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      For Dad, who taught us to ask:
Why do we live the way we do?

      And for Mom, who taught us to ask:
How could we live more the way we’d like to?
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      Deviance, Redefined

      
        De • vi • ant

        n. One that differs from a norm, especially a person whose behavior and attitudes differ from accepted social standards.

        —American Heritage Dictionary, 4th ed.

        Health • y De • vi • ant

        n. One who willingly defies unhealthy norms and conventions in order to achieve a high level of vitality, resilience, and autonomy.

        —Pilar Gerasimo, 1st ed.

      

    
  
    
      Wink, Wink, Nudge, Nudge

      On many occasions over the past few years, when I’d tell people I was writing a book about “healthy deviance,” they’d look at me with raised eyebrows. Then they’d kind of chuckle or grin at me in that way that says, “Ha ha, so it sounds like you’re up to something fun, eh? Wink, wink, nudge, nudge.”1

      I didn’t have the heart to tell most of those people that I was writing this book for one important (and not wonderfully fun or racy) reason: Currently, we live in a culture that produces more unhealthy, unhappy people than healthy, happy ones.

      In fact, right now, the unhealthy-to-healthy ratio is arguably running about a hundred to one. I’ll lay out my rationale for that statistic in chapter 1, but here’s one thing I can tell you for sure: If you are currently a healthy and happy person in today’s United States of America (or in any one of a growing number of countries now following our lead), you represent a tiny and shrinking minority. You are, statistically speaking, an endangered species.

      I know, that is way less sexy than all the winkers and nudgers might have hoped. And if you bought this book thinking it was about, um, something else, I’m sorry to disappoint you. In my mind, though, these facts do raise a rather captivating question: What kind of society makes being healthy and happy so difficult that only a tiny, single-digit percentage of its population can hope to pull it off?

      The answer is self-evident: A sick society. And within a sick society—one where chronic illness, obesity, drug dependence, anxiety, and depression are rapidly becoming the prevailing norms—what does it mean to be one of the few who bucks those unhealthy odds? It means that you have to be prepared to successfully resist your society’s standard way of doing business. You have to oppose its rules and defy its conventions. You have to make all kinds of inconvenient and unpopular choices. You have to become a sort of renegade freak—or at least be willing to think and act like one some of the time.

      The great news is that this does not require superhuman willpower, single-digit body-fat percentages, buns of steel, or an endless parade of boneless, skinless chicken breasts. What it does require: a willingness to toss some official-looking rule books out the window, to suspend some self-torpedoing beliefs and assumptions, and to begin doing some things … differently.

      That starts with understanding one basic, disturbing fact: If you aren’t breaking the rules, you’re probably breaking yourself.
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      Over the past fifty years or so, breaking ourselves is exactly what most of us have been doing. We’ve either been following our culture’s paths of least resistance (processed foods, sedentary screen time, reliance on symptom-suppressing drugs), or we’ve been getting dragged along by its punishing health-improvement prescriptions (unachievable perfect-body ideals, fussy diets, overwhelming exercise routines). Or, worse, we’ve been staggering around, exhausted and inflamed, doing all of the above.

      In the process, we have been inadvertently playing into the hands of the very systems that are breaking us down. Clearly, we have to stop doing that—but rescinding our complicity with the unhealthy dominant culture is easier said than done. Moving away from our society’s preprogrammed defaults requires busting out of well-worn ruts, swimming against powerful tides. All of which requires energy, attention, and resilience that most busy, exhausted, chronically overwhelmed people simply do not have to spare.

      All forms of social deviance—even the healthy, positive kind—carry unspoken costs and risks. And that’s one big, wildly underappreciated reason why, despite their best efforts, the vast majority of people who chase health and happiness in our culture don’t ever attain them. Yet somehow, against all odds, a few healthy oddballs manage to pull it off. Some of them even make it look easy. The question is: How?

      This book represents my best attempt to answer that question. Drawing on what I’ve learned over the course of two decades as a health journalist, as well as my own experience as a lifelong health seeker, I share the unlikely means by which a small but growing number of bright-spot outliers are managing to pull off the seemingly impossible—and how you can, too.

      The way of the Healthy Deviant starts with taking a step back, dusting yourself off, and seeing through fresh eyes the true nature of the health-seeking quest in front of you. That means letting go of pointless self-recrimination, recognizing that your genes and current environment are an evolutionary mismatch of almost unfathomable proportions, and that your bodily systems were simply never wired to work the way you are asking them to work today.

      Next, you’ll learn to rise to that challenge and to navigate that quest more skillfully, growing stronger, clearer, and more confident as you go. This involves reclaiming and reframing your own Healthy Deviant story, and (if you choose) embarking on your own 14-Day Healthy Deviant Adventure.

      During the course of that adventure, you’ll develop some essential Nonconformist Competencies, practice some delightful Renegade Rituals, and build some game-changing Healthy Deviant Survival Skills. The final step is forging your own Healthy Deviant identity—one that’s largely impervious to dominant-culture ills and illusions.

      Embracing Healthy Deviance at this level requires acknowledging your present circumstances while simultaneously redefining yourself as a sovereign individual. It means choosing to be animated rather than oppressed by the predominantly unhealthy default choices that surround you.

      That’s the Healthy Deviant Way. And while not an instant fix, it actually works a whole lot faster and more reliably than most health-improvement strategies that promise instant results. It’s also a whole lot more fun.

      Is There Science Behind This?

      I’m so glad you asked. Yes. Plenty. While I have not littered the text with endless notes, I have tried to serve up enough of a science-based bread-crumb trail that anyone interested in going deeper can do so. When applicable, I’ve referenced the researchers and scientists whose work has most informed my own. In some cases, I’ve referenced specific studies, books, articles, or websites. In others, I’ve simply noted larger bodies of knowledge and schools of thought, figuring you can google your way to more data, if you wish.

      When all of that science and research is synthesized, though, the Healthy Deviant approach rests on one very basic, solid, science-supported thesis: Faced with a serious, high-stress challenge, an aware, energized, and resilient person stands a much better chance of coping than a distracted, depleted, and fragile one.

      Research experiments have repeatedly demonstrated that under conditions requiring us to exert a great deal of self-control or endure a significant level of stress, humans experience a rapid depletion of attention, cognitive capacity, and what we think of as “willpower.” Translation: No matter how healthy your intentions, confronted with a long-enough stream of pressures, frustrations, and temptations, eventually you will cave and take the path of least resistance.

      This is a phenomenon (sometimes called “ego depletion,” a topic I’ll address in chapter 2) that virtually all of us have experienced firsthand. And no wonder: For most of us, “conditions that require us to exert a great deal of self-control or endure a significant level of stress” pretty much describes the bulk of our everyday lives.

      Because escape from that set of circumstances has seemed largely impossible, most people have become habituated to some form of chronic, low-grade misery. They willingly endure ongoing discomfort, coping as best they can. This sets them up for another psychological phenomenon known as “learned helplessness” (which I’ll cover in chapter 3). Clearly, this is not a state that predisposes one toward conscious, empowered choice.

      Okay, so that’s the bad news. But here’s the good news: Research shows that recognizing you’re the subject of an experiment tends to alter that experiment’s outcomes—typically in your favor. Once you’re aware of the experiment’s conditions and your role within it, you become more cognizant both of your own initial instincts and behaviors and of the full range of options available to you. That means that instead of going along with the research agenda, you’re inclined to make choices that serve your own best interests. In other words, rather than being an unwitting participant in the experiment, you become an active shaper (or, more to the point, disruptor) of it.

      This is why researchers generally endeavor not to let subjects know the parameters and purpose of the experiments they are running. They know that it would totally skew the results. Avoiding that sort of interference is all well and good in the lab, but when it comes to the life-and-death circumstances we’re all facing now, I think we can agree this experiment could use some skewing in our favor.

      Right, so here’s the deal:

      
        Before you embark on any health-motivated diet, exercise, or self-help program, it helps to understand the nature of the real-world context in which that effort is taking place.

      

      It helps to instill the practices and perspectives that give you the best possible advantage in dealing with our crazy-culture dynamics. It helps to acquire the skills that empower you to operate successfully within them.

      That, in essence, is the strategy behind the Healthy Deviant approach. Many of its tactics amount to jujitsu moves—the use of artful, subtle, low-effort shifts that achieve major leverage and some surprisingly big results. Its larger promise lies in making the whole process of getting healthier more fun, easeful, and rewarding than whatever you’ve been doing (or dreading doing) for ages.

      So, just for now, let’s set aside all the struggle and self-denial. Let’s ease up on the self-blame and the “shoulds” and the impossible ideals. Instead, let’s take a closer look at what is really going on in this weird, constraining experiment we find ourselves living daily. And let’s reframe the act of being healthy in an unhealthy world as a creative, heroic, and profoundly exciting act of social rebellion. Because, as all Healthy Deviants know (wink, wink, nudge, nudge), that’s precisely what it is.
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        Healthy Deviants Wanted

        FOR DARING ADVENTURE

        Currently seeking bold, adventuresome,

        health-motivated individuals

        to buck deadly trends and

        disrupt unhealthy social norms.

        Must be willing to defy convention,

        question authority and absurdity,

        sidestep conformity,

        and master a wide variety of

        healthy-person skills, including

        the art of illuminating the best within them.

        No experience necessary.

        Training provided.

        Desire to explore and

        willingness to experiment helpful.

        Generous benefits package includes

        increased energy and resilience,

        radiant health and vitality,

        and a dramatically expanded sense

        of what’s possible.

      
    
  
    
      PART 1

      The Crazy That Passes for Normal

      
        It is no measure of health to be well adjusted to a profoundly sick society.

        —JIDDU KRISHNAMURTI

      

    
  
    
      1

      Welcome, Rule Breaker

      
        Without deviation, progress is not possible.

        —FRANK ZAPPA

      

      Hi. Thanks for showing up. I was hoping you would. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something important. Something urgent, actually.

      First, though, how are you? No, really, I want to know: How are you? I’m concerned about you. I recognize that look. A bit frazzled, a bit tired, maybe a bit frantic, but wearing a tight little smile that says “Nothing to see here! Everything’s just fine!”

      Hmm. I wonder. Is everything fine with you? Truly?

      I ask because, frankly, a lot of the people I know aren’t doing all that great right now. I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but a lot of our friends have been getting really sick. Some are dying.

      Hey, I realize you are probably busy, stressed out, and dealing with a thousand different things, and the last thing I want to do is add to your list of burdens. But I thought you’d want to know. Or maybe I just really felt like I needed to tell you. You’re in a rush? Okay, maybe it’s better if I show you …
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        Source: Centers for Disease Control

        https://​www.cdc.gov/​chronicdisease/​index.htm

      
      I know. What?!

      But yes. According to the Centers for Disease Control, more than half of us have been diagnosed with a chronic disease. Many of us have more than one. And it’s likely a great many more of us are chronically ill and just haven’t been diagnosed yet.
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        Source: Centers for Disease Control

        https://​www.cdc.gov/​nchs/​fastats/​obesity-overweight.htm

      
      One important contributing factor to all that chronic illness is metabolic disruption. Right now, two-thirds of us are carrying around excess weight. This increases our risk of many chronic diseases, especially inflammatory, metabolic, and hormonal conditions like type 2 diabetes, heart disease, autoimmune disorders, Alzheimer’s, and many types of cancer.

      Being significantly overweight can also make us far more likely to feel fatigued and depressed, to sleep poorly, and to suffer from arthritis and infertility, among many other life-limiting conditions. And all of those things can significantly increase the likelihood of our being prescribed pharmaceutical drugs, as more than two-thirds of us are today.
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        Source: Mayo Clinic Proceedings

        http://​www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/​article/​S0025-6196(13)00357-1/​abstract

      
      Two thirds? Again, yes. I realize it sounds crazy, but a 2013 study published in the Mayo Clinic Proceedings suggests that about 70 percent of adults in the United States have been prescribed a pharmaceutical drug in the past year. A 2017 Consumer Reports study suggests that about 55 percent are taking at least one prescription drug daily. And keep in mind, many people are taking multiple drugs each day. For folks over sixty, the average number is five.

      The most commonly prescribed daily drugs are for high blood pressure, cholesterol, depression, digestive problems, and other conditions predominantly driven by lifestyle-related factors. All prescription drugs have side effects and can interact in ways that negatively affect both the body and the mind.
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        Source: National Institutes of Health

        https://​www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/​pmc/​articles/​PMC3477942

      
      Maybe all that prescription drug use has something to do with the fact that, according to research published in the Journal of Health and Social Behavior, about 80 percent of us aren’t thriving mentally or emotionally.2 Instead, the vast majority of adults in the United States are struggling with some level of anxiety or depression, suffering from chronic or post-traumatic stress, dealing with attention or mood disorders, or just feeling kind of blah. In the words of psychology researcher Barbara Fredrickson, PhD, they are “just getting by” or, worse, “leading lives of quiet despair.”3

      Like I said, it seems like most people we know aren’t doing all that great. And, unfortunately, based on our current health habits, it doesn’t look like things are going to be getting better anytime soon.
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        Source: Mayo Clinic Proceedings

        http://​www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/​pubmed/​26906650

      
      Yep. Research published in the Mayo Clinic Proceedings reveals that 97.3 percent of us aren’t managing to maintain even four of the most basic habits required for long-term health.4 The four habits considered in this research were:

      
        	• Eating a reasonably balanced, nutritious diet (based on a week’s worth of notoriously unreliable self-reported data and measured against the USDA’s hotly debated Healthy Eating Index).

        	• Getting “adequate” activity (a weekly total of 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous exercise, as tracked by an accelerometer).

        	• Maintaining a healthy body composition (under 20 percent body fat for men; under 30 percent for women, as measured by a DEXA scan).

        	• Not smoking (confirmed by a blood test).

      

      It’s wild to think that only a single-digit percentage of U.S. adults (2.7 percent!) is managing to do these essential, self-preserving things. But wait, it gets worse, because the research looking at those four supposedly basic health habits did not even begin to consider a number of other lifestyle factors that studies have shown to be equally important (or potentially even more important) to our health. Those factors include:

      
        	• Getting enough high-quality sleep.

        	• Effectively managing or moderating stress.

        	• Maintaining strong, supportive social connections.

      

      The science is clear: Regardless of how well you eat, and even if you exercise regularly, don’t smoke, and maintain a healthy body composition, if you don’t get enough deep sleep, don’t manage stress, and don’t have a supportive community, you are going to be at much higher risk for getting sick and depressed. You are also dramatically more likely to die early.

      Okay, so if we were to add those three additional factors to the original list of four key health habits, how many people do you think would be reliably doing all seven of them? How many could we reasonably categorize as healthy, happy, and (by virtue of their self-preserving lifestyle habits) on track to stay that way for the foreseeable future?

      It’s impossible to say for sure, because that research hasn’t been done yet. And frankly, it probably never will be, because there are just too many complex factors for a single, well-designed, statistically significant study to accurately assess. But if I had to hazard an educated guess, I’d say it is probably less than 1 percent of the U.S. adult population. That would look something like this:
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      Data or no data, what we know for certain is that way too few of us have a decent shot at maintaining a high level of health, happiness, and vitality in this culture. And if research on the current health state of our children is any indication, the next generation is not projected to fare much better.

      But let’s get back to you and your right-now reality. How are you doing? Really, truly—without all the look-good, sound-good filters. How’s your energy these days? What’s going on with your skin? Your gut?

      I know it’s awkward and a little uncomfortable for me to be probing like this. I’ve already asked you that question—how are you?—three times, whereas social custom clearly dictates that I should ask it only once. Social custom also says I definitely shouldn’t be getting so personal. We both know how this works:

      
        	• I ask the rhetorical question, “How are you?” (not really expecting an honest answer).

        	• Then you reply with the rhetorical answer, “Fine” (regardless of how you are actually doing).

        	• And then we go our separate ways. Easy. Done.

      

      That’s what’s known as a social norm. I’m breaking one right now to make a point. But my annoying, awkward, socially inappropriate question also has a legitimate objective, and that’s to get us to a truth we might both otherwise be inclined to avoid out of politeness and propriety.

      Clearly, social norms serve a purpose. They simplify our lives in a thousand ways. They dictate proper action, and help us know what to expect. They bind us together and beat back chaos. But they can also unnecessarily constrain and disserve us. They can lead us astray. They can put us to sleep. They can make us deny what’s true about ourselves and the world around us. They can make us forget who we are and why we are here.

      Well, to hell with that. This is a book about waking up and showing up and remembering what we’re really made of. It’s a book about taking back the sense of vitality and freedom that is our birthright. This is a book about breaking the rules that are breaking us. So, I’m going to ask you again: How are you? And I’m going to keep on asking. You can run away or go back to sleep if you want, but I’d rather you didn’t. I’d rather you stayed here with me. I’d rather we told each other the truth.

      Here’s a truth I’ve learned the hard way: Just as this brand of intimate conversation between strangers breaks with some well-established social norms, so do a great many of the other things you might choose to do in the name of your own health and well-being. That includes what you do or do not choose to eat, as well as how and when you choose to move, sleep, work, rest, and play. It could also include how you manage your energy, attention, mood, money, time, relationships, health care, media, and view of the world.

      Do enough of those things differently from most of the people around you, and at some point, you are going to get weird looks. You are going to get pushback. I’m guessing that you probably already are. And here’s why: In the context of a predominantly unhealthy culture, making healthy choices requires deviating from widely accepted expectations. It requires steering around a slew of well-established social norms. In other words, it requires deviance. So, in essence:

      
        Being healthy = being socially deviant.

      

      Regularly engaging in any kind of social deviance is a challenging proposition. Breaking from society’s prevailing norms and conventions (even when your life depends on it) is rarely easy. In fact, it often feels like an awkward, inconvenient, downright demoralizing slog. On the other hand, it can also be a liberating, exhilarating, wildly rewarding adventure—if you grasp what you’re up against, and you know what you’re doing. Which, with this book in hand, you will.

      Deviance, Reconsidered

      There’s a reason I get so many “wink, wink, nudge, nudge” responses when I mention Healthy Deviance: The term deviant sounds naughty. That’s because, historically, it has been applied to all sorts of troublemakers and outcasts. It’s a term we’ve typically reserved for criminals, addicts, lunatics, and people with peculiar predilections. It’s a term we like to slap on people we disapprove of, people who stubbornly refuse to conform—a category that has, over the course of history, included everybody from artists and homosexuals to spiritual leaders and civil-rights heroes.

      In reality, a deviant is simply someone who doesn’t go along with society’s status-quo norms and standards. Most of us adhere to our culture’s social norms most of the time (that’s what makes them social norms). We do this because, in many cases, those norms make good sense. As noted, conforming to societal expectations makes it easier to get along with others and to get things done without a lot of hassle.

      Generally, we don’t do a deep analysis of the social norms we’ve grown up with. We simply comply with them, because a lifetime of conditioning has predisposed us to doing so automatically. By the time we are adults, most of us no longer give our culture’s norms a second thought.

      A great many social norms, like waving back when somebody waves at you, are just good manners. Saying “fine” when somebody asks you how you are is pretty harmless, even if it’s not entirely true. But what if some of your culture’s most broadly accepted norms and social standards are undermining your health and making you miserable? What if you can plainly see that they are oppressing and killing off a bunch of people you love, messing with your community, your country, and maybe even putting your entire home planet at risk? Then, I would say, you might be wise to consider the way of the Healthy Deviant.

      
        A Healthy Deviant is any person who willingly defies unhealthy norms and conventions in order to achieve a high level of vitality, resilience, and autonomy

      

      There is, interestingly, a branch of sociology dedicated to studying “positive deviance.” This field of study investigates the bright-spot outliers who succeed in the midst of challenging situations. It attempts to discern how a scrappy few are managing to solve or work around intractable problems in ways that allow them to survive or thrive where most others do not. It explores how creative and resourceful individuals are figuring out solutions that experts, authorities, and large, official organizations have not. It studies and seeks to emulate those who are deviating, in good ways, from a not-so-good status quo.

      Healthy Deviance is, in essence, a form of conscious, positive deviance. It’s not a failure of social compliance. On the contrary, it’s a badge of nonconformist courage.

      If that notion appeals to you, let’s be courageous together. Let’s scrap the social rules for a moment and continue with the conversation we were having before. For real: How are you doing in your body right now? How is your heart feeling? How is your head faring? How is your spirit holding up? What is going on with you—not just on the surface, but as many layers deep as you can feel?

      Now, listen.﻿… Can you hear that? Can you feel that? A little twinge or buzz or wobble? A little shadow or pang or ache? Some dull heaviness? Fatigue? Or maybe just … numb? Ah. Now we’re getting somewhere. Now we are getting to the urgent part: Your body is trying to tell you something.

      I want to help you to hear your body and dare to heed its genius. Even if you don’t always like what it has to say. Even if our culture is encouraging you to ignore it, doubt it, and drown it out. I want you to know that you and your body are already doing a lot of things right. Whatever else might be going on for you at this time, whatever brand of frazzled, fatigued, inflamed, or less-than-awesome state you might be experiencing, the fact that you picked up this book (and are still reading it) tells me you are doing a whole lot better than most.

      Look, maybe you are nothing like 97.3 percent of the population and never have been. Maybe you’re already doing great. Maybe you’ve got the world on a healthy string, and everything is going your way. Maybe you really are an unbreakable badass. Maybe you have found a reliable way to give no f*cks and are cruising along with an enviable body composition and without a care in the world. Maybe you are impervious to our culture’s many ills and are already helping others find their healthy way in our unhealthy world.

      If that sounds like you, rock on. It is possible that I have nothing to offer you here except a Healthy Deviant high-five and a pat on the back. In which case, I say, Way to go, friend. Travel safely, and Godspeed.

      But I wonder: When some thoughtful person pauses and asks you how you are doing—when they ask it like they really mean it, and then they wait, quietly, looking into your eyes with concern, searching your face for the truth—do you ever feel like, oh, I don’t know, like maybe you’re going to … cry?

      Or do you ever feel suddenly peevish and defensive, like you have to keep that well-meaning, concerned, and increasingly annoying person at a distance with a requisite “FINE!” just so you don’t risk taking a breath and opening up and babbling on about all the things that you’re worried about; all the things you’re not getting to; the things that scare you, depress you, or enrage you; all the things you fear are not good enough, that will probably never be good enough, and that you feel helpless to fix; all the things that make you feel at the edge of your last frayed nerve?

      I used to feel that way a lot of the time. Tight smiled. Hard eyed. Brittle. On the edge of tears or on the edge of blowing up or breaking down. Often, I couldn’t even tell which. I just knew that I really dreaded being asked how I was, really. I so desperately needed to ask that question of myself and then get quiet and listen, but that was not something I was willing to do. I knew I wasn’t going to like what I heard. Because the only honest answer I had at that time wasn’t at all the right answer, which is to say, the expected answer, the normal answer, the socially acceptable answer: “Fine.”

      The truth was, I wasn’t doing fine—not by a long stretch. Clearly, most of us are not doing fine right now. And even if you are currently doing “fine,” I don’t want you to settle for that. I don’t want you to sign yourself over to that deadly brand of mediocrity. I want you to know that you don’t have to. I want you to experience what it feels like to fully inhabit your body-mind and feel weirdly radiant, resilient, and good in your own skin. I want you to throw off the shackles of “fine” and “normal” and “okay” and leave them in the dust. I want you to abandon all the conventions and unquestioned choices that are causing you pain.

      I’m not just talking about those obviously unhealthy mainstream choices, like eating fast food, drinking too much, and watching too much television. I’m also talking about a lot of popular, culturally condoned health-improvement prescriptions, including a great many well-intended diet, exercise, and “healthy lifestyle” ideals. Because, while both unhealthy default choices and misguided health-improvement prescriptions can mess with your body-mind, the combination of the two is an unmitigated disaster—the kind capable of undermining the health of an entire population.

      The way I see it, adhering to our society’s default patterns and its unrealistic health-improvement prescriptions has gotten us trapped in a vitality-sucking downward spiral. Nobody official and authoritative is coming to save us. It’s up to us to find our own way out. So here, conspiring together, that’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to share the unexpected, counterintuitive escape plan that worked for me, and I’m going to help you discover (i.e., hatch) a Healthy Deviant plan that works for you.

      
        Inside the Body-Mind

        The term body-mind is my preferred way of referring to the complex, interconnecting systems that link the brain and central nervous system to the rest of the body. Science has shown us, incontrovertibly, that within the human system, everything is connected: Brain and gut, gut and skin, emotion and biochemistry, biochemistry and microbiome, and from the microbiome back to the brain again. Body-mind is my inclusive, intersecting term for all of it. If you prefer to substitute some other term, feel free.

        Just remember that the body and brain are not separate entities. The functions and cascading molecular byproducts of our thoughts and feelings (or anything that takes place in the domain of what we call our “heart and mind” or “spirit”) cannot be strained out or handled separately from the rest of the physiological self.

      
      Forewarned Is Forearmed

      The most basic lesson of Healthy Deviance is one you likely already know from personal experience: Becoming and staying a healthy person in our unhealthy culture can feel ridiculously hard—at first, anyway. You can’t just roll merrily along doing whatever’s easy, fast, popular, and automatic. You can’t follow the paths of least resistance. On the contrary, you have to maintain a certain level of vigilance and effort just to avoid getting sucked into the vortex of the dominant-culture machine. That’s the machine that is currently messing with the health of 99 percent of adults in this country (and also a lot of our kids).

      This leaves you with a stark choice:

      
        Break the rules, or break yourself.

      

      You’d think that would be an easy decision. Alas, it is not.

      You probably already realize that you can’t go along with the outrageous expectations this world throws at you and still stay sane. You probably know that you can’t keep on chasing unrealistic body ideals, complying with all the conventional prescriptions, striving for all the socially condoned markers of success, and still stay healthy and happy.

      But knowing this puts you in a tricky place. Because, while your inner rule breaker is the part most likely to pull you from the mire of the mixed-up world we are living in, it is also the part that will make you stand out from the crowd. It’s that renegade aspect of your person that will surprise, confuse, alarm, disappoint, and anger others. It’s the way-out-ahead part that will inspire judgment and jealousy. And that can feel dangerous—because often, frankly, it is.

      Being out of the in-group always feels a little iffy, a little exposing, a little wrong. It carries a stigma—the kind that can cost you, hurt you, get you ditched or rolled or ridiculed by those whom you hold dear. We humans are herd animals. Somewhere deep down in our DNA, we know we need the company, support, and sustenance of others—not just to survive, but also to make our lives feel worth living.

      Within every cell and fiber of our being, we carry an ancient memory, an evolutionary warning, a visceral, tribal truth, one that is constantly whispering, You do not want to go this alone. You’d be crazy to even try.

      Well, I’m here to tell you that you are not alone, and you are not crazy. But feeling torn between two different types of self-preservation—one for physical survival and the other for social acceptance (which we intuitively understand is intrinsic to our physical survival)—can make you feel crazy. It can leave you feeling perennially anxious, confused, desperate, strung out, exhausted, and white-knuckle terrified, like you are rattling down the tarmac with your wheels about to come off. It can leave you feeling like no matter how hard you try, you just can’t win. It can make you feel like you want to cry or explode or just plain give up.

      The survivor in you is no fool. Given a clear opportunity to choose between dying a slow, miserable death or breaking some societal rules, you’ll probably break some rules. At least I hope you will. That is a healthy instinct. Let’s call it your Healthy Deviant instinct. The problem is, our culture actively discourages you from seeing that you have a choice. It dulls your healthy instincts, hides your healthy options, blocks your exits, and lulls you into complacency. It tricks and taunts and stupefies you. It convinces you that there’s only one right way forward, and that is the way of the dominant-culture program.

      How do I know all of this? Because that is the program I followed, right up until it broke me—literally. That breakage happened on an otherwise typical day, about two decades ago, in which I found myself hopelessly trapped between conflicting demands and ideals. Just another day in which I simply could not find a way to do everything I thought I had to do, be everything I thought I had to be, look how I thought I had to look, and achieve it all on a timeline and to standards that I deemed “good enough.”

      On some days like this I cried. On other days I ranted, fumed, or held my breath. And on this particular day, I stomped my foot. But I didn’t just stomp it. I stomped it in a fit of self-directed rage so powerful that I shattered one of my own bones.

      That’s when my own Healthy Deviant instinct kicked in. That’s when three Healthy Deviant truths slapped me in the face so hard that they woke me out of my mass-culture stupor and changed my life forever. For the better.

      In part 2 of this book, I’ll tell you the story of how all of that happened. I’m also going to ask you more about your story—the one that got you here, the one you’re living now, and the one you still have left to write. First, though, I need to issue a few more words of warning.

      
        	• During the course of this book, I’m going to propose that you break a bunch of conventional rules, including some you might believe you should follow because they are “good for you.”

        	• I’m also going to suggest you experiment with some unusual practices and points of view. You may have to let go of at least some of what you thought you knew and try some solutions that look too pleasant and easy to actually work (but they do).

        	• There is science behind these suggestions, but the only real way to know if some of these practices are effective for you will be to try them for yourself.

        	• This voyage will change you in ways that might surprise you—and others. To the extent you integrate this way of seeing and being, it will likely cause you to shift not just your perceptions but also your priorities, and eventually (I hope) many aspects of your life. You may find that all of this rubs some other people the wrong way.

      

      If you can live with all of that, great. And if you aren’t sure you can, that’s okay, too. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. I do, however, want you to know what you’re in for. Because some of this could prove disruptive. At least I hope it will.

      What’s in Here, and What’s Not

      The goal of this book is to equip you to relate differently and more successfully to the unhealthy world around you, so that you have a better shot at pursuing whatever healthy goals matter to you.

      This book will not try to magically mold you into a different size or shape. It won’t insist you follow a particular diet, do a particular number of sets and reps, or burn a particular number of calories (more on all that in a minute). It presents no bikini-body makeovers, no six-pack-ab promises. It will not shame you into becoming someone you are not. Still, as noted, it might cause you to question some of your assumptions (wait, no diet or exercise program?!), as well as the habitual patterns and behaviors that others have come to expect from you.

      Here’s a quick look at this book’s subversive yet commonsense premises, and what I’m hoping you’ll take away from this body of work.

      
        	1. Being a healthy, happy person in a predominantly unhealthy culture requires socially noncompliant (i.e., deviant) acts and attitudes.
          If you live in a society that is wired up to produce mostly sick, stressed, semi-miserable people, it stands to reason that complying with that society’s norms and conventions will eventually make you sick, stressed, and semi-miserable too. So, if you want to be healthy, you’re going to have to start deviating from a bunch of unhealthy conventions. The problem is, all forms of social deviance are inherently un-automatic and counterintuitive. As a result, relatively few people are independently inclined to discover or embrace them. However, while the barriers to Healthy Deviance might initially seem daunting, they can be relatively easily overcome with the right strategies and know-how (which this book presents). And with even small-scale support from a merry band of fellow Healthy Deviants, over time, they become easier still.

        

        	2. Our limited view of our present circumstances has caused us to misperceive the true nature of health problems, and to fall prey to a lot of ill-advised, counterproductive, and self-destructive coping strategies.
          We’ve long been encouraged to obsess about the symptoms of our personal health woes (excess weight, inflammatory disease, depression) rather than their root causes. We’ve also been programmed to accept our accumulating diagnoses as either a matter of genetic destiny, bad luck, or the result of our personal failings. Accordingly, we’ve been persuaded to accept a lot of short-sighted cures for our ever-expanding set of maladies—from ill-fated diets and workouts to pharmaceutical and surgical solutions—many of which wind up working directly against our sustainable health and happiness.

        
          Meanwhile, what we have not been encouraged to see is that we are all, in effect, the subjects of a giant, uncontrolled experiment in evolutionary mismatch—the natural result of our environment and way of life changing much faster than our DNA can possibly adapt. This has made us vulnerable to a lot of pointless self-recrimination, leaving us discouraged, overwhelmed, and disempowered.

        
          Once you see this booby-trapped terrain for what it is, it will be a whole lot easier to safely make your way out of it. You’ll also understand why thriving in our historically unprecedented situation calls for something other than a simple shift of diet and exercise, or an upgrade of personal willpower.

        

        	3. Repeated experiences of failure with ill-advised health-improvement tactics have led us to believe (wrongly) that our health issues are too difficult to overcome.
          From fussy, counterproductive, poorly conceived diets to exhausting, ineffective workouts, the struggle, deprivation, and lackluster results most people have experienced with conventional health-improvement prescriptions have led many to conclude that these health-seeking activities are simply not worth the effort they require. Others have decided that they are weak-willed and inherently flawed—simply not up to the task. In this way, conventional approaches to health and fitness often exacerbate and compound people’s health struggles rather than relieving them.

        
          The results have been widespread hopelessness, helplessness, exhaustion, self-loathing, and shame. Most people suffering from these feelings are understandably inclined to seek out pain-numbing, distraction, and “disease-management” strategies rather than navigating toward more satisfying, sustainable ways of living. Fortunately, it doesn’t have to be that way.

        

        	4. Healthy Deviance offers promising new means and methods for breaking free from these limiting conditions, and for helping others do the same.
          Societies are created by people, and people can change them. Some people (namely, Healthy Deviants) are particularly skilled at shifting them from the inside out. The Healthy Deviant framework (the essentials of which you’ll learn in part 3 and get a chance to practice in part 4) gives you an exciting new way of seeing and relating to what previously seemed like insurmountable challenges. It gives you the exhilarating experience of perceiving clearly a bunch of previously obscured truths, and a means for moving beyond the grip of the oppressive, miserably limiting conditions too many of us have been suffering under for decades. It will help you find your chosen place in your own Healthy Deviant Hero’s Journey, reunite you with your true, fierce self, and help you reclaim the vitality that is your birthright. It will also equip you with both the wisdom and moxie to help others—and when you are ready, you will likely feel compelled to do so.

        

      

      And here we arrive at this book’s central promise:

      
        We can beat our sick society’s unhealthy odds. But not by following its status-quo advice.

      

      In some ways, this book is about an odd sort of disaster preparedness. It’s not about planning for some big, dramatic, nightmarish event out there on the horizon; it’s about figuring out how to more successfully navigate the real-life series of little disasters most of us face on a daily basis. That includes our society’s prescribed approach to “diet and exercise.”

      The Problem with Diet and Exercise

      As I was shopping this book around to agents and publishing houses, I got the same question again and again: Is there a Healthy Deviant diet or a Healthy Deviant workout? The answer was, and still is, a categorical no. Not because I’m not a big fan of healthy food and movement (I am). I’m just guessing that you’ve already tried a whole lot of diet and exercise programs and that most of them didn’t work for you, or didn’t work for very long.

      And why didn’t they work? Well, it could be those programs were of the poorly conceived, undernourishing, eat-less-and-exercise-more variety (which tend to fail everyone). Or it could be that those programs just weren’t right for you, or not right for you at the time you tried them. Or it could be, just maybe, that you started out planning to follow each of those programs precisely, and then, well … didn’t.

      That happens to a lot of us. You know why? Because the world around us derails our healthy intentions with maddening consistency. The more most of us try to follow the conventional wisdom around diet and exercise, the less healthy and happy we get. The hungrier and more deprived we feel, the more inclined we are to say “to heck with this” and proceed to drown our sorrows in something awful.

      Following conventional diet and exercise prescriptions coaxes most of us into doing a dance of one step forward and two steps back. And yet we live in a culture that strongly encourages us to just keep on dancing faster. It urges us to try another diet and another workout, while totally ignoring the fact that virtually none of what we are doing is working.

      Consider this January 2018 article from the Washington Post, which reported that forty-five million Americans go on diets each year.5 Note how it frames this fact: “It’s unclear how successful those efforts are, though some experts say as few as 5 percent of dieters manage to keep the weight off long-term. Still, few would deny the impulse is a good one: About 70 percent of adults in the United States are overweight or obese.”

      Um, wait. Let’s just stop, rewind, and evaluate that for a moment. Could it possibly be, given those results (forty-five million going on diets annually with only a 5 percent success rate, and total of 70 percent of adults overweight or obese), that the impulse to go on yet another diet is not a good one?

      This is the kind of crazy-making logic that our media spins out daily and that most of us accept unquestioningly, even though it makes little sense and is messing aggressively with our bodies and minds. And the popular dogma around exercise isn’t much different. Here’s another piece as reported by the Washington Post, this one from May 2017:6

      
        Despite national guidelines that recommend 150 minutes of moderate activity each week for major health benefits plus strength work such as weights or push-ups, only about half of American adults get enough aerobic exercise, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

        Nearly 30 percent get no physical activity in their spare time.

        Even when intentions are good, about half of people who start exercise programs drop out within the first six months, says Rodney Dishman, an exercise scientist at the University of Georgia in Athens. After two years, Dishman says, 80 percent have given up. Those numbers haven’t budged over three decades of research, he adds.

      

      Again, all of this data would strongly suggest that what we are doing, and what we are being told to do by the powers that be, is clearly not working to our advantage. So here’s my take: While changes to our food and movement patterns certainly matter, they are not necessarily the best places to start.

      No matter how well intentioned our efforts in these domains, formal diet and exercise programs come packaged with all sorts of mental and emotional pressure (confusion, guilt, shame, anxiety, and self-denial). They require a lot of finagling, nit-picking, intensive self-regulation, and effort. Many come at a steep financial cost or prove otherwise inaccessible to a great many. Moreover, before we even begin, most of us are already so frazzled, depleted, and distracted, we simply aren’t prepared to face the entrenched societal incentives and obstacles that have made those effort-intensive changes necessary in

      
      
      
      
        
      

      
      
      
      
        
      

      How to Use This Book

      
      
        	1. Dive in: Read the book from cover to cover, do all the exercises, and then complete the Healthy Deviant Adventure program as suggested. Use Daily Deviance Journal Pages, the Healthy Deviant Adventure Tracker, and any other tools and resources that seem helpful. See how that goes.

        	2. Dabble: Skim the book and let your instincts tell you what you most need to read first. Every day, pick one or more Renegade Rituals you feel like practicing, and combine them as you see fit. Every once in a while, open the book at random and see where your eyes land.

        	3. Ramp up: Read as much as you like for as long as you like. Do one Renegade Ritual daily for thirty days, two for the next thirty days, and three for the thirty days after that. Rotate in other activities as you feel ready.

        	4. Let it sit: I call this the “Talisman method,” and it simply involves keeping the book near you as much as possible, ideally on some visible surface, where it can transmit its messages by osmosis. Let the title on the cover and spine speak to you from a distance and remind you of who you really are. The book might beckon to you on occasion. When you feel inclined, you can pick it up and hold it, and maybe proceed to the Dabble method from there.
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