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			Dedication

			
		
    *To the rebels, the soul-arsonists, and the joy-thieves—
who choose to burn cages instead of adjusting their chains.
to every silenced dreamer who kept dreaming anyway—
To the ancestors who died with songs unsung,
carrying revolutions in their throats they never got to scream.
To the descendants who will inherit either our courage or our cowardice.
And to the untamed voice within you—
the one capitalism couldn't kill,
the one your family couldn't tame,
the one that still whispers through the static of survival:
"We are not here just to eat and poop."
This book is your permission slip to remember.*
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INTRODUCTION

 

You've been lied to about what it means to be alive.

They told you that exhaustion is noble, that disconnection is efficiency,  that  your  worth  equals  your  output,  your  value measured in metrics that would make a spreadsheet weep with joy.  They  convince  you  that  the  ache  in  your  chest  when  you wake  up  to  another  day  of   performing  your  life  instead  of living  it—that's  just  "adulting."  The  way  you  scroll  through other  people's  highlight  reels  while  your  own  dreams  gather dust—that's just "reality."

Lies!

You are not here just to eat and poop. You are not a biological machine  engineered  to  convert  coffee  into  spreadsheets,  to transform your life force into quarterly profits for people who wouldn't  cross  the  street  to  learn  your  name.  You  are  not  a noun—some fixed thing to be labeled, categorized, optimized, and filed away in the great gray archive of  modern existence.

You are a verb disguised as a noun.

A verb refuses to sit still. It pulses with the chaos of  becoming —choosing, creating, resisting, unraveling, burning down what needs to be burned, and building what wants to be born. The system demands you freeze into roles: worker, consumer, 1

patient, taxpayer. But your soul? Your soul is the wild, untamed action  beneath  the  label—the  teaching  beneath  "teacher,"  the loving beneath "partner," the fierce aliveness beneath "burned-out."

Right now, in this moment, somewhere in your body, rebellion is stirring. Maybe it's the part of  you that wants to quit the job that pays your bills but kills your spirit. Perhaps, it's the voice that  whispers  dangerous  questions:  What  if   I  stopped apologizing for taking up space? What if  I created something ugly and urgent instead of  consuming something polished and empty?  What  if   the  life  I'm  supposed  to  want  isn't  the  life  I actually want?

That stirring? That's your soul throwing stones at the windows of   your  caged  existence,  demanding  to  be  heard  above  the white noise of  "normal" life.

This book is the Crowbar.

We're  living  in  the  age  of   the  hollow  hustle—where productivity is measured in clicks, worth quantified in likes, and humanity  reduced  to  a  data  point  in  the  machinery  of   late capitalism.  The  modern  world  has  engineered  us  into  high-functioning  sleepwalkers,  trading  the  majority  of   our  waking hours  for  the  right  to  keep  existing  within  systems  that commodify  our  attention,  exploit  our  labor,  and  pathologize our discontent.

We work to pay rent on lives we're too exhausted to live.
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We consume to numb the hunger for meaning we've been led to ignore. We perform "wellness" while our souls atrophy from spiritual malnutrition.

But here's the tectonic truth they've tried to bury: Resistance is a creative act. And like all creative acts, it is joyful, electrifying, and deeply satisfying for those brave enough to participate.

This isn't another self-help book promising to optimize your cage.  This  is  a  manual  for  burning  it  down.  This  is psychological  arson  disguised  as  spiritual  awakening.  This  is soul  reclamation  wrapped  in  the  language  of   rebellion— because sometimes the most radical thing you can do in a world that profits from your spiritual death is to insist on staying alive.

What you'll find in these pages:

You'll  discover  how  Sartre's  "existence  precedes  essence" becomes  a  Molotov  cocktail  thrown  at  the  myth  of predetermined  purpose.  You'll  learn  to  practice  psychological arson using Jung's active imagination to torch the programming that  keeps  you  small.  You'll  weaponize  Rumi's  soul-mining techniques to excavate the authentic self  buried beneath layers of  societal conditioning.

You'll  understand  how  creativity  becomes  sabotage  against productivity  cults,  how  wonder  becomes  warfare  against attention economies, and how small acts of  daily rebellion crack the foundations of  systems designed to drain your life force.
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Most importantly, you'll connect your personal liberation to the global  movement  for  justice—from  Palestine  to  Ferguson  to every corner of  the world where people are refusing to accept that cruelty is inevitable.

This book isn't asking you to find yourself. It's daring you to take charge of  yourself. To stop being a noun and start being a verb.  To  quit  surviving  and  start  living.  To  remember  that beneath  the  roles,  responsibilities,  and  resignation,  you  are  a universe  of   possibilities  that  the  system  has  spent  your  entire life trying to convince you don't exist.

The revolution begins now—not in the streets (though it will end  up  there),  but  in  the  moment  you  decide  to  stop  trading your soul for their version of  security.

Your  discontent  isn't  personal  failure—it's  a  collective awakening.  Your  exhaustion  isn't  a  character  flaw—it's  the predictable  result  of   a  world  that  treats  human  beings  like renewable  resources.  Your  longing  for  something  more  isn't naive idealism—it's your soul's GPS, guiding you toward a life that honors the wild, creative, and untamed truth of  who you are.

The cage door isn't locked. It never was.

Are you ready to walk through it?

Turn the page. Your revolution is waiting.
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CHAPTER 1

 

The Human

 

Hamster Wheel
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“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”

 - Henry David Thoreau.
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Think about this for a second. You remember those lab experiments  where  they  stick  hamsters  in  cages  with tiny wheels? The hamster jumps on, goes into high gear, and the wheel just keeps turning. Hours go by, the little fellow is sweating, panting, giving his all. What is it all for at the end of the day? He's right back where he began.

Take a moment to reflect on your life. Really look at it.

I mean, you wake up to that same fucking alarm clock every day, hitting snooze at least twice because getting out of  bed is the equivalent of  ascending Mount Everest. You listlessly make your way to the coffee maker as if  it were an iron lung. Next, it's  the  drive,  the  work,  the  meetings  about  meetings,  and  the emails  that  could  have  been  easily  sent  as  a  text  or  even  in person, never having to be written.

You get home and you are exhausted, but of  course, you have no  desire  to  cook,  so  takeout  it  is.  A  bit  of   Netflix  to 'decompress' and then straight to bed so that you can do it all over again in the morning. Sound familiar?

The  best  part  of   it  all  is  that  we  made  them  wheel  offset sessions;  nobody  forced  us  into  it.  We  actually  convinced ourselves that it was what would make us happy. If  we weren't running  faster,  working  harder,  and  grinding  more,  we  would arrive  at  some  mythical  place  where  everything  just  clicks together naturally, and all of  a sudden, everything would make sense and feel easy.
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But that destination? It doesn't exist. The tire isn't made to run anywhere; it's just a system to keep you on the treadmill while someone is counting the money that your movement makes.

I'm not here to teach you how to run more efficiently on your wheel. I'm here to hand you bolt cutters and show you how to cut yourself  free.

The Autopilot Epidemic: How We Became High-Functioning Sleepwalkers

I have a friend, let's call her Sarah, for the sake of  anonymity. On  paper,  Sarah  appears  to  be  the  responsible  adult.  A successful tech company job, a good apartment, a nice car, and she posts pictures that make her life look pretty desirable. She out-earns her parents, has actual health insurance for the first time in her life, and even makes monthly contributions to a 401 (k) like a dutiful grown-up.

There was a line from Sarah to me last month that I cannot shake. She explained that it had been… well, she couldn't even recall  the  most  recent  time  she  had  been  truly  thrilled  about anything. Not like "ooh, new season of  that show" excited. She gets up each day and she fulfils the role. She checks her emails, feeds the cat, and brushes her teeth.

Scrolls news that is mostly just infuriating. Drinking her coffee. Drives  to  work  stuck  in  traffic,  listening  to  productivity podcasts (because her commute has to be optimized, too).
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She  works  in  marketing,  where  she  designs  campaigns  for products she doesn't even care about. Although she's also good at  it,  she  was  praised  for  her  creative  solutions  and  strategic thinking. When I asked her what any of  that actually meant to her,  though,  she  looked  me  in  the  eyes  for  a  minute  and responded with, "I honestly don't know anymore."

This  is  where  I  get  those  high-functioning  sleepwalker  vibes from. Sarah is aware enough to complete society's requisites but unaware of  the life she is experiencing. Then, when she's done for  the  day,  she  trades  her  aliveness  for  survival,  and  she's  so good at it that there isn't a single person left on this earth who knows  just  how  dead  inside  she  is.  The  scary  part  about  this, Sarah, isn't some outlier. She's the norm.

A Harvard psychologist, Steve Berglas, studies a phenomenon known  as  "success  syndrome."  About  40%  of   those  who appear to have their lives together feel utterly trapped in lives they don't even recognize, according to his research. These are not  just  failures  for  people  who  would  be  failures  under  any normal  conditions;  they  are  the  people  tearing  up  at  avenues along all the wrong lines, so they cannot remember how right might have actually appeared.

When did we become a generation of  sleepwalkers? When did going through the motions become considered living?

I often think about this, so I wanted to share something that has stood out to me. At some point, we stopped asking the
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question: "What do I want to do today?” and began wondering, "What  are  the  things  I  need  to  do  today?"  We  had  stopped dreaming  of   the  possible  and  started  coping  with  the obligatory.  We  went  from  curious  about  the  world  to  anxious people in the world.

And of  course, your brain has a hand in this as well, but not in the best way. Negativity bias is the idea that, even if  of  equal intensity, things of  a more negative nature (such as unpleasant thoughts,  emotions,  or  social  interactions;  harmful/traumatic events)  have  a  greater  effect  on  one's  psychological  state  and processes  than  do  neutral  or  positive  things.  They  were  well-suited to our dodging saber-tooth tigers. Not exactly the most useful  when  delving  into  whether  you  should  quit  your  soul-destroying job to become a high school pottery teacher.

At least, our brains are like Velcro for the negative and Teflon for  the  positive.  All  the  bad  stuff   sticks,  and  anything  else simply slides right off  you like nothing. Instead, the nature of your focus is on a brain that specializes in bills, deadlines, and all the 17 ways you might be screwing up your life instead of  all the 18 ways you are just about to make it awesome.

Now  it  gets  weirder.  The  systems  we  live  within,  such  as professional  culture  and  consumer  capitalism,  as  well  as  the ethos of  hustle and grind, have evolved to subvert our inherent survival instincts into their opposite. They have locked us into this  straightjacket  of   daily  low-grade  panic  that  we  are  not enough, we need more, and that whatever the hell it is we are 9

doing, it will never be enough. And that panic? Great fuel for the hamster wheel.

When you are truly fearing for your life, you just do not have the  luxury  to  question  if   the  game  you  are  playing  is  worth winning. You just run faster.

I see this everywhere. Working jobs they hate to buy stuff  that is  not  needed  for  people  they  don't  like.  Attempting  to  use weekends to recover from workweeks that have siphoned away everything that makes us. Deferring joy to a point in the future that they hoped would result when enough money, security, or whatever other criteria seemed to be piling up, blocking them from living.

But that future has a funny little way of  never showing, doesn't it? Since the wheel is simply shifting the finish line. It is college next,  then  a  real  job,  followed  by  a  better  one,  purchasing  a home, and then a bigger house, before retiring. There's always a new  hoop  to  jump  through  before  you're  permitted  to  be happy.

A  2019  study  by  the  American  Psychological  Association found  that  72%  of   Americans  feel  stressed  about  money  at least  some  of   the  time.  Seventy-two  percent!  31%  feel constantly stressed. The truth is, we are literally killing ourselves in pursuit of  a success that was never created to satisfy us.
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Most of  us are also aware of  this. In the still, silent moments between  binge-watching  Netflix  and  scrolling  through Instagram, we know deep down that something is very wrong. We know that we are living someone else's good life; we know we are selling our souls for an illusion of  security. Look around, does anyone feel secure these days?

Knowing  and  doing  something  about  it  are  entirely  different animals. Because to admit you've been sleepwalking means also to  acknowledge  that  you've  spent  years,  possibly  decades  of your life serving a lie, and that's terrifying.

Instead,  we  double  down,  saying  of   course  all  feel  like  this; that's life, being an adult, and we must be thankful for what we have. We medicate with antidepressants, drink in secret, scroll through  Instagram  highlights  of   other  people's  lives,  dull  the pain just enough to participate in another rotation on the wheel.

What if  your dissatisfaction is not just because of  you? Or is this (perhaps) your soul's siren, the alarm in metaphysical form activating  at  3  a.m.  because  your  physical  being  is  quickly gasping for air for the last time?

The Soul Exchange Rate: What You're Trading Your Life Energy For

Money  is  really  just  energy  in  disguise.  If   you  think  of   every dollar as a portion of  your Life Energy that you had to trade for it, the weightiness, in relation to time and its value, of  that single dollar you earn starts to make more sense. They are 11

transformed  into  digits  in  an  account,  encompassing  all  your time,  attention,  creativity,  and  the  amount  of   physical  and emotional  energy  you  are  willing  to  invest  in  living,  all condensed into numbers.

The real question that's haunting your dreams: What are you willing to sell your entire soul for?

I  am  not  talking  about  your  hourly  wage  or  annual  salary.  I mean the actual cost in life energy that you waste. And what is it that you are actually getting in return for exchanging hours of your life that you can never get back?

Here's  some  math  that  provides  a  literally  groundbreaking perspective:

According  to  the  OECD,  in  2016,  the  average  American worked  about  1,768  hours  per  year.  Sounds  reasonable,  right? Well over 34 hours per week with paid time off  and holidays. That, though, is just the time you are at the said place of  work. What about the rest of  the time the job consumes?

Commuting to work and back (most folks spent 54 minutes

a day commuting).

Preparing  to  go  to  work  (45  minutes  a  day  of   achieving

sustenance, dressing oneself, and making plans for the day).

Long solo scroll to destress from work (2hrs+).

An  hour  a  day  of   mental  energy  dedicated  to  work,

thinking about it in your off-hours.
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Recovery  time  on  the  weekends  (being  liberal  here  with

four hours of  the day spent in recovery mode).

Putting  that  all  together,  the  average  person  devotes  2,400 hours  each  year  to  their  employment,  not  to  mention  the mental  and  emotional  energy  that  then  saps  away  from everything else.

A year has 8,760 hours. Subtract 2,920 of  those for sleep (and that's giving you the benefit of  doubt with an average of  eight hours  per  night,  which  most  of   us  don't  get),  and  you  have 5,840 waking hours. That's 2,400+ of  which work stuff. Let us say work is eating 41% of  your waking hours.

Forty-one percent. That is almost the best part of  your waking life, and what do you get for the trade you get?

The answer is usually enough money to pay rent on a life they don't have time to live. Purchasing power, which will allow you to  purchase  items  that  are  intended  to  mitigate  an  existence spent doing things that make people miserable.

Juliet Schor, who studies work-life balance and the economy, refers  to  it  as  the  "work-and-spend  cycle."  So  we  work  even more, so we can afford the kind of  lifestyle likely to make us happy, but as we work longer, there are fewer hours left in the day to enjoy that lifestyle. So we spend more to make up for it, and now we have to work even harder. It is like filling a bucket that keeps leaking from the bottom.
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The true tragedy is not how long we are barely there. It is what we are losing the TIME to accomplish.

When  was  the  last  time  you  actually  talked  to  someone  and realized  at  the  end  of   it  all  that  you’d  barely  checked  your phone? Have you asked yourself, 'When was the last time I did something creatively, and it wasn't attached to trying to sell that work or make a post about it?' The last time I just settled to sit outside without trying to take that perfect Instagram picture?

These aren't luxuries. This is what makes us human. Humans are  buying  and  selling,  but  for  what?  A  401  (k)  that  could survive the next market crash? A house that we are too tired to appreciate? A life that may look appealing to the social media world at large, but feels empty and unfulfilling in real life?

A friend of  mine, we'll call him Mike, put in 70 hours a week for fifteen consecutive years as he rose up the corporate ranks. Earned  a  lot  of   good  money,  lived  in  a  beautiful  house,  and drove the kind of  cars that are worth more than most people's annual  salary.  His  wife  even  left  him  because  he  was  always present but never there. His kids figured that time with daddy consisted  of   being  in  the  same  room  while  he  looked  at  his phone and answered emails.

His health took a nosedive due to stress and living off  nothing but  takeout  and  airport  food.  He  was  taking  medications  for anxiety, acid reflux, and high blood pressure. At 45, he looked and felt old.
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Well,  soon  he  had  sort  of   a  nervous  breakdown:  Full-scale, can't-get-out-of-bed-for-three-days  breakdown.  The  small intervention that turned his life around was a simple question, asked by his therapist: What would you regret not doing if  you were to die tomorrow?

To  which  he  replied  without  missing  a  beat,  "I  would  regret not having spent more time living.

Mike's story isn't unique. You know, all those studies of  last-minute  deathbed  regrets.  No  one  has  ever  said  on  their deathbed  that  they  wished  they'd  worked  more.  Made  more money  or  had  something  other  than  a  mediocre  professional success.  The  single  most  common  regrets  revolve  around neglecting  friendships  &  relationships,  deferring  dreams  in favor  of   conventional  living,  or  stopping  oneself   from  being who they truly are out of  fear of  rejection.

Yet this is what annoys me the most about the transaction. We are  led  to  believe  that  this  isn't  something  you're  allowed  to question;  questioning  it  means  you  are  a  slacker,  entitled,  or impractical.  As  if   wanting  your  life  energy  to  be  focused  on something tangible is a moral failing.

The fact is, there's nothing practical about giving most of  your waking  life  to  tasks  that  bore  your  soul.  Relinquishing  your mental  health  for  a  paycheck  is  not  at  all  practical  = countenance.  Building  a  life  so  stressful  that  you  require substances and distractions to just get through it is not 15

responsible.

The system tries to convince you that this is just the way things are, that everyone has to make these sacrifices, and that doing something meaningful for a living is an indulgence reserved for only  the  lucky  few.  But  that  is  complete  bullshit  to  keep  you under control.

It is also the most precious asset that you can ever have, i.e, your life energy. The law is scarce, unique, and entirely for your personal purpose. Every second of  every hour you spend doing the things that suck your spirit dry is a second you lose forever. Every day you push off  feeling good until this false idea of  a future when you finally "have it" is a day ripped away from the only life you will ever have.

Therefore,  I'll  ask  you  again,  “What  is  your  soul  exchange rate?”, “What exactly are you getting back in return for those irreplaceable hours of  your life?”

But the real question is: Is that enough?

The Neuroscience of Numbness:

Why Your Brain Craves the Cage

Your brain is not your ally here when it comes to jumping off the hamster wheel. In fact, your brain loves the wheel because it works to keep you running on those same well-worn paths.

Let me tell you something: Your brain is two million years old
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and has survived in conditions where the slightest change was an immediate danger and patterns were a safety measure. It is why when you find yourself  in a soul-sucking cycle, even if  it is a highly predictable one, your brain has a fiesta. "Awesome!" it says.  "We  know  what  to  expect  here.  No  unexpected occurrences, no dangers to deal with, so no excuse for losing all the valuable energy over uncertainty."

Here  is  the  rub:  we  are  simply  no  longer  living  in  situations where  change  means  death.  We  want  to  be  in  those  sorts  of environments, and all of  us around this conference were living in  environments  where  change  equals  growth,  creativity,  and actually  feeling  alive.  Except  your  brain  didn't  necessarily  get that memo.

Neuroscientist Joe Dispenza, who investigates the link between consciousness  and  the  brain,  describes  this  as:  "the  moment you choose to do something differently than you usually have or  choose  to  think  in  a  way  counter  to  your  neurological programming.  Your  brain  is  literally  treating  personal development as a threat to your survival.

It's not just so hard to actually change your life, even when you hate  your  current  life  that  is  quite  literally  killing  you!  Your conscious  mind  may  be  clamoring  for  liberation,  but  your unconscious is trying everything in its power to keep you safe, locked inside the agony that you know.
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So,  let  me  elucidate  how  your  brain  brutally  ambushes  your attempts at escapism, because knowing these tricks is the first step to beating them.

The Default Mode Network:

Your Brain's Autopilot System

When  you  are  not  focusing  on  anything  in  particular,  this network  in  your  brain,  called  the “Default  Mode  Network,”  is activated.  It's  like  the  screensaver  for  your  brain,  coming  on when you're not consciously using it and running these endless loops about who attends to what you are, what is wrong with your life, and how unfulfilling things could get.

The  activity  of   this  network,  discovered  at  Washington University by Marcus Raichle, consumes 60-80% of  your brain energy, whereas you are hardly aware that it is running.

These backing tracks, it's always just playing them like:

Maybe I am not a good money handler.

I am not good enough to make money from art.

I'm too old to start over.

I am not the job-for-life kind of  person.

These  thoughts  are  obvious,  but  they  are  really  neural  habits. Your brain has developed these thought patterns so many times that  they  have  become  autopilot  programs,  now  running without your consent or even your knowledge.
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The Negativity Bias: Your Brain's

Paranoid Security Guard

Your  brain  is  equipped  with  what  psychologists  call  a "negativity  bias",  an  evolutionary  attention  detector  that  pays five  times  more  attention  to  possible  threats  than  potential benefits.  One  in  which  being  paranoid  was  an  evolutionary advantage, and when the primary threats were hungry lions and falling off  cliffs, this served us well. Less awesome when your brain  sees  you  feeling  crappy  as  the  same  thing  as  turning  a corner and finding someone holding a knife.

When you think about quitting your job to do what you love, your brain hijacks the opportunity with fear and pumps you full of   the  very  same  stress  chemicals  that  forced  us  to  survive another day when a bear was chasing us. When I think about my  best  standards  of   living,  I  feel  that  at  any  moment,  this might truly be how I die. And not in some metaphorical sense, your actual nervous system is acting as if  your life were on the line.

The Dopamine Trap: Why Small

Rewards Keep You Stuck

The reward system in your brain operates on dopamine, which is  designed  to  motivate  you  to  pursue  activities  that  help  you survive.  The  modern  world  has  manipulated  this  to  keep  you addicted to small appetizers, making it less likely for you to sit down and concentrate on bigger, more essential meals.
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According  to  Anna  Lembke  at  Stanford,  this  is  the  age  of dopamine  dysregulation.  We  get  to  have  fun  little  shots  of dopamine from:

Email notifications

Social media likes

Online shopping

Binge-watching shows

Junk food

Casual hookups

Weed

Although  initially  satisfied,  these  mini-wins  desensitize  your brain  to  bigger  rewards,  the  fulfillment  that  lies  on  the  other side  of   real  challenges.  This  is  like  eating  sweets  all  day  and wondering why you are not hungry for supper.

That hamster wheel will keep your reward system just satisfied enough that instead of  going out and doing the broader things you  know  would  make  you  happy,  you're  getting  a  consistent stream of  those tiny dopamine hits every time you accomplish something or get paid or praised.

The Cognitive Dissonance Loop:

Why Smart People Stay Stuck

The  sickest  of   all  the  mind  fucks  perpetrated  by  your  brain: cognitive  dissonance.  When  there  is  no  connection  between what you think of  yourself  and how you are, your brain works hard to bring these two back together. It's easier for the mind to 20

get you to change the way that you see reality than by
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