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  Chapter 1: The "Just Believe" Fallacy: Why Waiting for Internal Confidence is a Losing Strategy
Deep in the bowels of the Boston Garden during the 1960s, a distinct and reliable sound echoed through the concrete hallways before almost every major basketball game. It was the sound of a man violently vomiting.

The man hunched over the locker room toilet was Bill Russell, the center for the Boston Celtics. Russell was a physical titan, a man who would go on to win eleven NBA championships in a thirteen-year career, securing his place as one of the most dominant athletes in the history of professional sports. He intimidated opponents, controlled the court, and executed plays with a ruthless, icy precision. Yet, in the quiet minutes before the referee blew the starting whistle, Russell was entirely consumed by anxiety. His stomach churned. His heart raced. The dread of the impending contest overwhelmed his nervous system until his body physically rejected the pressure.

His coach, the legendary Red Auerbach, did not pull Russell aside and tell him to find his inner peace. Auerbach did not hand him a self-help book, guide him through breathing exercises, or ask him to recite positive affirmations in the mirror until he felt a deep sense of unshakeable belief. Auerbach understood the reality of high-stakes performance. If Russell stopped throwing up, Auerbach actually grew worried. The vomiting was the physical toll of the anxiety, but it was also the toll Russell paid to step onto the court. Once the game began, Russell borrowed the posture of a giant. He acted with absolute certainty. The internal terror remained safely locked in the bathroom stall, entirely invisible to the thousands of screaming fans and the opposing players who shrank in his presence.

The modern self-improvement industry would look at Bill Russell’s pre-game ritual and diagnose him with a severe lack of self-belief. We have spent the last four decades marinating in a cultural narrative that insists confidence must precede action. Walk into any bookstore, scroll through any social media feed, or attend any corporate leadership seminar, and you will be battered by the same relentless message. You must believe in yourself. You must conquer your doubts. You must find your inner lion, eradicate your imposter syndrome, and step into your authentic power. The underlying premise is that internal certainty is the necessary fuel for external success. If you feel afraid, you are entirely unready.

This mandate is a spectacular psychological trap. It creates a paralyzing double burden for anyone facing a difficult task. First, you have to worry about the presentation you need to give, the difficult conversation you need to initiate, or the creative project you want to launch. Second, you have to worry about the fact that you are worried. You scan your internal environment, searching for that warm, glowing feeling of absolute certainty the gurus promised. When you fail to find it—when you find a racing heart and sweaty palms instead—you conclude that you are a fraud. You decide you are not ready. You wait for the confidence to arrive, effectively benching yourself in the game of your own life.

The idea that high performance requires pre-existing high self-esteem is not an ancient philosophical truth. It has a specific origin date and a specific point of failure.

In 1986, a California state assemblyman named John Vasconcellos decided that the root cause of society’s greatest ills was a lack of inner belief. Vasconcellos was a well-meaning politician deeply influenced by the human potential movement bubbling up along the West Coast. He looked at rising crime rates, poor academic test scores, drug abuse, and teen pregnancy, and he diagnosed a single underlying pathogen: low self-esteem. If people just believed in themselves, he argued, they would not commit crimes, fail math, or abuse narcotics.

Vasconcellos convinced the state legislature to fund the California Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility. Despite widespread mockery in the national press, the task force's core philosophy rapidly infected the American educational system and corporate culture. Schools began handing out participation trophies. Teachers were instructed to praise children for their innate brilliance rather than their specific efforts. Management consultants began running seminars focused on boosting employee self-worth. The entire culture shifted toward the idea that if we could artificially inflate a person's internal sense of confidence, great achievements would naturally follow.

The experiment ran for nearly two decades before the scientific community subjected the premise to rigorous scrutiny. In 2003, Dr. Roy Baumeister, a prominent social psychologist at Florida State University, led a team of researchers in a massive review of the existing literature on self-esteem. They published their findings in the journal Psychological Science in the Public Interest. Baumeister had started the project hoping to validate the self-esteem movement. The data refused to cooperate.

After reviewing thousands of studies, Baumeister’s team found no evidence that artificially boosting self-esteem improved academic performance, reduced violence, or prevented destructive behavior. The researchers discovered that the architects of the self-esteem movement had fundamentally misunderstood the arrow of causality. High self-esteem did not cause good grades or successful careers. Good grades and successful careers caused high self-esteem.

The feeling of confidence operates as the reward for doing something difficult. It does not function as the prerequisite. When we demand that people feel sure of themselves before they take action, we are asking them to harvest the crops before they have planted the seeds. We are demanding the psychological reward without performing the physical labor.

If we discard the requirement for internal belief, we need an alternative mechanism for getting things done. We find that mechanism by looking back to the late nineteenth century, long before the invention of the modern self-help seminar.

William James is widely considered the father of American psychology. In the late 1860s, James was a young man paralyzed by severe depression, chronic health issues, and a debilitating philosophical crisis. He was obsessed with the concept of determinism—the idea that human beings have no free will, that all our actions are preordained by our biology and our environment. This belief stripped him of any motivation to act. He spent a year in a sanatorium, contemplating suicide, entirely devoid of any internal hope or confidence.

On April 30, 1870, James made a quiet entry in his diary that would change the trajectory of modern psychology. He decided he could no longer wait for the feeling of agency to arrive. He resolved to simply act as though he possessed free will, regardless of his internal doubts. "My first act of free will," he wrote, "shall be to believe in free will."

James did not magically cure his depression overnight. He bypassed it. He began to force his body through the motions of a productive, engaged scholar. He read, he wrote, he taught, and he engaged with the world. Out of this personal struggle, James developed a revolutionary theory of human emotion.

Conventional wisdom dictates that emotion precedes physical action. You see a bear in the woods, you feel afraid, and therefore you run away. James, alongside Danish physiologist Carl Lange, proposed the exact opposite. You see a bear, your body instinctively reacts by running, and your conscious mind interprets that physical flight as fear. The physical action summons the emotion. In his 1884 paper "What is an Emotion?", James argued that if you strip away the physical sensations of an emotion—the racing heart, the tense muscles, the shallow breath—there is no emotion left at all.

This concept eventually became known as the "As If" principle. If you want a quality, you act as if you already have it. You do not wait for the feeling of confidence to wash over you before you speak up in a meeting. You sit up straight, project your voice, and look people in the eye. The physical performance of confidence sends a signal to your brain, which then begins to generate the corresponding emotion.

Modern research has repeatedly validated James’s theory. In 1983, psychologist Paul Ekman published a landmark study in the journal Science demonstrating that the simple act of arranging facial muscles into specific expressions actually altered the autonomic nervous system. Subjects who were instructed to flex specific facial muscles to mimic anger experienced a measurable increase in heart rate and skin temperature. Subjects who arranged their faces into smiles showed distinct physiological changes associated with happiness. The body leads. The mind follows.

You can borrow the physical architecture of confidence while your internal state remains entirely chaotic. You can wear certainty like a borrowed suit of armor.

Consider the environment of a busy teaching hospital. The surgical residency program is one of the most high-stakes training environments in the professional world. A first-year surgical resident has spent years studying anatomy textbooks, watching senior surgeons perform procedures, and practicing on cadavers. Eventually, a day arrives when the resident must stand over a living, breathing human being and make the first incision.

Surgeon and author Atul Gawande has written extensively about the terror of this transition. The resident holding the scalpel for the first time does not feel a deep well of internal confidence. They are acutely aware of their inexperience. They are terrified of making a fatal mistake. If they waited until they felt entirely sure of themselves, the patient would remain on the operating table indefinitely.

Instead, the resident relies on the institutional armor provided by the hospital. They scrub in according to a rigid protocol. They put on the sterile gown and the surgical mask. They stand beneath the bright operating lights. They borrow the authority of the attending surgeon standing across the table, who nods and gives the quiet command to begin. The resident acts out the script of a confident surgeon. They make the cut. They perform the physical motions of competence. Over time, after dozens or hundreds of procedures, the resident stops acting. The borrowed confidence slowly metabolizes into genuine expertise. The feeling finally arrives, but only because the resident was willing to act without it for years.

This strategy of borrowing a persona is utilized at the highest levels of the entertainment industry. Stage fright is a common affliction among performers who appear supremely arrogant under the spotlight. The disconnect between the private self and the public performance requires a psychological bridge.

In the early 2000s, Beyoncé Knowles was rapidly ascending to global superstardom. Offstage, she was a devout, relatively reserved young woman from Texas who felt deeply uncomfortable with the aggressive, highly sexualized demands of modern pop performance. The pressure to dominate massive arenas paralyzed her. She could not find the internal confidence required to command a stadium of eighty thousand people.

Instead of trying to force herself to feel different, she created an alter ego. She named her Sasha Fierce.

Sasha Fierce was everything Beyoncé Knowles was not. Sasha was aggressive, fearless, provocative, and entirely immune to self-doubt. Before a concert, Beyoncé would physically and psychologically transition into this borrowed persona. She put on the costumes, adopted the posture, and stepped onto the stage not as herself, but as Sasha. She outsourced her confidence to a fictional character.

For years, Beyoncé relied on this psychological distancing mechanism to survive the crushing pressure of global fame. She performed the actions of a confident megastar while her private self remained protected behind the armor. By 2010, the dynamic had shifted. Years of executing the behaviors of Sasha Fierce had fundamentally altered Beyoncé’s internal state. The repeated physical actions had summoned the genuine emotion. In an interview that year, Beyoncé officially announced that she was killing off her alter ego. She no longer needed to borrow the confidence. The armor had become her skin.

The lesson here is profound. You do not need to invent an alter ego with a distinct name, but you do need to recognize that confidence is a performance you execute, not a weather condition you wait for.

When you adopt the self-help mandate to "just believe," you engage in a destructive psychological process known as hyper-reflection. The Austrian psychiatrist Viktor Frankl observed that when human beings focus too intensely on a natural process, they disrupt their ability to perform it. If you lie in bed demanding that you fall asleep, the intense focus on your wakefulness guarantees insomnia. If you stand at a podium demanding that you feel confident, the intense focus on your anxiety guarantees panic.

Hyper-reflection turns your attention entirely inward. You become obsessed with your own emotional temperature. You notice the slight tremor in your hands. You notice the dryness in your throat. You interpret these normal physiological responses to stress as definitive proof that you are failing, which triggers a secondary wave of anxiety. You spiral downward, trapped in the echo chamber of your own nervous system.

The only way to break the cycle of hyper-reflection is to forcefully redirect your attention outward. You must stop monitoring your internal state and focus entirely on the external execution of the task.

The audience sitting in the conference room cannot see your heart rate. The client on the other end of the phone cannot hear your sweaty palms. The patient on the operating table does not know that the resident’s stomach is churning. The world interacts entirely with your external behaviors. If you stand tall, speak clearly, and execute the plan, the world will treat you as a confident person. That external validation will then begin to feed back into your internal state, slowly turning the performance into reality.

We have spent decades waiting for permission from our own brains to do the things we want to do. We have treated doubt as a red light, a signal that we must stop and do more internal work before we can proceed. We buy another book, attend another seminar, write another affirmation in a journal, hoping that this time, the magical feeling of certainty will finally take root.

It is time to abandon the waiting game. The internal certainty is not coming. The anxiety you feel before a high-stakes moment is not a malfunction. It is the appropriate biological response to risk. Bill Russell understood this. William James understood this. The surgical resident holding the scalpel understands this.

You are allowed to feel entirely unsure of yourself. You are allowed to be terrified. You are allowed to carry your doubts with you right up to the starting line. The requirement is not that you eradicate your fear. The requirement is that you refuse to let your fear dictate your physical actions.

Borrow the posture. Borrow the volume. Borrow the script. Put on the suit of armor and step into the room. The feeling will catch up eventually. Until then, the action is enough.
Chapter 2: The Sasha Fierce Protocol: How to Construct and Deploy a High-Performance Alter Ego
Vincent Edward Jackson stood in the batter’s box at Anaheim Stadium in the summer of 1989, methodically digging his cleats into the dirt. The noise of thirty thousand fans washed over the field, a chaotic wall of sound that would normally shatter the concentration of a young man from the Deep South. Jackson did not flinch. He did not acknowledge the opposing pitcher. He stared out from inside the batting helmet with a blank, terrifying emptiness.

The public knew him as Bo Jackson, the greatest pure athlete of the twentieth century, a man capable of running up outfield walls and snapping wooden baseball bats over his knee as if they were dry twigs. What the public did not know was that Bo Jackson was not entirely present on the field.

Growing up in Bessemer, Alabama, Jackson suffered from a profound, debilitating stutter. Neighborhood children threw rocks at his house and mocked his speech. He was deeply sensitive, easily wounded, and prone to internalizing the hostility of his environment. The psychological profile of the stuttering kid from Bessemer was entirely incompatible with the demands of professional sports, where tens of thousands of hostile strangers scream insults from the bleachers and massive, aggressive men try to physically break you.

Jackson survived by engineering a psychological shield. He explicitly told biographers that he created an alternate personality to handle the violence and pressure of his athletic career. He looked to the popular culture of his youth and borrowed the traits of the emotionless, relentless killer from the Friday the 13th film franchise: Jason Voorhees. When Jackson stepped out of the dugout, he deliberately stopped being the vulnerable kid with the speech impediment. He became Jason. Jason felt no anxiety. Jason did not care if the crowd booed. Jason was a machine built for destruction. Jackson maintained this persona so completely that his teammates often noted his chilling lack of emotion during moments of extreme tension. He had outsourced the heavy lifting of his career to a phantom.

Modern self-help literature demands absolute authenticity. The prevailing advice insists you must bare your soul, show your flaws, and bring your “whole self” to your professional and personal endeavors. We are instructed to strip away our masks and embrace our vulnerabilities. This is an appealing sentiment for a therapist’s couch or a close romantic relationship. It is a catastrophic strategy for a hostile corporate negotiation, a massive public speaking engagement, or a brutal athletic contest.

Your whole self is likely anxious, tired, underqualified, and doubting its own competence. Dragging that fragile reality into a high-stakes environment guarantees failure.

In 1959, the sociologist Erving Goffman published The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Goffman argued that all human interaction is a theatrical performance. He divided human behavior into two distinct zones: the front stage and the back stage. The back stage is where the individual drops the facade, rests, and experiences the messy reality of their emotions. The front stage is where the individual performs a specific role for an audience. Goffman observed waiters in restaurants. In the kitchen—the back stage—they slouched, swore, complained about the customers, and expressed exhaustion. The moment they pushed through the swinging doors into the dining room—the front stage—their posture straightened, their voices softened, and they became deferential, competent servants.

Goffman understood that the mask is a necessary tool for social survival. The modern obsession with authenticity tells us to drag the back-stage chaos onto the front stage. Goffman would classify this as social suicide. When you are thrust into a situation where you lack confidence, the solution is never to lean into your current feelings of inadequacy. The solution is to construct a front-stage persona specifically engineered to handle the threat.

Beyoncé Knowles grew up in a strict Methodist household in Houston, Texas. She sang in the choir at St. John's United Methodist Church. By all accounts, she was polite, deferential, and deeply concerned with being a respectful daughter. As her career accelerated, first as the lead singer of Destiny's Child and then as a massive solo artist, the music industry demanded a level of aggressive sexuality, fierce dominance, and unapologetic arrogance. These traits conflicted entirely with her religious upbringing. She could not reconcile the quiet Houston church girl with the woman who needed to execute highly provocative choreography in front of fifty thousand screaming fans.

She resolved the conflict by building Sasha Fierce.

Beyoncé spoke about Sasha in interviews as a distinct, separate entity. She explained that Sasha did things Beyoncé would never personally do. Sasha was fearless. Sasha wore the stilettos and the metal glove. Sasha didn't care what the church congregation thought of her outfits. By compartmentalizing the aggressive, dominant traits into a named alter ego, Beyoncé insulated her core identity from the psychological friction of her profession. She formalized this architecture in 2008 with the release of the double album I Am... Sasha Fierce. The physical packaging of the CD literally split her identity in half. Disc one contained acoustic, vulnerable ballads credited to Beyoncé. Disc two contained aggressive, electronic dance tracks credited to Sasha Fierce.

This sounds like the eccentric behavior of an insulated celebrity. It is actually a highly effective, scientifically validated cognitive behavioral strategy known as self-distancing.

Ethan Kross, a psychologist at the University of Michigan, directs the Emotion & Self Control Laboratory. He studies how human beings regulate their emotions under extreme stress. Kross found that when people experience intense anxiety, they get trapped in their own first-person perspective. The internal monologue becomes an endless, suffocating loop of first-person pronouns: I can't do this, I am going to fail, they are going to laugh at me. The amygdala, the brain's threat-detection center, floods the nervous system with cortisol.

To break this loop, you have to force the brain to step outside of itself.

Rachel White, a researcher at Hamilton College, and Stephanie Carlson at the University of Minnesota took Kross's theories and tested them on young children. Their study, published in the journal Child Development, took a group of five-year-olds and gave them a deliberately tedious, frustrating task on a computer. The task was a classic Go/No-Go test requiring sustained attention, designed to quickly exhaust a child's patience. The researchers told the children they could take a break whenever they wanted to play a highly entertaining video game in the adjacent room.

The researchers divided the children into three groups. Group one was instructed to periodically ask themselves, "Am I working hard?" Group two was instructed to ask themselves the same question using their own name in the third person, such as, "Is Sarah working hard?" Group three was given a prop—a cape or a mask—and told to pretend to be a competent fictional character, like Batman or Dora the Explorer. They were instructed to ask, "Is Batman working hard?"

The results demonstrated the mechanical power of the alter ego. The children who asked "Am I working hard?" quit the fastest. Trapped in their first-person frustration, they gave up and went to play the video game. The children who used their own name in the third person lasted significantly longer, benefiting from a minor degree of psychological distance. The children who pretended to be Batman worked the longest and showed the highest levels of executive function.

By stepping into an alter ego, the children created a massive psychological buffer between their conscious minds and their own frustration. Batman does not get tired. Batman does not quit because a computer game is boring. The children borrowed the perceived traits of the dark knight and applied them to their immediate reality.

To deploy this protocol as an adult, you have to construct the persona with deliberate precision. You cannot simply decide to be confident. You must build an avatar that possesses the specific type of confidence your environment requires.

Todd Herman, a performance coach who works with Olympic athletes and senior executives, codified this process in his work on alter egos. Herman notes that the most successful personas are tethered to a physical artifact. He calls this the totem. A psychological switch requires a physical trigger to activate. Clark Kent requires the telephone booth and the removal of his glasses to become Superman. The totem creates a tangible, physical boundary between the vulnerable self and the high-performance self.

Martin Luther King Jr. possessed perfect 20/20 vision for the majority of his life. Yet, in many of the most iconic photographs from the civil rights movement, he is wearing thick, wire-rimmed glasses. According to his biographer David Garrow, King began wearing the glasses with plain glass lenses because he felt he looked too young for the burden of leadership. Thrust into the center of the Montgomery bus boycott at the age of twenty-six, he found himself negotiating with seasoned, hostile politicians and older, deeply skeptical civil rights veterans. The glasses served as a prop. They were a physical artifact that signaled authority, gravity, and age. Putting them on helped him step into the role of the movement's patriarch. The glasses were a totem that activated the required persona.

The most dramatic documented deployment of a high-performance alter ego occurred in the summer of 2003. Kobe Bryant, the star shooting guard for the Los Angeles Lakers, was facing a sexual assault charge in Eagle County, Colorado. He was facing the very real possibility of a lengthy prison sentence. His corporate endorsement deals were evaporating overnight. His marriage was in a state of highly publicized crisis. Everywhere he went, news helicopters and paparazzi followed. Opposing fans screamed vicious, highly personal insults at him from the stands during games.

If Bryant had brought his authentic self to the basketball court that season, he would have collapsed under the psychological weight. His authentic self was terrified, angry, and drowning in legal and personal chaos. He needed a mechanism to sever his emotional state from his physical execution.

He found the solution in Quentin Tarantino's martial arts film Kill Bill, which features an assassin operating under the code name Black Mamba. The snake is known for its speed, agility, and lethal, unprovoked aggression. Bryant adopted the name and built an entirely new persona around it. He later explained to interviewers that he had to separate his personal life from his professional life to survive the year. Kobe Bryant was the man dealing with the lawyers, the family trauma, and the terror of the courtroom. The Black Mamba was the entity playing basketball. The Black Mamba felt no emotion, heard no insults from the crowd, and cared only about destroying the opponent on the court.

The physical act of lacing up his basketball shoes became the trigger. Once the shoes were tied, Kobe Bryant ceased to exist.

During that 2003-2004 season, the scheduling logistics alone were enough to break a normal athlete. Bryant would frequently fly to Colorado for a mandatory court appearance, sit in a courtroom facing devastating allegations and hostile prosecutors, fly back to Los Angeles on a private jet, land hours before tip-off, drive straight to the Staples Center, and score forty points against elite NBA defenders. He did not achieve this by processing his feelings on the court. He did not achieve this by embracing his vulnerability. He achieved it by leaving Kobe Bryant in the locker room.

Constructing your own Sasha Fierce or Black Mamba requires an honest audit of your own deficiencies. You must isolate the specific environment where your confidence fails. Perhaps you freeze during public presentations. Perhaps you become overly accommodating and weak during salary negotiations. Perhaps you lose your temper and become irrational during conflicts with your business partners.

Once you identify the failure point, you must identify the exact traits required to survive that environment. If you are weak in negotiations, you need a persona characterized by cold, clinical detachment and an absolute willingness to walk away. If you freeze during presentations, you need a persona characterized by expansive, theatrical warmth and unshakeable authority.

You must give the persona a name. The name creates the necessary linguistic distance. You cannot tell yourself, "I need to be stronger right now." Your brain will reject that command because your brain knows you are currently weak. You must tell yourself, "The Negotiator is stepping into the room now."

Finally, you must tie the activation of this persona to a specific, repeatable physical action. It could be putting on a specific watch, sliding a particular ring onto your finger, or simply the act of pushing open the boardroom doors. The physical action must become synonymous with the psychological shift. When the ring goes on, the vulnerable self is suspended.

There is a severe, documented danger in utilizing this protocol. You must know exactly how and when to turn the alter ego off.

David Bowie created the persona of Ziggy Stardust in 1971. Despite his eventual status as a global icon, Bowie was naturally introverted and found the prospect of fronting a massive rock band terrifying. He lacked the innate bravado of a Mick Jagger or a Freddie Mercury. Ziggy Stardust was an omnisexual alien rock star with zero inhibitions, draped in flamboyant costumes and aggressive makeup. For a year, Ziggy allowed Bowie to perform with explosive, mesmerizing charisma.

Then the boundary dissolved. Bowie started conducting press interviews as Ziggy. He started living as Ziggy offstage, adopting the character's erratic, destructive behaviors in his personal life. The psychological toll of maintaining a high-octane, fearless persona twenty-four hours a day drove him to the brink of a complete nervous breakdown. The human nervous system is not designed to operate permanently on the front stage.

On July 3, 1973, at the Hammersmith Odeon in London, Bowie abruptly stepped to the microphone and announced the death of Ziggy Stardust to the audience, shocking his own bandmates who had no prior warning. He told the crowd, "Of all the shows on this tour, this particular show will remain with us the longest, because not only is it the last show of the tour, but it's the last show that we'll ever do." He had to publicly execute the alter ego to save his own sanity.

Beyoncé reached a similar, though less dramatic, conclusion. By 2010, she gave an interview to Allure magazine officially announcing that Sasha Fierce was dead. She explained that she had grown enough, and accumulated enough actual, lived confidence over years of touring, that she no longer needed the psychological crutch. She had integrated Sasha's fearlessness into her own baseline personality. The scaffolding had done its job, and the building was finally strong enough to stand on its own.

The alter ego is a temporary structure. You construct it around your fragile confidence while the real foundation is being built through repetition and experience. You borrow the traits of a fictional character, an animal, or a historical figure because your own brain currently rejects those traits as incompatible with your self-image.

The profound irony of the alter ego protocol is that you are never actually borrowing anything from the outside world. A five-year-old wearing a plastic cape does not suddenly possess the actual martial arts abilities or billion-dollar technology of Batman. The increased focus, the extended patience, and the resilience the child demonstrates during the computer test were entirely generated by the child's own brain. The cape simply provided the child with permission to access those reserves.

When Bo Jackson stepped into the batter's box as Jason Voorhees, he did not magically acquire the strength of a fictional movie monster. The cold, mechanical focus he exhibited was entirely his own. He just needed the mask to bypass the stuttering, anxious kid from Alabama who was blocking the path.

When you act as the alter ego, you are only ever expressing a dormant, suppressed fraction of your own psychology. The confidence you think you are faking is actually native to your own nervous system. The totem, the name, and the persona are just the keys required to unlock the vault. You trick yourself into competence until the competence becomes your permanent reality.
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