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    BEING GENUINE: STOP BEING NICE, START BEING REAL


    LEARN TO FORGE REAL CONNECTIONS WITH OTHERS


    Thomas d’Ansembourg’s bestselling book, which has sold over half a million copies to date, is as forthright as its title suggests. However, the book is by no means a tribute to rudeness; on the contrary, it urges readers to adopt attitudes which will improve their mental and emotional health and help them find inner and outer peace. D’Ansembourg’s main goal is to share his life philosophy with his readers, which he believes to be the key to helping them ensure their own happiness and wellbeing.


    The provocative claim that we need to “stop being nice” is based on the simple assumption that we cannot build healthy relationships with other people if we do not put our own wellbeing first. In order to do so, we need to stop ignoring or failing to recognise our own needs and instead work to actively satisfy them. D’Ansembourg’s method involves identifying the core aspects of our personality, which are often buried deep, and is based on the belief that recognising our own needs is a liberating process which plays an essential role in our personal development and growth.
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          Key words:

          
            	Nonviolent communication: a method of communication which was developed by Marshall Rosenberg (American psychologist, 1934-2015) in the 1960s, and which is based on the promotion of mutual respect as a means of encouraging positive, empathetic communication.


            	Personal development: actively working to accept your own personality and improve or develop positive character traits such as creativity and efficiency.


            	Self-awareness: an individual’s awareness of their own thoughts, feelings, actions and everything that distinguishes them from other living beings.


            	Self-understanding: an individual’s psychological and spiritual familiarity with themselves.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE AUTHOR: THOMAS D’ANSEMBOURG


    Thomas d’Ansembourg was born in Belgium in 1957. His family were titled in the 17th century, and Queen Paola of Belgium (born in 1937) is a distant relative of his.


    He studied law at the Université catholique de Louvain, and carried out his military service in a para-commando unit after completing his degree. The responsibility of managing a group of soldiers gave him a great deal of first-hand experience in analysing interpersonal relationships. He then spent the next five years working as a lawyer in Brussels before becoming a legal consultant for a multinational company.


    Although his decision to become a lawyer had been motivated by a genuine desire to help others, he came to realise that he was not as well-suited for his chosen career as he had previously thought. To compensate for this, he joined Flics et Voyous (“Cops and Robbers”), a charity which was founded by his friend Pierre-Bernard Velge (Belgian policeman, 1952-2008), as a team leader.


    
      THE COP AND THE ROBBERS


      Pierre-Bernard Velge was a great admirer of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (French writer and aviator, 1900-1944), but his short-sightedness forced him to give up on his dream of following in his hero’s footsteps and becoming a pilot himself. After obtaining a law degree, he worked as a barrister in Brussels before joining the police force.


      His career change was motivated by a sincere desire to help offenders turn over a new leaf in a society where even their best efforts are often met with scorn and hostility. He founded Flics et Voyous, which enabled him to get them off the streets through organised activities such as hikes and microlight flights. His non-conformist attitude drew heavy criticism, but he is now recognised as a pioneering figure in criminal rehabilitation. However, he committed suicide on 23May 2008, leaving behind a family of four children, just as his influence was reaching its peak after he was promoted to police commissioner.

    


    As part of his work with the charity, d’Ansembourg would help to chaperone the trips and sporting activities organised for the young people. He was particularly affected by the hikes through the desert, which led him to question his own life and discover that he was unsatisfied by the combination of a well-paid job that let him lead a comfortable lifestyle and his volunteer work with young drug addicts, thieves and prostitutes. He decided to undergo psychoanalysis, and unexpectedly continued to attend it for several years before eventually quitting his job in the law sector to become a psychotherapist himself.


    During his training he met Marshall Rosenberg, who convinced him of the vital importance of nonviolent communication (NVC). D’Ansembourg became a certified instructor of nonviolent communication in 1994, before becoming an assistant to his future associate, the Canadian psychologist Guy Corneau (1951-2017), later that year.


    
      GUY CORNEAU


      Guy Corneau trained as a psychologist at the C.G. Jung Institute in Zurich, and was the author of many books about psychology, including Le meilleur de soi (“The Best of You”, 2006) and Revivre! (“Revitalise!”, 2011). He also wrote the preface to Being Genuine: Stop Being Nice, Start Being Real. In 1997, Corneau and d’Ansembourg helped to found ProductionsCoeur.com, a charity which aims to promote creativity. Its founders were motivated by the belief that creativity is the key to successfully turning your life around, and the organisation’s activities are therefore focused on organising workshops, conferences and retreats led by therapists and artists to stimulate attendees’ creativity.

    


    For the next ten years, d’Ansembourg divided his time between consultations, conferences and workshops. He also made a number of return trips to the desert, helping to lead travelling workshops in the Atlas Mountains and the Sahara desert.


    In 1997, he became a patron of ProductionsCoeur.com and led a number of workshops on psychological and emotional expression and understanding. In 1998, he married Valérie de Guerre (born in 1963), with whom he has three daughters. His newfound domestic bliss reinforced and confirmed many of his beliefs about the psychology of relationships.


    In 2001, he began publishing his own books on the subject of personal development, which have garnered recognition for their relevance and original approach. He continues to lead conferences and workshops, particularly in France and in his native Belgium.


    INFLUENCES


    The concept of nonviolence came to prominence in the 1920s through the work of Mohandas Gandhi (Indian activist, 1896-1948), who devoted himself to spreading the idea of ahimsa (from the Sanskrit a, meaning “no”, and hiṃsā, meaning “violence”). After studying law in London, Gandhi began working as a barrister in South Africa, where he and other Indian individuals faced a great deal of discrimination and racial harassment. In response, he founded a doctrine which preached nonviolence and a respect for the truth, and this philosophy sparked an entire movement founded on the ideals of passive resistance and collective disobedience. Upon his return to India, he became the leader of a peaceful fight for his country’s independence, during which his tactics of choice included hunger strikes, protests and civil disobedience. As a result, he has gone down in history as the embodiment of pacifism and nonviolence.


    
      DID YOU KNOW?


      Gandhi was dubbed “Mahatma” by the Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941). This honorific means “high-souled” in Hindi, and is now used worldwide. However, Gandhi’s tolerance and belief in compromise led to his assassination at the hands of an extremist in 1948.

    


    The early 20th century also saw the rise of another fundamental principle of nonviolent communication: assertiveness. Although it is not his primary focus, d’Ansembourg explores this concept in some detail in the illustrated edition of Being Genuine: Stop Being Nice, Start Being Real.


    The concept of assertiveness was first defined by the American psychologist Andrew Salter (1914-1996), and was further developed by the South African behavioural therapist Joseph Wolpe (1915-1997). Assertive behaviour is based on asserting the importance of your own needs while remaining respectful of others and maintaining a positive, honest relationship with them. As such, assertiveness helps to improve communication, promote mutual consideration and bolster personal development.


    The concept of personal development can be traced back to the work of Alfred Adler (Austrian psychotherapist, 1870-1937) and Carl Jung (Swiss psychoanalyst, 1875-1961), and draws on fields as disparate as psychoanalysis and managerial theory. The aim of personal development is to encourage individuals to embrace their personality and stimulate their creativity in order to optimise their physical and psychological wellbeing. While many of the approaches to personal development have been discredited by scientific and academic experts, it has proven an exceptionally lucrative market sub-sector in a wide variety of fields, particularly professional coaching and publishing.


    CONTEXT


    The invisible lines that had divided the world into two separate blocs since the Second World War (1939-1945) began to splinter in the 1980s, and the established world order shifted for good in 1991 with the dissolution of the Soviet Union. This marked the beginning of a period of geopolitical reconfiguration which ushered in a great deal of change in the landscape of Central and Eastern Europe, as well as paving the way for closer international relations than ever before.


    The petrol crisis of 1973 and the resulting economic crisis, which brought the postwar boom period to an end, had a lasting effect on international finance. Successive cycles of inflation and recession led to unemployment, bankruptcy and generally lower incomes, but the concurrent rise of ultraliberalism and disposable goods led to the paradoxical emergence of a new lifestyle: consumerism.


    The rise of consumerism is inextricably linked to the rise of individualism, as this period also saw unprecedented social change which challenged the established order, particularly with regard to conventional family structures and values. Independence and self-reliance came to be seen as increasingly important, which contributed to rising levels of violence, as well as an increase in loneliness and depression as wellbeing became less of a priority.


    The personal development movement, which had enjoyed great popularity in the United States since the 1960s, soon began exploring new avenues of research, as connections were drawn between the concepts of self-transformation and wellbeing and a number of psychological issues such as depression and phobias. This situation only worsened over time, largely due to new managerial approaches which encouraged fierce competitiveness among employees, and led to the emergence of new problems such as burnout (psychological exhaustion due to overwork).


    Around this time, the predominance of Freudian psychoanalysis within the field of psychology also began to falter. For example, the Greek mythology expert Jean-Pierre Vernant (French historian, 1914-2007) challenged the Freudian reading of the myth of Oedipus in “Oedipus Without the Complex” (1972).


    
      THE OEDIPUS COMPLEX


      Sigmund Freud (Austrian psychoanalyst, 1856-1939) is perhaps best remembered for his psychological theory that children experience unconscious desire for the parent of the opposite sex and hostility towards the parent of the same sex. He initially named this phenomenon “the nuclear complex”, then “the paternal complex”, before eventually settling on “the Oedipus complex” in later writings. It became the fundamental principle of his theories, and played a crucial role in the history of psychoanalysis as a whole.

    


    The legitimacy of this theory had previously been called into question, particularly with regard to its predominance in the field of psychoanalysis, by influential figures in the field such as Jung, Otto Rank (Austrian psychoanalyst, 1884-1939) and Heinz Kohut (Austrian-American psychoanalyst, 1913-1981). However, Vernant went beyond these early criticisms and pointed out that Freudian theory was based on a fundamental error: namely, that Oedipus was unaware of his parents’ identities when he killed his father and married his mother, whereas Freudian theory is contingent on a child’s familiarity with their parents. This contradiction in the founding principle of Freudian psychology therefore calls the validity of Freud’s entire oeuvre into question.


    The development of neuroscience also cast doubt on the legitimacy of a number of other psychoanalytical theories by proving that a number of conditions which had previously been considered entirely psychological in nature, such as autism and schizophrenia, actually have a physiological dimension.


    In modern Western society, where the political and economic landscape is perpetually shifting and social values are in constant flux, it is no surprise that individuals often feel lost and isolated. Our obsession with keeping up appearances, usually to the detriment of our own wellbeing, leaves us feeling cut off from one another and trapped in the loneliness of our own minds. However, d’Ansembourg’s approach to psychoanalysis, as set out in Being Genuine: Stop Being Nice, Start Being Real, offers solutions that allow us to rebuild healthy, honest social lives.

  


  
    SUMMARY OF BEING GENUINE: STOP BEING NICE, START BEING REAL


    Despite the almost defiant tone of the title and its challenge to readers to “stop being nice”, the aim of d’Ansembourg’s book is to help its readers find both inner peace and peace with others.


    VIOLENCE


    The author’s personal experiences as a lawyer, a volunteer for Flics et Voyous and a therapist have all opened his eyes to the violence that permeates our society. These commitments have also allowed him to realise that our lives are a constant cycle of conflict with both others and ourselves, although these conflicts vary greatly in terms of their severity and the degree to which we are aware of them.


    Although physical violence is the most visible type of violence, this does not mean that it is also the most widespread. On the contrary, psychological violence, which is also sometimes referred to as emotional violence, is much more common because of its insidious nature, which allows it to creep into our thoughts, words and actions undetected. Similarly, the violence we inflict on ourselves is much less perceptible because we tend to focus all our attention on our relationships with others.


    Violence motivated by frustration


    According to d’Ansembourg, the leading cause of violence is a deep-seated sense of frustration that stems from our failure to satisfy our deepest needs, which are sometimes so profound that we are not even aware of them. He asserts that ignoring our needs is akin to an act of violence towards ourselves, and that bottling things up


    

    

    

    

    
      	This overzealousness can lead us to take on excessive amounts of responsibility and give us a false sense of pride and importance.


      	As a result of our excessive focus on other people’s needs, we may begin to expect them to treat us the same way and sacrifice their own wellbeing and repress aspects of their personalities to conform to our desires and expectations. This effect is particularly common in parent-child relationships and relationships between spouses. D’Ansembourg believes that this habit of projecting onto others stifles our relationships.

    


    

    

    

    

    EMBRACING OUR TRUE SELVES


    
      

      
    


    

    

    
      	Step One – Thoughts: this involves observing the situation at hand as objectively as possible, without interpreting it in any way.


      	Step Two – Feelings: this observation allows us to become conscious of any feelings we are experiencing at that exact moment, which d’Ansembourg compares to a bright signal.


      	Step Three – Needs: this signal informs us whether our needs are being met (if we feel happy) or not (if we feel unhappy).


      	
        Step Four – Demands: although merely becoming aware of our needs is sometimes enough to get our relationships onto the right track, d’Ansembourg recommends making a concrete, realistic and negotiable demand that will allow you to actively work towards satisfying these needs.

        
          

          
        

      

    


    

    

    

    

    
      

      

      
    


    

    

    

    

    
      

      
    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    BUILDING HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS


    

    

    
      	Blaming others for our own failures and unhappiness, or expecting them to solve all of our problems for us.


      	Inattentive listening, which is often caused by a misplaced desire to be nice rather than genuine. According to d’Ansembourg, many of our conversations simply consist of words floating away on a breeze rather than a meaningful interpersonal exchange, meaning that misunderstandings frequently arise due to a failure to express what we really mean or to listen attentively. Furthermore, this habit can often lead us to mistakenly believe that our relationships are more meaningful than they really are.


      	A lack of objectivity. We often interpret the facts rather than taking them as they are, which leads to a greater risk of making false assumptions about other people’s intentions and expectations.


      	Emotional blackmail, particularly within couples and families. Manipulating the other person’s emotions in this way will warp the relationship and may lead to emotional insecurity or even violence.


      	A fear of conflict and the unknown, which is one of the major barriers to building a healthy relationship. Coping measures such as self-reliance or self-denial may seem to stave off this anxiety in the short term, but they also foster a much more deep-seated and unshakeable feeling of unease.

    


    

    

    
      	Be careful with the language you use: it should be clear, non-critical and utterly non-judgemental, avoiding any potentially provocative vocabulary.


      	Listen to others attentively.


      	When making a request, be upfront about your expectations. Suggest relevant, realistic solutions, and do not pressure others into unwanted commitments.


      	Negotiation is a key element of communication which requires a certain degree of self-confidence and should be based on concern for the wellbeing of others.
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