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Author’s Note


Over the course of my clinical experience, I have been honored to witness my patients’ initial discomfort, inevitable insight, and profound breakthroughs while practicing Radical Emotional Acceptance. The patients in Give a Fuck, Actually represent the many individuals who have bravely embarked on the path towards embracing their fucks. Central to my work as a psychiatrist is confidentiality. I took the Hippocratic oath to preserve the privacy of my patients. The composite characters in this book are entirely fictitious; any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


However, the emotions are very real. We all give a fuck, whether we like it or not. My hope, in creating these characters, is for you to find a piece of yourself. To embrace the unavoidable human experience of having strong emotions. As James Baldwin wrote: “It was books that taught me that the things that tormented me most were the very things that connected me with all the people who were alive or who had ever been alive.”


Give a Fuck, Actually is as much a self-help guide as a collection of individual stories. While you will glean much emotional wisdom from meeting each character and practicing The Five Acceptances, they are not a substitute for therapy. This book is created to support, not replace, professional guidance.




For Mardi, who helped this deadened man begin to feel again




Introduction


Ending the Vicious Cycle of Fuck Suppression


Have you ever wished we could cherry-pick what we give a fuck about? Wouldn’t life be great if you could choose not to feel enraged, violated, betrayed, abandoned, fearful, vulnerable, or ashamed? If instead, you could skip straight to the good stuff and feel energized, happy, and grateful every single day?


And yet…


Despite all our clever fuck-denying mechanisms and fuck suppression regimens, we know the truth. We feel it in our sleepless nights and twisted guts. We do give a fuck, actually.


We’re told not to give a fuck by everything from bestselling books to mainstream fashion. But contrary to popular opinion, that’s impossible. The title of this book refers to the fact that we already care before we have any choice in the matter.


Emotional reactions (hereby called fucks) happen. No matter what, no matter how often we tell ourselves otherwise. Our fucks are no more under our control than robocalls at dinnertime.


As a therapist, I’ve seen too many patients who roll out yards of yellow police tape between themselves and their more vulnerable emotions. We view our emotions as something to be cordoned-off, over-intellectualized, minimized, or avoided at all costs.


In doing so, we compound our struggles. By denying our fucks, we create an exhausting battle within ourselves. Because not giving a fuck goes against our nature. It goes against our human hardwiring. And it goes against our quest for greater self-knowledge and actualization.


I’ve seen so much pernicious fuck blocking in my clinical practice, I coined a term for it: emotiaphobia: the irrational fear of emotions. Emotiaphobia is not to be confused with emetophobia, the irrational fear of vomiting. And yet, for both, the anticipation of puking or emoting can be worse than the pukefest or emotional outburst itself. It’s the reason the fear of having a panic attack is often all that’s required to bring on an actual attack.


We can trace all this avoidance to a single underlying fear: we will get stuck in a painful emotion forever. To avoid a permanent fuck-rut, we refuse to feel—not even for a moment. Instead, we tell ourselves: “I just don’t give a fuck.”


This adult lullaby works until it doesn’t. By denying our human nature, we get trapped in a hellish loop of repetitive, intrusive thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations. This is why our suppressed fucks can manifest as chronic stomach aches, sore necks, back pain, poor sleep, headaches, high blood pressure, hormonal changes, and even overactive bladders. Starting to sound familiar?


There’s a better way. It begins with fully feeling each and every one of your fucks.


Yes, I’m afraid there’s no way around it. I’m not a fuck-erasing wizard. But the process need only last a manner of minutes. From there, you can learn from the valuable emotional data your fucks provide and use that information to make better life decisions. After all, when you change your life for the better, you get new fucks. Better fucks. Dom Pérignon fucks.


This method involves dropping your defenses. It’s not elaborate, expensive, or woo-woo. It doesn’t require drugs, magic mushrooms, meditation, or any other altered states of consciousness. It only requires an attitude of acceptance for you to begin: acknowledging the fuck.


Fuck suppression is a vicious cycle. A trap we lay for ourselves, even with the best intentions.


Radical Emotional Acceptance is the way out.


Radical Emotional Acceptance


If you know anyone on the autism spectrum, or if you are on the spectrum yourself, I bet you’re familiar with the concept of hypersensitivity. Of course, you don’t have to be autistic to be a highly sensitive person, but for the purposes of this example I’m speaking to the extreme sensory sensitivity experienced by individuals on the spectrum. For example, a friend of mine was diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome at the age of three. These days he’s a high-functioning logistician for a major shipping company, but once upon a time he was a grumpy-ass toddler who’d throw a fit if the tag on his OshKosh B’gosh overalls so much as riffled the small of his back.


My friend was so hypersensitive to clothing labels that his mom cut them out of all his school and gym uniforms. But that wasn’t enough. The very texture of most clothing drove him crazy. He attended a parochial school that used a polyester blend for their uniforms. By the age of seven, he was the only kid at school wearing a homespun uniform of a white linen shirt tucked into drawstring pants; the bullies at school started calling him Lil’ Amish Boy. The name stuck, and my friend’s confidence cratered. Finally, his mom took him to a therapist for systematic desensitization therapy.


The therapist helped my friend get to the point where a formerly intolerable sound or texture became a neutral sensation. Over the course of treatment, what were once excruciating stimuli—halogen lights, the texture of raisins, a hug from daddy’s steel-wool beard—became bearable, even a source of delight. Systematic desensitization therapy helped my friend recalibrate and become curious about these sensations: How did the steel-wool texture make him feel? What were his natural responses telling him? Eventually, a wool sweater ceased to be an iron maiden and started to feel like wool, like dad, like love.


Rather than avoiding the painful stimuli and compounding his phobias, my friend was gradually exposed to sensations that bothered him. At first, it was only for a matter of seconds, but he learned to abide his feelings of deep discomfort. Next, he learned how to get curious about those feelings. In time, he could tolerate his school uniform. After a few months of therapy, he took pleasure in wearing his poly-blend to school. No biggie, and no more Lil’ Amish Boy.


Radical Emotional Acceptance, or REA, is systematic desensitization therapy for our fear of emotions. I have honed this approach with my patients over the past decade, and it delivers swift results. Instead of treating emotions as the enemy, they become our friends. Rather than avoiding our painful fucks, we feel them fully. We get curious. We start to explore. We become less reliant on our persistent thoughts, and more trusting of our sixth sense, that mysterious, gut-level instinct that guides us towards the light.


REA’s psychological forebear is radical acceptance, a concept central to the emotionally-focused therapies which revolutionized my understanding of how emotions work. The core emotionally-focused psychotherapies informing The Five Acceptances—now get ready for the acronym parade—are Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), Dr. Sue Johnson’s Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT), and Dr. Otto F. Kernberg’s Transference-Focused Psychotherapy (TFP). My thinking on the intersection of mental health therapy and REA also owes a large debt of gratitude to Internal Family Systems (IFS), an integrative, evidence-based psychotherapy developed by Dr. Richard C. Schwartz.


REA takes these emotionally-focused modalities one step further. You can do more than grin and bear your discomforting fucks. To truly practice emotional acceptance, you must accept all of your emotions, both positive and painful. Affirming your joy is just as important as acknowledging your anger. Your fucks, in aggregate, give you insight into the desires, preferences, and values that form your sense of self.


As a busy doctor and a soon-to-be father of four, I’ve never found that mythical 25th hour in the day. But by accepting my emotions, I can tap into that honey pot of extra energy. I don’t waste unnecessary emotional resources denying my fucks. When I feel overwhelmed or stressed—like I did, many times, while writing this book—I can cut through my need to “get it just right.” I honor what’s underneath: a genuine desire to improve people’s lives. From practicing REA, I feel clear-headed, focused, and mobilized in ways I never thought possible.


In my clinical practice, I’ve seen how embracing fucks works as a powerful vaccine. It inoculates us from losing ourselves in toxic situations, because it keeps us honest—honest with ourselves. As soon as many of my patients learn to listen to their soul’s calling, they find it impossible to remain in dynamics where they have to go against their own grain. REA, by definition, is an act of empowerment, not resignation.


Through Radical Emotional Acceptance, you will learn to trust your emotions. You will come to thank them for their service. Once you get the hang of it, you will find refuge within a maelstrom of fucks. Emotional literacy isn’t taught in school, but it’s something we must learn if we are to experience the deep rest that comes from making peace with our own internal weather. Believe me, you can go through years of advanced medical training without ever being taught how emotions work. Ever heard the saying, “Write the book you want to read?” For me, Give a Fuck, Actually is that book.


The Five Acceptances


The Five Acceptances are for everyone. They work anytime, anywhere, and are simple by design. Although they are presented sequentially in this book, you don’t need to practice them all, or in any particular order, to get results. The Acceptances are like the stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. It’s more common to toggle back and forth between a few. Sometimes the Third Acceptance does the trick: Listen to the fuck. As you become a fuck-feeling connoisseur, you may find yourself exclusively practicing the Fifth Acceptance: Thank the fuck.


Give a Fuck, Actually is inspired by real patient encounters with Radical Emotional Acceptance. However, all characters you will meet in this book are fictitious composites informed by a decade of process notes and patient observation. I cannot overstate my gratitude for how my understanding and formulation of REA has been shaped by my patients, and the courage they have shown in meeting some of their fiercest emotions with an open heart. The creation of REA and the Five Acceptances has been an eye-opening journey every step of the way.


In the Preface, you’ll encounter Tina, a rockabilly project manager who wants you to know she REALLY DOESN’T GIVE A FUCK that her best friend started drinking again. In Chapter 1, we meet Addie, who hides behind work, amphetamine salts, and merlot to deny her vulnerable emotions, with anger as her shield. In Chapter 2, we meet Daniel, a young movie buff who, in the midst of the Covid-19 shutdowns, has been deprived of his foremost fuck-denying mechanism: a trip to the movie theater.


In Chapter 3 we meet Mask Man (he also goes by Gabriel), who took a swing at an unmasked dude in Whole Foods in the pandemic summer of 2020. The altercation went viral (6 million views!), and now he must weather an international tweetstorm while trying to get a grasp on his short-fused temper. In Chapter 4, we learn of two sisters, Natalia and Emily, with similar relationship struggles, but vastly different outcomes. One sister married an overt narcissist, while the other sister married a covert narcissist. If you’ve never learned the distinction between the two, I hope this Chapter is an eye-opener.


Each Chapter is anchored by a single Acceptance, and a singular character’s journey through REA. Chapter 5—the Fifth Acceptance—is the ultimate reward—the self-love that comes from radically embracing all our fucks.


Through the alchemy of acceptance, our sorrows and our joys become our teachers. Distress, when tolerated, turns into powerful insight. Yearning, when embraced, transforms into life-changing action.


So, are you ready to end your needless suffering and celebrate your fucks? Then let’s begin.
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