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Preface


“Why did I say that?” “I can’t believe I ate all that!” “What was I thinking?” We’ve all asked these questions of ourselves at one time or another. Every one of us has said or done something that we later regret, even though we know better. And we’re likely to do it over and over again.


As a clinical psychologist working with individuals, couples, and families for over twenty-seven years, I have met thousands of people who struggle with self-defeating patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving. Most of them would not be considered “mentally ill.” They are probably just like you. They have jobs and pay taxes; some are married and some are not. Most of them are intelligent and are motivated to change. They have control over many facets of their lives, but they can’t seem to control themselves. They lash out at others; or they fall into addictive patterns of eating, drinking, or smoking; or they get involved in affairs; or they end up in other self-defeating cycles.


While talking through their problems is helpful, my clients also benefit from homework tasks and reading assignments. Not only do these adjuncts to psychotherapy reinforce what has been discussed in therapy sessions, but they also help people gain deeper understanding into their minds and experience what it’s like to take charge of their own lives. When people truly comprehend how they came to be mired in personal problems, they can focus their energies on finding solutions. When they acquire new insights and tools for one set of problems, they can often apply these strategies to future situations.


One tool that I have found useful with my clients is the concept of the “inner brat.” Not a formal psychiatric diagnosis, this inner brat is nevertheless responsible for getting us into trouble with ourselves and others. I began using the concept of the inner brat a few years ago as a way of helping people get a handle on some of their counterproductive thoughts and behaviors. At first my clients reacted with amusement, but when they saw how the idea of an inner brat could quickly bring their problems into focus, they made impressive gains in changing their self-defeating patterns. Thus came the idea for this book. If getting familiar with one’s inner brat could help my clients, I reasoned, it could probably help many other people. It is not necessary to be in psychotherapy in order to benefit from the ideas and advice presented here.


If you find yourself frequently doing and saying things you later regret, you will benefit from the information and advice in this book. Chapters 1 and 2 introduce the inner brat and the many ways in which it affects your life. Chapters 3 and 4 provide brief descriptions of the general workings of the mind as well as how contemporary culture has encouraged “bratty” behavior. Chapters 5 and 6 describe the major components of the inner brat: impulsiveness and narcissism. Chapter 7 is a short quiz to help you estimate your own inner brat’s dominance. Chapters 8, 9, and 10 illustrate the various mental techniques that the inner brat uses. Chapter 11 shows you how to minimize the chances that your inner brat will gain control. But if it does gain control, Chapter 12 outlines specific techniques to tame it. Chapter 13 addresses specific problems in the context of the inner brat and offers suggestions for change, and Chapter 14 suggests what to do about the inner brats of other people in your life.


Throughout this book are case examples. For reasons of confidentiality, these examples do not reflect the circumstances of specific people whom I have helped. They are, however, typical of many people with whom I have worked.


It is not easy to change long-standing patterns of self-defeating thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. However, it is certainly possible to do so, especially when you gain a new perspective and the right tools. This book will give you a greater understanding of why you do what you do. It will also show you how to make changes that last. If you’re up to the challenge, you have a good chance of taming your inner brat once and for all.
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1


An Inner Brat?!! Who, Me??


Deep within the recesses of our psyches there resides a brat. We each have a brat inside of us, a remnant of our childhood. This brat is responsible for much of what we hate most about ourselves. Let me explain . . .


While most of us would like to think of ourselves as rational beings who behave logically and have control over our emotions, this is not always the case. We do sometimes lose our tempers, give in to temptation, or say things we later regret. At such times we tend to blame other people or situations. For example, we convince ourselves that we got angry because someone provoked us, or that we just couldn’t resist the delicious-looking dessert that was calling our name, or that we couldn’t start working on the income-tax return because the kids were too noisy or because we had a head cold.


If these sound like excuses to you, they are. Think how dejected you’d feel if every time you didn’t live up to your ideal performance you blamed your weak will, your selfish streak, or your short temper. It’s much easier to think of reasons outside of yourself to account for your decisions and behavior, even when the reasons don’t fully make sense. After all, you’ve been provoked countless times before and did not lose your temper. You’ve resisted dozens of delicious desserts in the past without a twinge of regret. And when April 14 rolled around, you got to the taxes—noisy children, stuffy head cold, and all.


No, it’s not the situation or another person that makes you say or do things that you later regret. It’s a much stronger force, a force so compelling that it seems to have a life of its own. When this force is in control, you might even feel that you’re not your “normal” self. It’s not the “real” you who loses your temper or succumbs to temptation or laziness. It’s something inside you, but not the you.


This inner force acts like an immature, spoiled child who demands immediate attention and satisfaction—a brat. A brat wants what it wants, when it wants it, and doesn’t care who or what is hurt or destroyed in the process. A brat also relentlessly refuses to do what it doesn’t want, regardless of the consequences. All a brat cares about is itself and taking care of its own immediate needs as quickly and completely as possible.


If you find yourself acting like a brat more often than you’d care to admit, you’re not alone. All of us—even the most educated, wise, and reasonable people—behave in bratty ways. You’ve seen bratty behavior in your parents, in your bosses, and even in your sports heroes and community leaders once in a while. Some people are aware of such behavior within themselves, but many are not. In the next few pages, you’ll first meet Emily and then Dave, two people who know they behave irrationally but can’t seem to stop. (All names used in this book are fictitious, but the situations represent those experienced by real people.)


Emily


Emily arrived at my office distraught. It had happened again. Her husband had forgotten to phone to tell her he was going to be late. By the time he came home, she was in such a rage that she called him every name in the book and threatened him with divorce.


It was her sixth psychotherapy visit. By this point, she had learned how her childhood had shaped her view of the world. Her mother’s volatile temper was something that she remembered all too well, and she recalled having vowed to herself that she would never behave the way her mother had. Nevertheless, here she was, yelling at her husband and children over minor issues, only to regret it later. Moreover, just like her mother, she could not bring herself to apologize after losing her temper. Emily said, “I know I should count to ten when I get angry, or sometimes even a hundred, but something happens inside me. It’s like an overpowering urge to hurt the person I’m mad at. I know what I should do and say, but for some reason, I can’t control myself. I must be crazy or something.”


Emily isn’t crazy. She is a well-respected professional in the community with considerable experience in helping others. People come to her for advice. “If they only knew. . .” she mused. The majority of the time Emily is reasonable and approachable. But occasionally, when her emotional “hot buttons” get pushed, she seems to turn into an angry five-year-old, complete with foot stamping, name calling, and irrational screaming. Unfortunately, these episodes are taken out on the people she cares about most—her family.


Emotional Hot Buttons


Emotional hot buttons are memories of past hurtful events or situations that once caused us anger, fear, or shame. Each of us has our own hot buttons. For some people, they may include angry voices; for others, they may encompass experiences of loss, or abandonment, or humiliation. Everyone’s experience of a hot button is unique to that individual’s memories, background, and personality. Emily’s hot buttons are related to feelings of rejection that she experienced as a child. Her mother, a woman with a fiery temper, was quick to criticize her, even for minor mistakes. While growing up, Emily learned that if she took the initiative to dust and vacuum and wash the dishes, her mother might overlook the fact that her shoes weren’t polished to a shine. She believed that if she pleased her mother often enough, her mother might someday give her a hug for no reason, just because she loved her. It is no surprise that Emily grew into a perfectionistic person herself, ever alert to signs of approval and disapproval from others. Now, whenever she feels overworked and unappreciated, she reacts as if the world has conspired against her.


A common hot button for many people is related to angry voices. If you grew up in a family where there was a great deal of fighting or physical abuse, you were probably terrified by loud voices as a child. After all, at seven or eight years old, a child has virtually no power to make the yelling stop. The memories of the loud voices stay with you forever. Years later, when a boss, a spouse, or other important person in your life raises his or her voice, you might react with anxiety or anger at a level that is out of proportion to the current situation. This reaction occurs because situations today trigger feelings that were established in the past.


Another common hot button is associated with abandonment. Most young children have been lost or separated from their parents on at least one occasion, and usually more. Since children have active imaginations, it isn’t unusual for them to worry that their parents have abandoned them and won’t come back. This theme is so universal that it is found in several myths and fairy tales, the most familiar of which is “Hansel and Gretel.” In adulthood, the theme of abandonment takes on a symbolic as well as a literal meaning. Not only might a person be overly sensitive to a friend or lover being physically absent but also to behaviors that might represent emotional abandonment. If you are extremely hurt when someone is not attentive enough, when someone disagrees with you, or when someone fails to buy you the perfect gift, you are probably interpreting such actions as indicators of abandonment or desertion.


A third common emotional hot button is associated with feelings of shame and humiliation. We have all felt shame in our lives, usually triggered by our parents’ admonition or public embarrassment. Shame made us feel not only powerless but also inadequate and unlovable. If you find yourself easily embarrassed by friendly teasing, if you take extra care to be more private about yourself than most people are, it is possible that one of your hot buttons is related to shaming experiences which you had as a child.


There are many different hot buttons, and they are experienced by each of us in our own unique way. How we experience these hot buttons is based on the situations we were exposed to as young children and, more importantly, how we interpreted these situations. Thus, two children in a family may have overheard the same fights between their parents, but one child may grow up to actively ignore loud voices, while the other child grows up to anticipate and overreact to them.


We all have emotional hot buttons, and most of the time they are not a problem. As we go about our daily business, we don’t usually dwell on painful memories of childhood. Every now and then, however, someone will say or do something that reminds us of an intensely emotional situation from our past. Boom! This immediately triggers feelings similar to those we felt in the original situation. It usually happens so fast that most of us are unaware of the connection between current feelings and past events.


When our hot buttons are triggered, we react intensely—either with strong feelings, such as anger or rage, or else with behavior involving indulgent self-gratification. For example, some people fly off the handle at the first sign of frustration, while others turn to cigarettes, alcohol, or food. Such self-indulgence is viewed by many mental-health experts as an escape from certain unacceptable feelings. In any case, whether we take out our feelings on someone else or through self-indulgence, it serves as a means of immediate relief from internal discomfort. Just as infants and young children can’t stand being hungry, cold, wet, or ignored, we as adults often act as if we can’t tolerate the hot-button emotions that are triggered within us.


We are particularly vulnerable to having our emotional hot buttons triggered when we feel overly stressed or frustrated. At such times, it doesn’t take much to send us over the edge. For example, while Emily was giving her toddler, Jeremy, a bath, she was also thinking about putting some cupcakes in the oven for her older son’s school party the next day and cleaning up the kitchen. Then she reminded herself that she had to finish a report for work the next day. “How am I going to get all that done and still get to bed before midnight?” she asked herself desperately. Just then, Jeremy threw his rubber duckie into the air, and as it fell back into the water, it made a big splash all over her and the floor. Jeremy screeched in delight, but to Emily this only meant more work piled onto what she had already envisioned for the night. Without thinking, Emily yelled at Jeremy for making such a mess, and she roughly removed him from the tub.


If Emily had taken a moment to assess the situation logically, she might have responded quite differently, enjoying her son’s delight. But she was already feeling stressed, and she was so self-absorbed with her own problems that she couldn’t see beyond them.


Emily’s reaction was purely emotional and impulsive. We would call her behavior irrational, that is, behavior not based on logic or reason. Given enough stress and frustration, most people behave irrationally. Instead of discussing an issue, we yell and interrupt. Rather than listening to what the other person has to say, we resort to blaming and name-calling. Such behavior is usually very self-centered and is more typical of a young child than of a mature adult.


Everyone behaves this way sometimes, even the most reasonable and mature among us. That’s because the irrational force is very powerful. It stems from primitive instincts and emotions that we were all born with. This force demands immediate attention, immediate relief from discomfort, or immediate gratification. It is what I call the inner brat.


Social scientists and the medical profession have come up with complex-sounding names for people’s tendency to give in to the impulse of the moment: low frustration tolerance, weak ego controls, difficulties with delay of gratification, superego lacunae, and a host of others. While such labels may be helpful in making specific diagnoses, they don’t mean much to the average person. On the other hand, most of us have a pretty good idea of what a brat is. A brat—usually a young child—wants what it wants, when it wants it. A brat won’t take no for an answer. If a brat doesn’t get its way, it hollers, pouts, or carries on until someone gives in. There is no need for psychiatric jargon when we have a perfectly suitable common term to describe our self-centered, demanding impulses. (Throughout this book, the term brat will be referred to as of neuter gender.)


Dave


The inner brat is responsible for many addictive behaviors. Consider the case of Dave, a thirty-four-year-old computer programmer who prides himself on being rational and logical. At work, he is known for his patience in anticipating and solving computer problems. But in his personal life, he can’t seem to find a solution for his addiction to tobacco. Back in college, Dave started smoking cigarettes while unwinding from studying. He figured this would be only temporary, just until he got his degree. Like most young people, he felt confident that he could quit smoking as soon as he got into the “serious” world of work. And, unfortunately, like most people who begin smoking, he found that the habit was much harder to break than he expected. For the past few months, Dave has made several attempts to quit smoking. He tried behavior therapy, nicotine gum, nicotine patches, and even an antidepressant drug approved for this purpose. Nothing helped. Dave describes it this way: “I don’t know what it is that drives me to light up that cigarette. I’m a sensible person. I want to stop smoking. I can think of ten thousand reasons to quit and no logical reason to continue smoking. But then I start thinking about a cigarette, and the thought becomes stronger and stronger. Pretty soon I can’t think of anything else. I must have that cigarette; I can’t concentrate on anything else until I grab a smoke and get it over with.”


Dave has come face to face with his inner brat. The inner brat seizes his attention and won’t let go until it’s satisfied. It reminds him just how much he needs that cigarette and that there is nothing more important than satisfying the urge right now! Dave feels at a loss about how to deal with this urge. In the presence of his craving, all logic seems to fly out the window.


We can all sympathize with Dave. If it’s not cigarettes we crave, perhaps it’s alcohol or chocolate. Some of us are also drawn into activities that we know are not good for us, such as overeating, gambling, excessive shopping, or spending too much time on the Internet. Each time we do something we know is bad for us, our inner brat is at work. It urges us, “Go ahead and have that ice cream. It’s a hot day. You deserve a treat.” It says to us, “Just one more drink, and that’ll be it for the night.” It alerts us, “Today is the last day of the shoe sale. You have tons of shoes at home, but these are special. You’d better grab several pair before someone else gets to them first.”


Destructive Impact of the Inner Brat


The inner brat can be quite destructive. When Emily loses her temper, her husband and children remember her piercing voice and nasty words long after she has calmed down and forgotten the incident. Every time Dave gives in to his urge for a cigarette, he feels ashamed and weak. Mature adults hate to think of themselves as not having self-control. Whenever the inner brat is in charge, we are at the mercy of raw emotional impulses that can have serious consequences for ourselves and for the people around us.


In this book, you will learn more about this force inside you called the inner brat. You will learn how to recognize it and how to minimize its impact. You will also realize that even if you had an unhappy childhood, even if you didn’t have the same opportunities as your peers, even if you’re not as smart or good-looking as other people you know, you can still overcome self-destructive habits and behaviors.


Where Does the Brat Come From?


Of course, there is no actual brat inside our heads. The term inner brat is just a convenient way of describing a set of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that originated from feelings and behaviors which we experienced and expressed as infants and young children. All young children behave in a demanding, unreasonable way at times. The “brats” are those who behave this way frequently. True brats are not born; they are created. Their parents make the common mistake of surrendering to the brat’s demands just to get some peace and quiet. You’ve probably seen such children with their parents in the aisles of the grocery store. They are the ones who whine or argue about wanting certain kinds of cereal or cookies. First, the parents say no, but when the children start protesting loudly, the parents give in, just to keep them quiet. At home, these same children challenge their parents when it comes to following rules, bedtime routines, and accepting the word “no.” If the parents are not consistent in enforcing rules and consequences, the children learn that by protesting visibly enough and for long enough, they will get what they want. Thus the cycle begins. By the time the parents realize that by giving in to their children’s demands they have actually rewarded them for whining, sulking, or screaming, it’s almost too much effort to turn back.


Not every child turns out to be a brat. If parents resist giving in to their children’s every demand, youngsters eventually learn to wait their turn, to put work before play, and to control their anger. This takes several years, and of course, it doesn’t work in every situation. As children grow toward adulthood, they are expected to exercise more and more self-control. The marks of maturity are staying cool at times of stress, knowing when to be generous and when to take care of oneself, and knowing how to make up for transgressions.


Nevertheless, no matter how mature we become, there are still remnants of old primitive emotions and impulsive reactions. Back in the recesses of our memories are the times from our infancy and early childhood when we did immediately get what we wanted, usually by screaming or whining. When these memories are triggered, none of us is so cool or so mature that we don’t overreact. Periodically, we all feel that familiar, overwhelming sense of urgency about something trivial.


The part of ourselves that never matured is another aspect of what I call the inner brat. This inner brat can focus on only one thing at a time. And when it focuses, it can be relentless. Just like a spoiled child, it distracts us, pesters us, and tries to do whatever it takes to get what it wants. It doesn’t like to wait, either. The longer it waits, the longer and more intensely we have to “pay.” When we finally do give in to our inner brat, we have unwittingly increased the likelihood that this inner brat will try the same tactics next time, only more intensely in order to get our attention sooner.


Remember Emily, the woman who took out her anger on her family? Her inner brat had no patience. It convinced her that her husband’s failure to call was a deliberate act of disrespect that must be avenged and that her young son’s splashing in the tub was intended only to create more work for her.


Consider the example of Dave, the self-proclaimed reasonable man who could not resist cigarettes. His inner brat kept him focused on thinking about smoking, on the momentary relief from tension that smoking could bring. He ultimately gave in to his brat because the tension of ignoring it was too overwhelming. It was so much easier just to have the stupid cigarette and get it over with, so he could continue on with his day.


To summarize thus far, the inner brat is a part of us that never matured. It’s a remnant of our early childhood that will always be with us. When our emotional hot buttons are triggered, it reacts impulsively and intensely with the goal of immediate satisfaction of its own needs. In its wake, it can leave chaos or destruction for ourselves and those around us.


What Good Does It Do to Picture Yourself as Having an Inner Brat?


Picturing an inner brat serves several important functions: It helps add objectivity, preserve self-esteem, and cut problems down to size, and it is an effective shortcut for dealing with certain problems. Research has shown that when you have some distance or objectivity, you are more effective in dealing with problems. It is for this reason that doctors are strongly advised against treating their own family members, and attorneys are reminded that “a lawyer who represents himself has a fool for a client.” From your personal experience, you probably know that it’s easier to see flaws in other people than in yourself. When you visualize your undesirable characteristics as belonging to an entity such as your inner brat, you gain some perspective to help you see things more clearly. At the same time, you still own responsibility for the problem. By labeling your thoughts or behaviors as a product of your own inner brat, you don’t have to blame anyone else.


A second advantage to using the inner-brat notion is that it preserves your self-esteem. When you use the idea of an inner brat to reflect some of your least-liked qualities, you can see them as separate from the real you. Thus, you can still view yourself as a reasonable or as a basically kind person, albeit with a pesky brat that sometimes interferes. Considering problematic thoughts, feelings, or behaviors as belonging to such a pesky brat cuts the problems down to size. It is easier to figure out what to do about a brat than to feel at the mercy of powerful, unknown internal forces.


Finally, using the idea of an inner brat is an efficient shortcut for defining your problem, deciding what to do about it, and acting on that decision. When you use the idea of an inner brat to describe what you don’t like about yourself, you immediately bring into focus the essence of how you sabotage your best intentions. There is no need for in-depth analysis of what you’re thinking or feeling; you know instantly what you mean when you call parts of yourself “bratty.”


The Inner Brat versus the Inner Child


Over ten years ago, several books were written about our “inner child.” John Bradshaw (1990), Charles Whitfield (1987), Alice Miller (1983), and other professionals used this term to describe our childlike, creative, spontaneous “true self.” This true self supposedly becomes suppressed and buried when our parents abuse us or fail to properly nurture us. In its place emerges a “wounded self,” which is the source of all our emotional pain, relationship problems, and addictions. Earlier in this chapter, in the section on hot buttons, I described a few scenarios in which people can develop feelings of fear, abandonment, shame, and humiliation. Such experiences are active fodder for the proponents of the inner child, who examine them in exquisite detail.


The main task of “inner child work” is to recognize all the pain inflicted by our parents and other caregivers and to grieve over it. Through this grief process, we are urged to reexperience the anger, loneliness, sadness, and other intense emotions that we supposedly suppressed as children. Much of the inner child work is done in a group situation, which typically becomes very emotional, with much weeping, hugging, and comforting. People usually take turns giving testimony to the wounds and indignities that they suffered at the hands of their care-givers. Rage against one’s parents is not only accepted, it’s encouraged. While raging against parents, group participants receive affirmation that they themselves are lovable individuals, regardless of how much they’ve screwed up in life. Now, I am not opposed to people learning to love themselves, but to assume that the majority of their unacceptable feelings and actions were caused by their parents only renders them more helpless and self-righteous in absolving themselves of responsibility for their actions.


The ultimate goal of inner child work is to uncover one’s creative, spontaneous self and to free oneself from thoughts and behaviors that interfere with harmonious relationships. However, many people stay stuck in the grieving process. Considering the focus of inner child therapy, this result is not surprising. When the initial thrust of the therapy is to uncover and examine rage and other strongly negative feelings, it is very difficult to get beyond the grief. Furthermore, the group process and well-meaning therapists legitimize such feelings as valid and necessary. Consequently, many people spend months, and even years, dwelling on the bad breaks they got as children. In their search for self-esteem, these people may never emerge from feeling victimized.


As Don Henley wrote in a popular song in 1994, “Get over it.” Everyone has experienced pain as a child. It may be true that your father beat your mother, or perhaps he even beat you. But that does not necessarily explain why you continue to drink too much, eat too much, lose your temper, or engage in other destructive behaviors. It doesn’t explain why you continue to feel sorry for yourself today. What perpetuates such behaviors and thoughts is the fact that you allow yourself to continue them. Behavioral scientists have demonstrated that it isn’t always necessary to have full knowledge of the origin of moods and bad habits in order to change them. Knowledge helps you understand your problem in a larger context, but insight alone is rarely sufficient to make changes. People who seek to discover their inner child typically end up with more excuses than solutions for their problems.


As you can see, the inner brat is quite different from the inner child. It is just as “real” in our personal history as is our spontaneous, creative self. Like the inner child, the inner brat developed from real experiences and real responses from our caregivers. But the inner brat is not something that we seek to nurture. Although it is important to know our inner brat, the ultimate goal is to move our inner brat from a state of prominence in our lives to a place in the background in order to minimize its interference. The inner-child approach dwells on our emotional hot buttons and their origins. It magnifies the impact of negative experiences, making us feel almost helpless to do anything about them. On the other hand, the inner brat, in part, represents the way in which we react when our emotional hot buttons are triggered. And that is something over which we do have control.


The Inner Child versus the Beast


The idea of a primitive “Beast” in our minds was developed by Jack Trimpey. A former alcoholic, he is very much opposed to the views of Alcoholics Anonymous, which depict the addict as a powerless victim of a disease. Trimpey established an approach called Rational Recovery as an alternative to Alcoholics Anonymous. In his lectures and books (the latest of which is Rational Recovery: The New Cure for Substance Addiction1), Trimpey asserts that the disease concept of addiction only serves to perpetuate blaming something other than oneself for becoming addicted. He introduced the concepts of the Addictive Voice and the Beast to show us how we give in to biological urges that “speak” to us in sinister tones. According to this approach, people are rational beings who can override biological urges through sheer force of will and determination. Rational Recovery is gaining increasing acceptance in the field of addictions because it works by empowering people rather than telling them they are forever victims of a disease.


The inner brat is similar to Trimpey’s “Beast,” but I will later point out specific differences. Both the Beast and the inner brat are a convenient way of giving form to our darker side, but Trimpey’s Beast is portrayed as evil, while the inner brat is mainly immature. It need not be destroyed but merely tamed.


Other Views of Childhood Influences


The notion that we are influenced by childhood memories, thoughts, and behaviors is not new. For centuries philosophers, poets, and novelists have noted similarities between people’s adult personalities and their childhood temperaments. In the 1920s, Sigmund Freud was the first to propose a theory of unconscious motivation in which he claimed that forgotten experiences from childhood influence people’s perceptions and decisions. Carl Jung, a contemporary of Freud, found evidence that certain ways of thinking and reacting may be inherited from past generations.


The idea that our personalities consist of more than one set of thoughts and feelings has also been explored in depth. Books such as the best-seller I’m O.K., You’re O.K. by Thomas Harris (1973) are based on the principles of Transactional Analysis, founded by Eric Berne. This theory proposes that we all have three ego states which Berne calls the Parent, the Adult, and the Child. These represent various roles that we assume when interacting with other people. The ego states are derived from our own experiences and observations.


The term inner brat, as used in this book, is not connected in any way with the inner child as discussed by professionals in the field of chemical dependency and addiction. It is somewhat similar to the Child ego state presented by Berne, and it bears some resemblance to the unconscious motivations described by Freud and the Beast described by Trimpey.


Some of the ideas and methods in this book derive from ideas of Freud, Jung, Berne, and others. They are presented in more detail in Chapter 4.


Personal Responsibility


Earlier in this chapter, I remarked that parents can create brats through overindulgence. However, they are not entirely responsible for our inner brats. We create and nurture our own inner brats by the very methods with which some parents unwittingly encourage their children to become selfish and unruly. By indulging our own inner brats over a period of years, we support them and help them grow and gain power over us.


Even if your inner brat seems to have taken over your life, there is hope. After all, it is your own brain that decides what comes out of your mouth and what you do with your limbs. Just because your inner brat is demanding attention doesn’t mean that you can’t resist it. In this book, you will learn several techniques for taming your inner brat. It may take some time and practice, but you are stronger than your inner brat.


In the next chapter, you will become more acquainted with the everyday impact of the inner brat. Our bratty behavior is not caused by outside forces. The inner brat is there within us, waiting for the opportunity to express itself. However, if we get to know our inner brat, we can tame it and, thereby, gain a greater sense of control over our lives.
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The Inner Brat in Action


Always in the back of our minds, ready to satisfy its wants and desires, the inner brat lies in wait. Whenever we’re faced with a frustrating situation or a challenge to our willpower, the inner brat will use a variety of tactics and manipulations to get immediate satisfaction. It is responsible for much of what we hate about ourselves. Too often the inner brat influences us to say or do things that we later regret, just because it can’t tolerate even mild frustration. Representing primitive desires and impulses, the inner brat wants what it wants, when it wants it, without considering the consequences.


The inner brat operates in three main spheres: thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. In our thoughts, it talks to us, sometimes in gentle persuasive tones, sometimes in demanding, urgent tones, and sometimes in a threatening voice. Although we don’t generally hear an actual voice, we do perceive thoughts running through our minds. When we find ourselves justifying our behavior or emotions, that’s the inner brat trying to convince us that we are right, even though our better judgment knows otherwise. When we grumble to ourselves or dwell on the unfairness of a situation, it is our inner brat that keeps us focused on our misery.


Most inner-brat thoughts are accompanied by unpleasant feelings. Usually these are experienced as irritability or a sense of urgency. We experience such feelings not only in our minds but also in our bodies. Every emotion has a physical sensation associated with it, but not everyone experiences the same type of physical reaction. For example, some people feel their hearts beating faster. Others sense a tightening in their throat, chest, or stomach. Still others feel weakness or tension in the muscles of the arms or legs. Just as emotional hot buttons vary from one person to the next, so do physical components of emotions.


Physical sensations are not limited to emotions connected with the inner brat. They occur with all sorts of feelings, such as when a person is excited, or frightened, or overjoyed. They can also develop in response to medications or as a result of a medical condition. These reactions are what we call nonspecific. That is, they occur in many different kinds of circumstances and are not necessarily diagnostic of anything in particular. They simply reflect a state of physical or emotional arousal. The body becomes aroused by any strong stimulus that is either physical (e.g., a sharp pain) or emotional (e.g., anger). Since the inner brat includes some emotional reactions, these, too, are accompanied by physical sensations.


Besides showing up in our thoughts and feelings, the inner brat also operates in our behavior. It reveals itself when we engage in activities that we know are harmful to ourselves, such as smoking, drinking, drug use, and gambling. It is implicated in overeating, in spending money we don’t have, as well as in procrastinating and making excuses. The inner brat is also evident in behavior that is hurtful to other people, such as temper tantrums, sulking, and sarcasm. Many extramarital affairs involve the inner brat. The parties involved usually anticipate that their own spouses will likely be hurt, but they rationalize their circumstances in order to satisfy their own desires. Whenever we engage in behavior that we don’t like to see in other people, it is probably because we gave in to our inner brat.
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