today to shame. It has its own power generators contained within the body and, most impressive of all, it is capable not only of solving complex problems, but also of formulating them into problem statements that accurately describe the challenges that need to be addressed. Then, to top it all, it is capable of reading, communicating and exchanging information with other brains.


Indeed, our brains are an impressive piece of engineering work. As children we take this brain to school to learn about mathematics, biology and an array of other academic topics. Then, as we grow older, we attempt to teach it things like healthy eating, fitness or the art of posting funny stuff on social media just as we teach it to get addicted to likes and social approval. We take it to pottery classes and salsa lessons.


We teach it to comprehend and control everything around it, but we rarely ever teach it to understand or control itself.


It sounds curious when you think about it, the concept of teaching a machine to run itself. But this is fast becoming a more acceptable idea – cars that drive themselves and search engines that teach themselves how to search are becoming common everyday tech. The closest we have come to this with our brains is meditation, which teaches our brains how to calm themselves down, slow the incessant thinking and focus. We all know the benefit of that. Meditation changes the life of a dedicated practitioner for the better by enhancing one of our most crucial brain functions: deliberate attention. If we practise meditation for an extended period of time, our brains reap the rewards and our lives improve. So, what if we could learn and practise ways to improve every other process the brain can perform? How much better would our whole lives become then?


There are many ways we can describe how our brains work and many ways to improve how they do what they do. Neuroscientists look at lobes, cortices, synapses and chemical signalling. Spiritual teachers look at mind training and psychologists look at conditioning and traumas. Each of those perspectives comes with its perks, but none treat the brain as the computer that it really is. I’d like to complete the picture, and for that, as I describe to you how the brain works, I will talk about software.


You’d be amazed how similar our brains are to the computer systems we build. The knowledge provided by neuroscience, psychology, spirituality and many more fields that have studied the brain can help us view the different functions our brains perform as independent ‘programmes’. There is code in our brains that helps us reason, other code that collects sensory information and yet more code that controls our hardware – our bodies. These programmes operate independently and interact with each other. Use them well and you have the most sophisticated machine on earth at your disposal. Use them in the wrong way and the software becomes buggy. It leads to the wrong results and crashes into states of sadness, even depression, way too often. I will avoid the deep technical terms and help you understand our brain’s software operation at the basic level. Once you know how the machine works, it will be easier to spot the bugs that cause the programme to malfunction and make us unhappy. Fix those, and we’re good for prime time – a computer that resolves our daily challenges without causing us unnecessary suffering.


Let’s begin with a tiny bit of engineering lingo. In their simplest form, operational diagrams describe the relationship between what you input into a system, the processing that takes place by the system software and the output that results from this process. If the inputs into a system are the numbers two and six, for example, and the software performs a process of addition, the output will be eight. Simple!


[image: Photo]

An illustration shows that input leads to a process, which in turn leads to an output.





The complexity of real systems, however, increases beyond the apparent simplicity of this diagram. Most systems have multiple inputs and various processes that sometimes operate independently and sometimes interact, overlap, complement or contradict each other. Such complex systems then often result in multiple possible outputs.


So, here’s the plan: to keep things reasonably simple as we explore how our brains work, I will break our brains down into inputs, several distinct processes and, accordingly, several possible outputs. Together, we will take the machine apart piece by piece to give you a comprehensive look at each of those components. As with a computer, I will use neuroscience to show you which part of your brain runs which specific software. I will explain the primary function of each specific programme, and if there are any bugs in the way we use it, I will show you how to fix them. We will also examine the interrelationships between the different programmes. If a certain programme enables or inhibits another, I will make that clear. When you finally understand how each programme works, we will put the machine back together to arrive at some kind of a user manual. This will include practices that you, as a user of your brain, should adopt to ensure good working order and optimum performance of your own priceless machine.


Don’t be intimidated by the complexity. It really is going to be simple, entertaining and filled with ‘Aha’ moments as you realize things you’ve never understood before. In the first few pages of every user manual, there is always a drawing that shows a picture of the product you purchased, along with elegant arrows pointing to the different parts to give them names. It’s a bit like saying, ‘Let me introduce you to those you will be working with – here’s Emma, Jonathan and Kim’ (only engineers tend to choose names that are a bit more complicated).


The brain user manual would start with a picture that looks like this:


[image: Photo]

An illustration shows different inputs lead to either the causes of the path to suffering or the solution of path to joy. The causes and the solutions pass through the side effects and lead to different outputs.





Please don’t skip this diagram. Take a few minutes to examine it and see what each of the names I have used might mean for you.




Note: I suggest you add a bookmark here to keep track of the diagram above. You may want to refer to this model as you navigate the comprehensive content in this book.





As you do, I will go celebrate because, honestly, our whole book is right there in one diagram. All I need to do now is to write a few intelligent pages about each of the above listed components, keeping things simple without the use of any mystical words. It’s only a matter of weeks now, and the manual will be in the hands of the users.


What Does Success Look Like?


Imagine buying a complex computer, for a few thousand dollars, which could do only one thing. Regardless of what you did with it, it always produced a red circle on the screen. That wouldn’t be much of a computer, would it? Complex machines don’t just produce standardized output. They are malleable, flexible. The output they generate depends on the input you give them and the process you run. They are tools that yield to your instructions to offer the results you desire.


Your brain can produce anything you put your mind to. It can help you solve equations, help you flirt with someone you fancy, help you cook refried beans, help you make a lot of money, help you lose it all gambling, help you make yourself miserable or help you blow your nose. Perhaps the most pivotal step in ensuring your brain delivers valuable results is to know what you want it to do.


Those who master the use of their brains, and use them efficiently, produce the ultimate output any brain can achieve. This can be summed up in three outputs. They realize their own individual happiness, they achieve a reasonable measure of success (depending on how they define success) and they live with the compassion needed to impact the lives of others positively.


All my work – my books, my podcast (Slo Mo), the happiness app (Appii), every training I have taught and every talk I have given – aims to help you achieve those three goals. This book is no exception. As we dive deep into the inner workings of our brains, we will attempt to deliver your happiness without ignoring your own individual success and your positive impact on the world. I hope you will find this worth your time.


I’ll go put on my overalls now and grab my toolbox to start deconstructing the machine. This may take me a few minutes. So while I do, let me suggest that you spend the time doing the following exercise. Take your time to finish it, and I will wait for you in the next chapter.


What are the sources of information you rely on as the input that informs your thinking process?


Every bit of information that enters your brain leads you down a path of a different set of thoughts. Over time, those thoughts make you the person that you are. They shape you so much that paying attention to what triggers them might be the most important thing you will ever do.


Awareness Exercise
What Triggers Your Thoughts
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	Target

	To become aware of what your thoughts are made of






	Duration

	5 minutes






	Repeat

	Repeat at least once a week as needed






	You’ll need

	A quiet place where you will not be interrupted
A notepad and a pen







Find a quiet place and take a few moments now to look back and ask yourself what sources of information you have been allowing into your head. Here are a few examples: Jacqueline, my friend from school, has been telling me about her diet. What my mother taught me about work ethic has been influencing my engagement at work. Recent posts on Instagram have been affecting my sense of self-worth. The news has been making me feel that our world is unsafe.


List all of them down – as many as you can.


This is just an awareness exercise. There’s nothing that you need to do about your list for now but that awareness will become useful in the next chapter as we analyse the different inputs we let into our brains.
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