
  PART ISOLVING THE PROBLEM OF PASSIVITY


  As defined in this book, passivity is the compulsion to pursue the opposite of what we say we want. This compulsion—if not identified and dealt with—sabotages success, leaves us unfulfilled at best, and at worst causes depression, hopelessness, and a feeling of being victimized.


  “I don’t care. Whatever you want is fine with me.”


  “It is not the job I want, but in this economy you really can’t be choosy.”


  Passivity is the compulsion to pursue the opposite of what we say we want.


  “He’s not perfect but I’m thirty-five years old. Nobody’s perfect. I’m sure we will grow into love.”


  “I’d love to write. I’ve always dreamed someday I’d write but I have kids and a job. Not everybody gets their dreams to come true. Maybe when I retire . . .”


  “I can’t believe what is going on in Washington these days. They are all idiots and con men. But there’s nothing an average Joe like me can do about it.”


  “Go ask your father. If he says yes, then it’s okay.”


  “That’s the way the cookie crumbles. It’s just not in the cards. It’s not God’s will. I guess I’m just unlucky. Some people get all the breaks. It is what it is.”


  Does any of the above ring a bell? If so, there may be areas in your life where passivity rules your attitudes, behaviors, personality, and decisions. Perhaps you’ve settled for less than you felt you deserved, or you adapted to your present situation or relationship rather than changing it. Did you “cop out,” give up, quit, and become hopeless and helpless, feeling like you were a victim of fate rather than a creator of your own destiny?


  Unfortunately, many people have developed a connection to loss and feeling less than; they settle for unfulfilling relationships or careers that never quite let them achieve their creative potential. Surviving rather than thriving has become the state that many of us are not only used to, but compelled to pursue.


  As one highly successful surgeon who was growing increasingly wary of settling said, “I always feel I am half the husband, half the father, half the friend, and half the doctor I know I can be even though I’m considered very successful in my field.”


  I said, “It sounds like you are living a half-lived life.”


  “Exactly! But I’m fifty years old. I don’t want to say this at sixty or seventy. I want the second half of my life to be a much fuller, satisfying life, but I’m not sure how.”


  I’ll tell you what I told him. You do this by coming out of denial, identifying the parts of your life where passivity prevails, working with the origins of your passivity, becoming aware of its signs and behaviors, and acquiring new but tried-and-tested tools, information, and insights that will serve as solutions so you can fully engage in life, work, relationships, creativity, parenting, grandparenting, and much more.


  IDENTIFYING PASSIVITY


  Almost no one reading this is purely passive. Most of us exhibit passive tendencies, which ultimately leave us feeling that our life or career glass is half empty. We halfheartedly commit to projects, plans, and goals. Passive people are half in and half out of relationships. Those who suffer the effects of a half-lived life are more attached to not having what they think they want or desire, even though they protest loudly that this is not so.


  Passive people are half in and half out of relationships.


  A client of mine, James, is a very successful forty-year-old real estate agent who earns a high-six-figure income. During a session he said, “I work all the time on my marriage. I’m in therapy, I read books, and I regularly attend self-help workshops. No one can say I’m passive.” When I asked about his marriage, he quickly replied, “I want more physical contact, more touching, and yes, more sex, but I hardly get any at all.”


  James wants his wife, Brenda, to be more affectionate, and yet he indulges in a whole host of behaviors that actually gets him the opposite of what he thinks and says he wants.


  I asked him to give me an example of his efforts to get affection from his wife so I could see and show him the pattern of his passivity.


  James said, “I go into the living room where Brenda is on the couch watching television for hours on end. I say something like, ‘Can’t you turn that thing off for a little while? There’s nothing worth watching on TV. I don’t know why you watch these silly shows.’”


  I jokingly said, “How’s that working for you?” Then I offered a suggestion. “Try sitting on the living room couch next to her, gently lifting her legs, and placing them on your lap while you massage her feet. Instead of shaming, criticizing, demeaning, and judging her, simply ask her what’s on that you two can watch together.”


  He looked at me like I was speaking in a foreign tongue; in a way it was an unfamiliar language, because it was the language of compassion and assertiveness.


  “No, I never even thought of it. It sounds so simple. Why didn’t this ever occur to me before?” he said very seriously.


  It was because of his passivity and his fears of rejection, abandonment, and intimacy.


  By the way, he reported back the very next week. “Ten minutes after doing what you suggested, she looked at me and said ‘Who are you?’ Before I could answer she laughed and said, ‘Never mind, I like this,’ and we got up and got in bed and made love for the first time in a year.”


  This same man devoted an exorbitant amount of time to reading about relationships and marital counseling. He said he worked all the time on his marriage. But in reality, he thought his wife had the problem and not him.


  Passivity, then, is an offense of omission—not doing or saying what you need to—rather than one of commission, and that is one reason why it has been overlooked by clinicians and writers.


  Passivity compels people to wait in a state of suspended animation until something or someone outside themselves “rescues” them from their current circumstances; only then will they have the full life that has been eluding them. This knight in shining armor—whether a person, the world, society, or a supernatural being—is supposed to bring something they feel they have lost or had taken from them. That something could be hope, energy, love, trust, or faith. It could mean a perfect job, an unconditional lover, winning the lottery, or good parents. It is a psychological, physical, emotional, and spiritual condition that plagues even the most educated and self-directed people, and therefore the whole person must be addressed.


  Passivity pushes people to replay the feelings and memories they’ve stored in their brains and bodies, possibly for decades. One of those feelings is of “Not Having What I Really Want or Need.”


  Sandra is a thirty-six-year-old life coach who has never been married. When asked what she wants out of life, she replies very quickly that it is to be a wife and a mother.


  “It is what I was meant to do with my life,” Sandra says.


  Her whole romantic history says just the opposite. The last two men she was involved with were married with children. The man before that lived three thousand miles away; they had a long-distance relationship that lasted six years before he broke it off. Sandra keeps picking unavailable men. Her passivity drives her into the arms of those who are guaranteed not to give her what she says she longs for.


  Passivity, then, is an offense of omission—not doing or saying what you need to.


  When I point this out to her, she replies, “Are you sure it’s not the men and their inability to commit?”


  While I don’t say an emphatic no, I tell her it’s more likely that she is addicted to not having and getting negated by them.


  Sandra knows how to be alone, be on her own, depressed and despairing. When I asked her about her childhood, she said, “It seems like I’ve been alone all my life. It’s what I know.”


  Studies have shown that a child ages two through six hears eighty-five no’s for every yes.


  “Mama, I need to go the bathroom.”


  “No you don’t. You just went a few minutes ago.”


  No becomes a way of life. We even learn to say no to ourselves.


  “Daddy, I’m hungry.”


  “You can’t be hungry. We just ate.”


  “I’m not sleepy.”


  “Oh yes you are.”


  No becomes a way of life. We even learn to say no to ourselves. As my client said this morning during a consultation, “I know what I need to do but I don’t do it. That is the story of my life.”


  Children who hear too many no’s eventually withdraw and become apathetic, which later becomes a permanent character trait as a defense. These people do not make great team players. Their motto is: Say nothing, do nothing, feel nothing. Their behavior—or lack of it—eventually drives everybody a little crazy.


  Passivity results because those who have their reality negated over and over begin to question their own minds, perceptions, and even bodily functions. Finally, they come to believe they simply don’t have what it takes to immerse themselves in successful endeavors.


  Self-doubt is a major sign of passivity. Douglas is a fifty-five-year-old house painter. He has a dozen men working for him and makes a high-six-figure income. I have known him for ten years. Every time one of my books comes out, he calls to congratulate me. He goes on every time to say, “You know, I have always wanted to write a book. I have a lot of good stories from Vietnam.”


  Self-doubt is a major sign of passivity.


  I say, “You are a gifted storyteller. Write the book. I know you could do it. It would be a great book.”


  “You really think I could?”


  “I know you can.”


  What Doug is really attached to is not writing a book and hearing me say over and over again that he could do it. He enjoys the validation I give his intelligence and his storytelling ability. In other words, he feels successful for a few moments—not fulfilled, but successful. Whereas if he wrote a book and couldn’t get it published, or it wasn’t a success, or if he tried to write and couldn’t he would feel like the failure his father always told him he would be. One of Doug’s dad’s favorite things to say was that Doug “doesn’t have shit for brains and will never amount to anything.”


  When I ask Doug, “Who are you the angriest at?” he never names his father. Rather—like nine of out ten people—he responds “myself” right off the bat. When I ask why, these are some of his and other people’s answers:


  
    	I’m not living up to my potential.


    	I know what to do but I don’t do it.


    	I’m not as smart as I should be.


    	I never went to college.


    	I don’t have any discipline.


    	I’m not that good with money.


    	I don’t know what I want to do with my life.


    	I make the same mistakes over and over.


    	My father always said I’d never make it in the real world.


    	I just don’t have what it takes.

  


  No wonder so many people settle for a half-lived life. If you are angry at yourself all the time, one way to punish yourself is to sabotage your ability to excel in the areas you’re involved in—be that relationships, work, or artistic endeavors.


  People who say they are angry at themselves are usually suffering from mild to extreme passivity. It is a negation of yourself, your dreams, your goals, and your success. Passivity is a personal, sometimes permanent and terminal absenteeism from life. We’re not there for ourselves because we are so angry at ourselves. At that point, passivity is self-aggression in its worst form. This self-aggression comes in many different disguises, ranging from self-hatred to low self-worth. Passive people are full of self-doubt and self-condemnation with tendencies to criticize everything they say, do, and think, especially when they perceive they have failed at something or not achieved their or someone else’s goals or standards.


  Passivity is a personal, sometimes permanent and terminal absenteeism from life.


  In an early work of mine, The Flying Boy Book II, I state, “Adults can’t be abandoned.” When I say this at workshops or consultations, people look at me like I’m crazy. “What do you mean?” they’ll respond, “I feel abandoned all the time,” or “My ex-husband abandoned me,” or “My parents [or children] have abandoned me.”


  Then I say, “I didn’t say you couldn’t feel abandoned, but the real abandonment you are usually expressing is the abandonment of yourself.” Responses to this comment include excitement, groans, sighs, and tears. If we abandon ourselves continually, we will eventually feel that everyone and everything has abandoned us. And the passivity sinks even deeper into our souls and bones.


  WHAT PASSIVITY IS NOT


  People who are deeply affected by untreated, undetected passivity are not procrastinators putting off until tomorrow what they know they need to do today. Men and women who display passivity are not ambivalent or lazy or apathetic. Indeed, it is just the opposite. Many passive people are type A personalities who are taking their kids to school and to soccer practice, working fifty or sixty hours a week, and climbing the ladder of success at breakneck speed. They have committed to unfulfilling jobs, adjusted to less-than-satisfying vocations, and settled for poor or mediocre relationships.


  Passive people’s creed is, “I’m bored with my job” or “I’m overwhelmed by all the housework and raising children.” They think the world acts on them and moves them rather than being actors and movers themselves. Most passive people feel like they didn’t really have a chance to pursue the life they really wanted; instead life forced them into their current roles—roles they would relinquish if they only knew how.


  Passive people’s creed is, “I’m bored with my job” or “I’m overwhelmed by all the housework and raising children.”


  Their passivity may wear the mask of laziness or procrastination, but here I’m talking about inaction on a deeper level. Laziness or procrastination is almost always a temporary problem that does not have relationship consequences and can be reversed with little effort. One of the main reasons real passivity is so difficult to identify is that one of the greatest tricks passive people play on themselves goes something like this: “Look how hard I work. I work eighty hours a week and am the CEO of a large company. How can anyone label me as passive?” Or “Look how much I work on myself. I go to five 12-step meetings a week and see my therapist regularly. How can I be passive?” Or “Can’t you see I’m suffering? Isn’t that proof that I’m not attached to passivity?”


  I asked the CEO who made those remarks, “If I called your teenage son and asked him to tell me who his father really is, what do you think he’d say?”


  The hardworking man paused for several seconds and finally replied, “He’d say he didn’t know. I don’t spend that much time with him, probably not nearly as much as I should.”


  One of the main symptoms of passivity (we’ll go into many more symptoms later) is being out of balance in our personal and professional lives.


  MEN AND WOMEN UNDER THE INFLUENCE


  Passive people constantly feel that something or someone is much stronger than them; they are merely pawns being moved around on this chessboard called life. Ironically, because they feel controlled and out of control, they tend to be labeled by friends, relatives, employees, and co-workers as “control freaks.” Control freaks create the illusion they are in control by trying (not succeeding, mind you) to influence others’ thoughts, actions, behaviors, and beliefs.


  Jim is a thirty-five-year-old bank teller. He is single and lives in his mom and dad’s garage apartment. His mom has a key. When Jim goes to work, his mom lets herself in and cleans, washes his clothes, and organizes his desk. Jim tells members of the workshop I am running that while he doesn’t like that she does this, there is nothing he can really do because he doesn’t want to hurt her feelings.


  As Jim goes on to describe his mother, it becomes clear she is very passive in her relationship to Jim’s father, who is a practicing alcoholic and work addict. “My father tells her pretty much what she can and cannot do, how much to spend, and even how much time she can be with friends.” Needless to say Jim saw this behavior all his life and has taken after his mother.


  Barry, fifty-eight, owns his own contracting business. He is a control freak at work. He never delegates unless absolutely necessary, and when he does he micromanages every move. He even admits he wishes he could let go of some control, given that he has had two heart attacks and his blood pressure is dangerously high. But when he gets home, it is altogether different. He acquiesces to his wife in every matter. She gives him a weekly allowance, monitors how much he drinks at night, tells him when he can play cards and for how long. They haven’t had sex in two years; he doesn’t even try anymore and instead waits for her to initiate. Before the children left home, she was in complete control of them as well.


  Jason feels that cigarettes are stronger than he is. He will look you right in the eye and say, “I have no power over my cravings for nicotine.” Beatrice says, “When it comes to food, I simply don’t have a say.” Thomas will be the first to tell you that alcohol is his “lord and master.” These people are not just addicted to substances—they are addicted to the process of passivity. Overcoming passivity then becomes a key factor in fighting addictions and compulsions that end in pain, illness, and even death.


  THE SYMPTOMS OF PASSIVITY


  The men and women who are plagued by this problem “are troubled relatively little by the quagmire of passivity,” says Edrita Fried in the preface to her book Active/Passive: The Crucial Psychological Dimension. she goes on to note that the passive person’s main concerns focus on the symptoms rather than the cause. One of the main symptoms of passivity is depression. Recent statistics suggest that after age eighteen, roughly seven of every one hundred people suffer depression at some point in their lives. Most people diagnosed with major depression are diagnosed between their late twenties and mid-thirties. Of the some six million people affected by late-life depression, only 10 percent ever receive treatment. For every one man who develops depression, two women will—regardless of racial or ethnic background or economic status. By the year 2020 depression will be the second most common health problem in the world.


  While there are more than eighteen million people in America suffering from depression, only 30 to 40 percent find that taking prescription drugs offers any relief. A good deal of depression is biochemical, but undetected passivity and repressed emotions may be causing depression in some of those not helped by medications. In all the lists and statistics I’ve found on depression, very little is really said about passivity being a factor.


  If people are constantly feeling “acted upon” by “outside forces,” they will become depressed.


  According to Webster’s Sixth New Collegiate Dictionary, passivity consists of being “not active, but acted upon; affected by outside force or agency [and] receiving or enduring without resistance or emotional reaction . . .”


  A person being acted upon and affected by outside forces is one who allows circumstance and environment to dictate his or her state of mind. The question is: What are individuals really doing when they allow themselves to assume a passive stance?


  Although the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition (commonly known as DSM-V), does not list passivity as a precursor to depression, if people are constantly feeling “acted upon” by “outside forces,” they will become depressed in only a matter of time. It is very interesting to note that the symptoms of passivity are almost identical to the signs of depression:


  
    Living as Someone Else Wants You to Live


    Once there was a fine warren on the edge of a wood, overlooking the meadows of a farm. It was big, full of rabbits . . .


    One day the farmer thought, “I could increase these rabbits: make them part of my farm—their meat, their skins. Why should I bother to keep rabbits in hutches? They’ll do very well where they are.” . . . He put out food for the rabbits, but not too near the warren. For his purpose they had to become accustomed to going about in the fields and the wood. And then he snared them—not too many; as many as he wanted and not as many as would frighten them all away or destroy the warren.


    They grew big and strong and healthy, for he saw to it that they had all of the best, particularly in winter, and nothing to fear—except the running knot in the hedge gap and the wood path. So they lived as he wanted them to live and all the time there were a few who disappeared. The rabbits became strange in many ways, different from other rabbits. They knew well enough what was happening. But even to themselves they pretended all was well, for the food was good, they were protected, and they had nothing to fear but the one fear . . .


    —WATERSHIP DOWN BY RICHARD ADAMS

  


  Symptoms of Depression and Passivity


  Sadness that does not abate


  Passive people are often sad in part because they do not actively grieve their missed opportunities, sabotaged relationships, stagnant careers, and much more. When depression is not biochemical, it is usually brought about by repressed and denied emotions that continually build.


  Loss of interest in activities previously enjoyed


  When people feel like they’re bound to fail, or have been told from a young age that they can’t succeed, they eventually withdraw from social, sports, and recreational activities and become more and more sedentary.


  Unintentional weight gain or weight loss


  The more people withdraw, the more their weight becomes a problem—and the more their weight becomes a problem, the more they withdraw. Passivity is a real catch-22. Comfort food—packed with calories and sugar—becomes increasingly important. Sugar is a contributing factor in depression and passivity.


  Unhealthy sleep patterns


  In some cases insomnia plagues the passive person. As lethargy sets in, sugar intake increases, and sleep cycles get out of whack. Other times passive people find that the only moment they are comfortable is when they are asleep, so they sleep as much as possible.


  Energy loss


  All of the above results in energy loss, a feeling of being tired and drained. Since energy is the key to active engagement with life, feelings of worthlessness increase, and passive people become irritable and hard to be around. They lose interest in sex and become constant complainers with unexplained ailments and excuses as to why they cannot be more engaged. They feel as if life has abandoned them.


  Passive people become irritable and hard to be around.


  [image: image]


  Those around passive people eventually become frustrated with them, understanding their unrealized potential. They, too, become uninterested and eventually avoid their passive companions. As Fried points out, this includes the therapeutic community, who withdraw from treatment and refer their clients to other clinicians.


  Depressed passive people may finally receive some help from non-therapy psychiatrists or personal physicians via antidepressants—which mostly mask the real problem, sometimes for


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  THREE TYPES OF PASSIVITY IN CHILDREN


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  CAUSES OF PASSIVITY
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  PASSIVITY IN WOMEN
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