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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


THE CAVEMAN RULES OF SURVIVAL


With the help of Dawn’s online therapy, I learned that the little voice in my head was caused by “stuff” in my subconscious – stuff that I could reframe, so the voice didn’t just quieten down but completely disappeared. I learned that my caveman brain was taking over and trying to keep me safe – and with the aid of Dawn’s therapy sessions and downloads, I learned a new way of seeing the world… The lessons I’ve learned have changed my life, my career, my family – everything. If I could share one thing, it would be Dawn’s message.


Rachel Lucas, Author


I enjoyed this book immensely; it offers sensible advice and says new things in an accessible way. All my research is geared towards helping us understand why we are as we are, and why we act the way we do, and The Caveman Rules clearly helps us to do those things. It could be as big as Emotional intelligence!


Trevor Harley, Professor of Psychology, Dundee University
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Foreword


My life was going brilliantly when I first spoke to Dawn Walton. I’d self-published my first novel, and watched it rise to the Amazon Top 10 within six weeks of publication. I’d signed with a major literary agency, was on the brink of agreeing a three book deal with Pan Macmillan, and I was a popular, outgoing member of the UK blogging community, talking regularly at conferences and giving workshops.


That was the theory, anyway…


In truth, I was in a perpetual state of panic that I was going to be found out. I’d be out there, selling myself as positive, confident and sociable, but inside there was a little voice nagging away telling me I wasn’t good enough and didn’t deserve any of this. I’d be telling people to get out, be positive, believe in themselves – and then I’d want to go home and hide under the blankets.


With the help of Dawn’s online therapy, I learned that the little voice in my head was caused by “stuff” in my subconscious – stuff that I could reframe, so the voice didn’t just quieten down but completely disappeared. I learned that my caveman brain was taking over and trying to keep me safe – and with the aid of Dawn’s therapy sessions and downloads, I learned a new way of seeing the world.


Now, instead of feeling sick with nerves, I relish the challenge of standing up and talking at a conference. My writing career is soaring forwards because I’ve stopped subconsciously sabotaging myself. Even if I have a bad day – and we all do – I’m able to see it for what it is. It’s just a bad day, not a sign that I’m a bad person, not a sign that I don’t deserve happiness.


The lessons I’ve learned have changed my life, my career, my family – everything. If I could share one thing, it would be Dawn’s message.


Read this book. Understand The Caveman Rules and everything in life will fall into place.


Rachael Lucas, Best Selling Author




Introduction


I sat in an old fashioned, slightly worn, armchair in a room in Harley Street. It struck me as out of place in such a prestigious location. I placed my legs and arms carefully in a relaxed pose in an attempt to hide my nerves. The room was quiet. I was sure the churning of my stomach, and the loud beating of my heart would give me away. Trevor, a Cognitive Hypnotherapist who I was there to see, sat just a few feet away in a similar granny-style armchair. I had been told he could help me in just a few sessions. I didn’t believe it, but I did hope it was true. That is why I had jumped on a plane from a small airport in Dundee and flown to London. Apparently Trevor could use hypnosis to make me happy.


So why was I there if I was so sceptical? I wasn’t sure. I asked myself that a lot in the days before my appointment. Like many people I wanted to believe in magic. I wanted to believe that I could get relief from the pain of memories and thoughts in my head. I wanted a reason to hope.


“How will you know what we do here today will have worked?” he asked with a kind voice.


This strange man was going to look in my head. All I wanted to do was run away.


“When my daughter asks me if I am happy, I don’t want to have to lie to her,” I answered.


He smiled.


We chatted some more. We had been talking on email for about a month before that first appointment, so he had a good idea of why I was there. He had explained why he believed he could help me. He explained the way the mind, and specifically memory, works. By the time I travelled to London I was beginning to believe he could help me.


“If you can just close your eyes.”


Distracted by my attempts to appear calm despite the rising panic, I’d forgotten that bit. Hypnosis meant going into a trance and succumbing to the will of someone else. I shifted uncomfortably in my chair and resolved that, even though my eyes were closed, I would not do anything he told me to do. Yet, within seconds, a series of memories began to appear in my mind. “Am I making these up or are they real moments?” I wondered.


Soon I lost track of time as he guided me through my life to earlier memories. My position in the chair didn’t matter anymore. My heartbeat settled as I became fully immersed in the movies behind the thoughts and feelings that had been painful for me for so long.


And then I was about six years old, standing outside the kitchen door with my older brother next to me. My stepmother stood in the doorway. She had just clouted me hard across the head. I was in shock. I was scared. I had a stain on my top, and it seemed that was the reason for getting hit. I could see and feel that moment as if it had happened the day before, not thirty-four years before.


The voice in the background, my guide, asked: “If she could learn something that would allow her to let go of the belief that there was something wrong with her, what might that be?”


“Duck and run!” I giggled. It seemed like really good advice.


Trevor didn’t seem to agree. I was a little disappointed because I’d already imagined the look on my stepmother’s face if I’d done that.


“What might have made her act in that way?” he asked.


“Dunno,” I answered. It’s hard when you are six to understand why adults behave in certain ways.


At this point he started to draw the adult me into this picture; the one sitting in Harley Street. He encouraged me to look, with adult eyes, at what it might be about my stepmother that made her behave in that way. He helped me see that she was angry and had her own issues. He helped me see that my brother was treated the same way. He helped me see that this wasn’t about me; it was about her.


He asked me again what I could do to pass that lesson down to the younger version of me. This time I had a different idea. I crouched down next to her and explained about the caveman brain. I explained how we are programmed to do whatever is necessary to keep the bond strong with our parents. I explained that it was part of her programming to feel responsible, but it was not her fault that she was getting hit. This would be a useful lesson for her as she grew up. She could let go of the belief that she was broken and flawed. (I also told her to duck – it seemed a shame to miss that chance!)


Later that day I sat in London City airport waiting for my flight home. I became aware that something was missing. It took me a while to work out what was different. The voice was quiet. The voice, which I hadn’t even realised was there until now, was silent. The voice that shouted “I hate you” constantly. The voice that talked about how useless I was and how I should not even try because there was no point. I was not good enough. “Give up,” the voice would say. “You are broken”. The voice was silent. I smiled. Maybe it was true? Maybe this guy had actually helped shift something already – in just one session.


Have you ever experienced a battle with yourself? An ongoing dialogue between a part of you that wants to do something and an inner voice that seems to be holding you back? In this book, I will explain how to identify the purpose of this inner voice, which I believe is trying to protect us from events that hurt us in childhood. I’ll refer to these experiences as “Things.” These “Things” are significant because they trigger a primal drive from our subconscious to protect us. I call it a “primal drive” because it is based on an outdated rule set from the caveman days.


I want to help you to see that clearing the Thing out of the way is not as difficult as you might think. In my experience, there is no problem that doesn’t have, at its root, something that triggered a protective state in the subconscious during childhood. This might result in mental health conditions such as anxiety or depression. Or it could result in addictions such as food, gambling, alcohol, and drugs. It can even be the cause of stress-related physical illnesses such as Irritable Bowel and Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. I believe that behind all these conditions we can find a Thing which our subconscious is trying to protect us from.


There are three basic rules of survival used by your subconscious to keep you safe and alive. It is one or more of these rules that is usually the basis of you developing a Thing (or Things) that can get in the way of life when you are an adult. The reason that they can be so damaging and limiting is that these rules are based on the requirements to survive in the days when we were cavemen. Unfortunately it seems that they haven’t really been updated through evolution to fit in with our modern society.


Rule Number 1 – React First or You’ll Die!


This rule is about fear and how to respond when under threat. It is applied from the moment you are born. It is a fundamental and primitive principle, to already have the basic skills and capabilities necessary for survival at the moment of birth. As a result, this rule requires that when faced with something that will hurt you (these days emotionally or physically), then you must react instantly and instinctively. It is not conducive to survival to take time to think through various scenarios to find the optimum outcome.


Rule Number 2 – If Your Parents Don’t Love You, You Will Die!


This rule is about understanding the impact that your actions and behaviours have on the bond with your parents. The desire to care for our young is a primitive one, but you can see many examples in the animal world where the bond is broken, or is never established, and the young animal dies. This was the same in the caveman days. This rule begins to kick in when you are capable of understanding different emotions and are able to equate your behaviours to the effect they have on the emotions of your parents.


Rule Number 3 – If You Are Not Part of a Pack, You Will Die!


This rule is about how you define your self-worth based on the people around you, and the role you play in society. Survival on your own, when you had to hunt and gather to live, was almost impossible, so we evolved to work together – to follow the strongest and to remove the weakest. This rule begins to kick in around the age of puberty, when your role in the pack changes from being a dependent one to a responsible one.


During my years as a Cognitive Hypnotherapist, when clients first come to see me, I have learnt to ask, “What’s that about?” as they start to describe how their problem is getting in the way of their life. We are all unique, and labels are really only useful when you need to diagnose and come up with a medical solution. In my world, it doesn’t really matter what the label for the problem is – anxiety, depression, overweight/underweight, self-esteem – whatever label the system would give them doesn’t tell me anything useful when it comes to helping them. The way they “do” their problem will be unique to them, and that’s what I need to work on. What I mean by “do” their problem is what thoughts and behaviours do they use to let them know they have a problem?


A fellow therapist once asked for ideas to help a client who was phobic of heights. The client was due to take a trip abroad, a journey which would require driving along high mountain roads. The thought of it terrified him. When my colleague tried to find the underlying cause of the phobia, she couldn’t find anything. The client struggled to even recall a feeling strong enough for my fellow therapist to work with. I asked her a simple question: “How does he know he is scared of heights if he can’t recall either an event or a feeling?” If the client could answer that question, then the therapist could find a route to a solution. In the end, the client knew he was scared of heights because of the physical anxiety he felt whenever he was high up. That was all she needed to help him change.


I approach each new client in the same way.


The first thing I need to do is to understand how you know you have a problem. This may sound like a weird thing to say, but there will be something about your behaviour that you want to lose. There will be something that motivated you to get in touch with me. You may have always had the problem, or it may be a recent thing, but at the end of the day you are unlikely to come to me just because you don’t feel right. You are going to come and see me because your problem has started limiting your life. At some point, the fear of contacting a stranger for help becomes easier to overcome than coping with a problem day in, day out. For example:


She feels fat and unhealthy, which means that she doesn’t feel comfortable in her clothes, and she shies away from activities that make her more self-aware, like swimming.


He can’t seem to find the motivation to do anything.


She feels like there is no hope for the future, and so she is increasingly withdrawing from society.


He feels anxious, so he avoids situations which make the anxiety worse, like social interaction or speaking out for himself.


Limiting behaviour is not a conscious choice. It happens automatically in your subconscious. If you could consciously choose to do whatever you wanted to do, and be whoever you wanted to be, life would be a lot easier (and I’d be out of a job!).


The second thing I need to understand is how we will both know when you are no longer experiencing the problem. This needs to be clearly measurable. There needs to be a way to see evidence of change. It may seem that this is cut and dried when it comes to clients who want to lose weight, and harder with others, but even with weight loss clients, this can be tricky. If, for example, a client says she wants to lose weight for health reasons, then how will she know when she is healthier? Think about it. How do you define healthy? By what you eat? How much exercise you do? The type of exercise? Or maybe it’s just the choice to walk instead of drive. The things we struggle with have a different meaning to each of us. So when I work with you on a problem, I also have to work with you on how you will know when our time together has made enough of a difference for you to be happy. This is the point at which I ask the magic wand question: “If I had a magic wand and I could wave it now, and you had achieved everything you wanted from working with me, how would you know?”


You see, the challenge in working with thoughts is that you can’t see them. Thoughts are not tangible. This means that it can be easy to write off changes as coincidence unless you are primed to look for differences. Some people won’t have any idea of where they want to get to. They just want to stop being where they are right now. That’s okay. In itself that gives me a lot of information to work with. The important thing for both of us to understand is: “How will you know that what we’ve done has worked?” Sometimes the very act of answering that question helps us both achieve some level of clarity on what the real problem is.


Within the space of one session it is possible to see a significant difference in a client’s thought process. However, because these changes can’t be seen outwardly, they aren’t clearly measurable. To help facilitate change, I need to prime my clients on how to see, experience and process the differences. I need to alert them to “the art of the possible”, where even one small difference is enough to establish evidence of wider changes to come. If I am too prescriptive, then it’s possible that my clients will overlook differences that may be unexpected. To get around this, I try to open up their minds to what might change in as generic a way as possible, by using vague language like “things” and “stuff”. This allows their mind to replace those words with specific ones that are unique to them.


Finally, once I know the problem and how we will measure change, it is time for me to get rid of it. Everyone has a “Thing” – the thing that the subconscious is using to trigger a behaviour pattern. My job is to find the Thing and clear it out of the way. This can be an evolutionary process, with each session giving you more and more clarity about who you will be once you are free of your problem. It’s a fun process (well, for me anyway) that can be likened to watching a butterfly learning how to flap its wings. There is no better feeling than seeing a client free to fly away and get on with their life.


You might find that, as you read through this book, a lot of examples in your own life start coming to mind that begin to make a lot more sense than they ever have. That’s a good thing. You might find that understanding the common root causes of different behaviours is all you need to clear it out of the way. If not, find someone to help!




The Subconscious and the Rulebook


Are you scared of spiders? If you’re not, I bet you know someone who is. In the UK the top two phobias are spiders and snakes. The irony of this is that there are no venomous spiders in the UK and almost no snakes. Most people will never see a snake in the wild in their lifetime. Now think about the situation in which someone is scared of spiders. Is his behaviour normal? Is that person, when in fear, the same as he is when he is not in fear? A friend once described his male friend as being “a big girl” because when he saw a spider, he freaked. Clearly he was not himself. He was under the control of his subconscious, which is the part of the brain that is not rational; it is emotional and responsible for keeping you safe from harm. That part of his brain saw the spider as a threat. This altered state is typically referred to as a trance state by hypnotherapists and psychologists. This seemingly strong and together male lost it when confronted with a tiny creature that can easily be squished with a boot. If only fear was a rational thing!


The reality is, whenever you are behaving in a way you would consciously choose not to, then you are in a trance state (i.e., your subconscious is in control). Have you ever driven through a set of traffic lights only to wonder if the light was actually on green? Trance. Have you ever walked out of your front door only to get halfway down the street and wonder if you really locked it? Trance.


It’s been said your subconscious is in charge for 90% of the day. Actually, some say that it’s in control for 95% of the day, but I find it hard to believe we have so little control, even though I know it may well be right. Anyway I guess 5% is neither here nor there in the grand scheme of things. The point is that you are not the boss of you; your subconscious is. I suppose if that’s the way it’s meant to be, then there really shouldn’t be a problem. However, let’s consider for a moment the role of your subconscious. It’s pretty simple really. The role of the subconscious is to do whatever is necessary to protect you and keep you alive. It is a primitive and emotional part of your brain, which is a bit of a problem when you consider how much of the time it is the boss of your actions!


Consider for a moment the difference between animals and humans. Animals are driven by their basic instincts. These can be summed up simply as eating and procreating. Everything in between is about recovery from those two things. Animals don’t think and analyse stuff because they don’t need to. They exist, and they react, and they stay alive and safe to the best of their abilities in the environment in which they live. An animal doesn’t need a purpose or a reason to exist. They just live in the moment. If you were to put a wild animal in a situation where there was plenty of food, most wouldn’t store it. (Those that do only do it for the purpose of hibernation.) Food is for eating. They don’t need the ability to resist their primitive needs because that adds nothing to their chances for survival.


In many ways, your brain is very similar to the animal brain. Your subconscious can be compared to the core brain function of an animal. It is also driven by basic primitive needs. It too is designed to respond based on instinct instead of calculated thought. Remember, this is the part of your brain that is in charge for 90% of the day. Most of your day you are driven by thoughts and behaviours based on a primitive need to survive. You might refer to this as instinct. You respond to most of what happens based on instinct. You form an opinion of someone in the first few seconds. For all the weighing up of pros and cons, most of us make big decisions based on what feels right. We are creatures driven by instinct and feelings who believe we are driven by logic.


It’s probably easy to accept the automatic functions of the subconscious: the part that keeps your heart pumping, your lungs breathing and all other ongoing bodily functions that keep you alive. It can be a bit more of a stretch to realise that also in that 90% are semi-automatic functions. Have you ever been on a journey and reached your destination only to realise that you don’t actually remember anything about the actual journey itself? If so, then you know how easy it is to go into this semi-automatic state. This can be even more worrying when it’s a road trip and you were the driver! Some people might call this daydreaming. You are daydreaming for far more of the time than you realise.


When something happens to a person that damages their brain, like a stroke, you become more aware of the importance of those semi-automatic functions. Losing the ability to do something simple that you always took for granted, like lifting a cup to your lips, shows how much of what you do is actually semi-automatic.


Think about breathing. Breathing will happen naturally without any intervention, but you can consciously focus on, and take control of, your breathing. Slow down each breath in and each breath out. Breathe in for a different count than breathing out. You can consciously take control of your breathing, or you can forget about it and allow your subconscious to manage the whole process. You can’t, however, hold your breath until you die. Your subconscious simply won’t let you. (Please don’t try and test that so that you can prove me wrong!)


The thoughts that flow around your head are similar to breathing. A whole bunch of stuff happens automatically. Even more happens semi-automatically. You know how to put on jeans or a shirt without having to give it any conscious thought until you are drunk or over-tired, when everything seems to require more of a conscious effort. Unless you have experienced any sort of brain damage, you can walk without having to think about it. When you run, most of you will have to be more consciously aware of your pace and foot placement. Sitting watching TV, only a small part of you will be paying attention to what you are watching, while at the same time other thoughts about things you need to do or what has happened in your day will be flying around. You might even find that things on the TV are triggering memories and emotions that are stored in your subconscious somewhere.


When I was a child I read Roald Dahl’s The Wonderful Story of Henry Sugar. Most people haven’t heard of this particular book, but it fascinated me because in it there was a character who could look at a room and memorise enough in a few seconds to navigate around the room with his eyes closed. He trained himself to do this by looking at the flame on a candle and then closing his eyes and holding the image of the flame in his mind for as long as possible. For years after I was obsessed with doing this (and I still am to some degree), but I have never managed to do it for more than a couple of seconds. My mind is simply too active with all its different thoughts. Try it. You might be surprised at how difficult it is. This practice would be referred to as mindfulness these days. Mindfulness is great for both physical and mental rejuvenation and can be very effective at allowing you to make the most of the 10% and quieten down some of the more negative thoughts that happen in the remaining 90%. We’ll look at this more at the end of this book.


You can, and do, function perfectly well with your subconscious being in the driving seat. That is, you do until that part of you kicks into protection overdrive for some unknown reason. Then it can really begin to get in the way of your life. You see, given that it is so primitive and so emotional, it is very easy for the subconscious part of your brain to make a miscalculation about something that is going to harm you. Let me give you an example from when I was a child:


My mother was very much into horses, so I used to go out riding with her to keep her company. I hated horses, to be honest, but I was a child, so I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. Horses don’t deal very well with unfamiliar stuff; if they ride the same route day in day out they are particularly sensitive to new items appearing on that route. A horse needs time to process. It needs to stop and look and make sure something is safe. If you don’t give it that time, then there is a high probability that it will spook and run away if it spots something unfamiliar. On this particular day, someone had left a blue plastic bag by the side of the road. Clearly this had not been there before, and my horse decided that this was a threat. To my horse a blue plastic bag fluttering in the breeze was unknown and therefore a risk; it was potentially something that could cause harm, like a predator. The way horses deal with predators is to run, and it didn’t matter that it had a person on its back! Off we set, and despite me heaving on the reins, the brakes just weren’t working. Once sufficiently clear of the threat, my horse decided to slam the brakes on and stopped dead. The inevitable consequence was that I went flying over its neck and landed on the ground with a thump. Luckily nothing was broken. The blue plastic bag triggered a flight response in my horse. It was pure protection from a perceived threat.


All through your life you encounter metaphorical blue plastic bags. These are triggers that set off a protection response in your subconscious. A protection response is one where your subconscious shuts off your ability to think rationally and acts on the basis of The Caveman Rules of Survival. Once a trigger has been activated, unless you respond to it with the appropriate flight, fight, freeze response, then your subconscious will continue to escalate the response until you listen. If you do respond appropriately (according to whatever rule of survival your subconscious is following), by giving in to the fight, flight, freeze response, then you are stuck with that response for the rest of your life. This is because your subconscious has been validated and will continue to trigger the same response even at the thought of the trigger being present in your future. It is impossible to un-see something you have seen. This means that once a protection response has been activated in the subconscious, it will continue to attempt to protect you whenever it perceives a threat from that trigger. However, it will also gradually expand the scope to include more and more similar situations until soon, things that used to be perfectly fine for you, now trigger an anxiety-based reaction. The only way to change it is to get rid of the Thing that triggered the response in the first place. It’s easier to understand this in animals but maybe a little trickier to see a situation where you are terrified of standing up and talking to a room full of people in the same way. When I go into the first caveman rule of survival in more detail in the next chapter, hopefully it will begin to make more sense.
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