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PART ONE:

The Stories We Tell Ourselves

_________________________________

 



Chapter One:

Where Stories Come From

 


When humans first came on the evolutionary
scene, we did not have the olfactory prowess (aka smelling
skills) that other predators had, so we had to find another way
to feed ourselves. What did we do? We learned how to track
game. The process for tracking game, actually, is the same as the
one we use today to solve crimes: we look for evidence, analyze our
findings, and construct a story, based on what we think happened.
Language, then, developed as we formed teams and learned to work
together. The hunters of our early years were like the forensic
scientists of CSI, inferring a chain of events from residual
clues - putting "two and two" together to draw conclusions about
the world around them.

The stories we construct, of course, are
dependent - in large part - on our individual histories and
perspectives. Our assumptions about future events are almost always
based on our past experiences and our observances of others’ past
experiences. While this is helpful in many situations, it can also
be detrimental to our development as human beings in other
situations. Past experiences can preserve our safety by teaching us
to, say, stay away from open flame when we've been burned before,
but they can also bias us against new opportunities, like opening
our heart to new people after a rough breakup.

Because of our histories, we can also make
false assumptions, especially if we expect our future
experiences to mimic our past ones. We may even go so far as to
create future experiences that duplicate or mimic our
previous ones, just so we can reinforce our beliefs.

Why would we do this? Fear. We don't want to
be caught off guard; we don't want to be surprised or scared about
our future, and convincing ourselves that we are somehow capable of
predicting the future (as crazy as it sounds) gives us a
sense of security. We tell ourselves, "This city will be full of crime and rude people, just
like the last one I lived in was," or
"He will cheat on me, just like my last husband did." These
assumptions are not always wrong (after all, humans do have a habit
or falling into old patterns), but they are also not always right,
and can be detrimental when they hold back your personal
development. Always expecting your future to duplicate your past
creates biases, hampering your judgment (any CSI can tell you about
the perils of biased judges!)

What's important to understand is the fact
that the way we see the world depends largely on the stories we
tell ourselves, based on the evidence we observe in it.

 


Note that navigating our path through the
world via stories we construct is not some magical, mystical
process; it is simply a pattern of behavior that we have adopted
because of the way we evolved as a species. We make sense of the
world around us by examining evidence and
telling ourselves a story that makes sense of that evidence,
based on beliefs we have about the way we think things work. These
beliefs themselves are based on assumptions, which may or may not
be valid, because, again, they are based on our expectations
resulting from past experiences, and subject to bias.

 


Let me give you an example: A child, when it
is very young, tends to believe that its sole source of comfort is
its mother’s presence. Because children have limited exposure to
the love of other people, they have no basis of comparison, and are
likely to assume that mother’s love is best. Should such a child
find itself alone for an extended period of time, it might also
assume (incorrectly, one would hope) that its mother is never
coming back. Threatened with the possibility that its sole source
of comfort is gone forever, the child becomes distraught. Based on
the evidence (an empty room, its own feelings of abandonment), the
child cannot imagine a future existence where any comfort is
present, and will not be consoled.

To us, this scenario seems infantile and
ignorant, yet we act out the same play as adults in various
incarnations. We believe, at many times in our lives, that our
happiness comes in one form and one form only. When that
source of happiness is removed, we tell ourselves a story, based on
the evidence around us, that there is no possibility for
future happiness.

Over time, of course, children learn that
mothers do come back, and that they are not the only human beings
capable of providing comfort. The child (again, one would hope)
might even learn methods of self-comfort, many of which are
comparable to mother's. As adults dealing with bigger challenges,
however, not all of us believe in - or are able to find - a
comparable source of comfort or happiness if we lose our original
source of it. When this happens, we often remain stuck in that
moment of loss, regretting a decision made, which actually bars us
from accessing any future peace of mind. We replay the moment over
and over, imagining a different result.

As we will discover later in this book, it is
not these events - these "lemons" life gives us - that keep
us from enjoying our lives, but our refusal to move past
them - and make "lemonade" of them - that hinders happiness.
Life is not about finding a way to never get stuck with a lemon
(they are, I believe, inevitable when it comes to the human
condition), but about how to make the best of one when it's
handed to you.

For now, though, let’s focus on storytelling,
and how we use it.

____________________________________

 



Chapter Two:

The Cases We Make

 


When we are children is, perhaps, the only
time we see the world for what it truly is - a place where very few
things are certain, where anything can be lost at any time, and our
continued contentment is neither promised nor insurable. Now,
because it would be understandably terrifying to wake up every day
in a world like this, and not have a set of skills that allow us to
function in it, our dinosaur brains learned to respond to our
tenuous existence in one of two ways: fight or
flight. We controlled our destiny, in our evolutionary
years, by sheer instinct.

The funny thing is, even though we’re not
running from saber-toothed tigers anymore, we tend to still respond
to present-day situations that scare or threaten us in the same way
- by becoming defensive or evasive. With the development of
language and the advent of storytelling, we've also developed
another way to protect our sanity and make life easier to manage
when we're not fighting or flighting: we tell ourselves a
story that makes us feel better. And the biggest story we
tell ourselves is that the world we live in is not only
predictable, but controllable.

Now, we know in our heart of hearts, even at
a very early age, that this story is not entirely true, and if we
applied any rational logic to it, we would be forced to doubt its
validity. The thing is, we don't want to believe in a scary,
unpredictable world. We want to believe in a safe, controllable
one. So what we do - actually, anytime we want to convince
ourselves that something is true - is we go on a hunt for
evidence, so we can build a case that makes it easy to
believe the story we tell ourselves. If you look hard enough
for evidence of something you want to prove, you WILL find it, and
if you can't find it, you will likely fabricate it. Because we want
to believe the world is predictable and controllable, even if it is
magical thinking, we build our own little case for it, admitting
and dismissing evidence, oftentimes regardless of its relevance or
validity, in an effort to convince ourselves that what we believe
is right and true. And keep in mind, we don't just do this with one
story; we tell ourselves stories every day that we want to
be true, and we build cases for those stories that help us believe
them.

 


Case building comes pretty naturally to us
because humans are storytellers. What do lawyers do, when presented
with a mountain of evidence in a case? One side’s lawyer picks
through it. The other side’s lawyer picks through it. Finally, each
side presents their evidence, tells a story, and the Jury decides
which story they believe the most. Usually, to make the stories
more convincing, each lawyer comes up with reasons why the other
lawyer’s evidence isn’t relevant, admissible, or otherwise worth
paying attention to. They point out inconsistencies in the stories,
or bridge gaps with plausible explanations.

The important thing to note here is that
often, two people can work with the same evidence, and craft two
completely different stories. What matters most is the fact that,
as individuals, we make a choice about what evidence we accept,
and what evidence we dismiss, and that is
what determines the way our stories go. The choice is made based on
our own individual beliefs and experiences, not on some universal,
non-negotiable truth. Lastly, just because we've made a convincing
case for something does NOT mean we've somehow discovered (and
proved) this universal, non-negotiable truth. What's true for you
is not always true for everyone else, and just because you strongly
believe in it doesn't mean it's right and everyone else is wrong!
It just means you've built a pretty convincing case to
yourself. Back in the day, there was a pretty convincing case
for the world being flat - a case Columbus blew open when he sailed
his ship into history.

____________________________________

 



Chapter Three:

You’ll See It When You Believe It

 


So, we’ve talked about our habit of telling
stories, about the most powerful story we tell ourselves - that our
world is predictable and controllable - and how this story comforts
us. We've also talked about the ways we choose to seek (or ignore)
evidence to support our belief in that story. What we haven’t
talked about is all the other stories we tell ourselves -
the hypotheses we have and the cases we make, throughout our lives,
to support the other beliefs we have about the way the world
works.

 


Whether we realize it or not, we analyze
evidence and construct stories every day. We do it because
when things happen, our habit is to come up with a hypothesis about
why or how they happened. These hypotheses are based on many
things: pre-conceived notions, existing belief systems, educated
(and uneducated) guesses... and yes, even past experiences and
facts. We then put together a story, using all this stuff,
that not only helps us make sense of the world, but reinforces
other beliefs we have about it.

For example, when someone cuts us off in
traffic, we might assume he’s a jerk and that karmic payback will
ensue. This is based on dozens of beliefs and assumptions: that
there are consequences for our actions; that there is some Higher
Power in the world that sees every good and bad deed, and doles out
punishment or rewards accordingly; that the person driving the
other car was in control of his actions, that he saw us and chose
to ignore us, and that because of his actions, he will inevitably
face retribution. In a split second, we have told ourselves a story
about what happened that may have nothing to do with what
actually happened. Yes, the man may have been a jerk, and
karmic retribution may ensue, but maybe, he just found out his wife
was in labor, and was lost on his way to the hospital. Maybe he’s
usually a kind, excellent driver, but was in such a panic, he
neglected to check his blind spot. We don't know everything,
but we think we do.

We examine evidence, make a case, and pass
judgment in a split second, and most of the time, it happens
so fast, we don’t realize that there is a process of examination
going on. What’s worse, the more cases we build with
similar circumstances, the less likely we are to apply
critical thinking to each new case, and the more likely we
are to pass judgment without thoroughly (or even adequately)
examining the evidence presented to us. Once we get to this point,
it becomes very difficult to come to a different conclusion, even
if the evidence is overwhelmingly supportive of one.

The problem is, what we end up doing, as we
get better and better at quick judgments, is fitting evidence to
match our belief systems. This is the equivalent of a detective
wanting to believe someone is a murderer because of their race or
the town where they live. The detective then tells himself a story
about what the evidence in a case means, just so he can re-affirm
some belief he has about "knowing" what a murderer is like. We call
it bias, but it's actually more complicated than that -
there is a process of analysis and conclusion-drawing, and
it happens so fast, we don't even realize it IS a process. Like
this detective, we come up with, then retain, these
hypotheses in our head about how the world works, about what people
are like, or what they want from us, or what they're going to do to
us. We call this "collection of assumptions" knowledge, but
really, they are just one story after another that we made up at
some point to help us make sense of the world.

Because of the pace of the world, and the
onslaught of information that we have to analyze every second of
every day, very few of these stories we tell ourselves have had any
critical thinking applied to them. What's more, they have been
around for so long, most of us take them for granted and end up
calling them "facts" instead of "stories I've been telling myself
all these years." We treat these stories like unquestionable truths
because we have gotten in the habit of never questioning
their validity, and when their validity is actually
questioned, we resist, often manufacturing or ignoring evidence so
we can continue believing them!

Here's an example: have you ever ignored
someone's advice, then talked yourself into believing a different
truth, because it was a “truth” that you wanted to believe? Have
you ever manufactured evidence in your head to support a
belief that you couldn’t support otherwise? If so, don’t beat
yourself up; everyone has at some point! It’s what we do as
humans, and we’re really good at it, because we get a lot of
practice. What’s important though, is that starting right here,
right now, you make a promise to be honest with
yourself, and be fully aware in those moments when you
know you are choosing to ignore or manufacture evidence.
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