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A few minutes before Chapter One. Read this first.

There is a voice in your head. You have heard it for as long as you can remember, which is part of the problem. The voice tells you that you are falling behind, that the other people in the room can see something off about you, that you should have figured this out by now, that the work you just did was not good enough, that the way you spoke at the meeting will be talked about later by people who do not like you. The voice does not say all of these things at once. It rotates. By the time you are old enough to read a book like this one, the rotation is so smooth that you cannot find the seam where one accusation hands off to the next. It just sounds like thinking.

This book is about that voice. What it actually is. Where it came from. Why you have believed it for as long as you have. And, most importantly, how to recognize it, withdraw your belief from it, and live the rest of your life without letting it set the temperature of every room you walk into.

I want to say something at the outset, because most books in this category do not say it and the omission is costly: I cannot promise you that the voice will go away. I do not believe it does, fully, for most people. The neural pathways were grooved over decades and they do not simply un-groove. What I can promise is something better, which is that you can learn the difference between you and the voice. Once you can hear the difference, the voice loses its authority. It can still speak. You no longer have to believe it. That distinction is the entire book.

The book is in three parts. Part One is recognition — what the voice is, where it came from, what disguises it wears, and why you believed it. Part Two is withdrawal — the slow art of pulling your belief back out of every sentence the voice has been narrating. Part Three is living afterward — what the days actually look like once the voice is no longer running things, what to do when it returns, how to reparent the part of you that needed it, and what it means to find the self that existed before the voice ever installed.

Each chapter ends with a Practice. They are short — most under twenty minutes. They are not affirmations. They are specific actions designed to interrupt a forty-year-old habit at the level of attention. You can read this book without doing them and you will get something. You will not get what you came for. The Practices are where the work happens. The chapters are the frame around the work.

One more thing before you begin. If the voice is so loud that it has begun to suggest self-harm, or if it has narrowed your life to the point that you can no longer leave the house or hold a job, this book is not enough on its own. Use it alongside a clinician. There is no shame in needing more than a book. There would be shame in pretending you don't.

When you are ready, turn the page. The voice has been ringing for a long time. We are going to learn what it is, and then we are going to learn how to stop being moved by it.
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PART ONE
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Recognizing the Voice

On the inner critic as a presence distinct from you

"There is a voice that does not use words."

— Rumi

The first part of this book is about a single act of perception. Before anything can change in your relationship to the voice inside your head, you have to be able to hear it as a voice, rather than as the inside of your own thinking. That distinction is small in the way a hinge is small. Everything turns on it. The four chapters that follow circle the same recognition from four directions. The first names the voice and separates it from the listener. The second traces where the voice came from, since it did not arrive on its own. The third examines the costumes the voice wears so that you can recognize it even when it is dressed up as caution, ambition, realism, or love. The fourth asks the hardest question of the four: why you believed it, and why you have kept believing it for so many years. By the end of Part One you will not have solved anything. You will have noticed something. That is the entire assignment.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Voice That Isn't You

"You are not your mind."

— Eckhart Tolle

•   •   •
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The Narrator and the Noticer

There are, at minimum, two things happening inside your head at any given moment. There is a voice, and there is whatever is hearing the voice. The voice is loud. It is fluent. It uses sentences. It has opinions about you, about other people, about what just happened in the kitchen and what is going to happen at the meeting on Thursday. It speaks in a register that sounds exactly like your own thinking voice, because for most of your life it has been your thinking voice, or rather it has occupied the space where your thinking voice would otherwise live. Behind that voice, and quieter than it, is something else. It does not use sentences. It does not have opinions. It is the thing that notices the voice is speaking. Most people, asked to find this quieter thing, struggle to locate it, because they have spent decades treating the loud thing as more authoritative than the quiet thing. The loud thing has more to say. The quiet thing has nothing to say. So we have given the loud thing the microphone and forgotten the quiet thing exists.

This is the situation we are unwinding in this book. Not the content of the voice, which is bad, but the arrangement itself, which is inverted. The arrangement is inverted because the voice is in the position of the narrator and the noticer is in the position of the audience. The narrator narrates and the audience believes whatever is narrated, because that is what audiences do. If you have spent forty years in this arrangement, the voice has narrated forty years of footage, and you, the audience, have believed the voiceover. The voiceover has said that you are not enough, that you are doing it wrong, that other people can see something off about you, that you are going to fail, that you are an imposition. You have believed these things in the way an audience believes a narrator, which is to say, without checking whether the narrator is reliable.

The narrator is not reliable. This is the first thing to say plainly. The narrator was not appointed by you and was not vetted by you and is not telling you something true about your life. The narrator is a voice that arrived in childhood, settled in, learned the rhythms of your inner speech, and has been speaking over the top of your life ever since. The noticer is the part of you that has been listening this whole time without saying anything back. The noticer is what you are, underneath the voice. We do not have a good word for it in English. Some traditions call it awareness. Some call it the witness. For our purposes here, it does not need a name. It only needs to be located. You locate it by noticing that you can notice the voice. If you can notice the voice, you are not the voice.

That last sentence is the entire argument of this chapter, and in some sense the entire argument of this book, so it is worth sitting with for a moment before moving on. If you can notice the voice, you are not the voice. The voice is something happening inside the field of your attention. The noticer is the field. These are not the same. They have never been the same. The confusion between them has been so thorough and so longstanding that it has produced a kind of optical illusion in which you appear, to yourself, to be identical with the voice that has been criticizing you for decades. You are not. You are what has been hearing it. The hearing has been going on the entire time, even when you were too close to the speaker to remember that there was a listener. The listener has been there in the room with the voice for forty years, and the listener is what you actually are. It is, in some sense, all you have ever been. Everything else has been weather passing through the room.

Where the Voice Came From

The voice did not begin with you. There was a stretch of time, somewhere in the first three or four years of your life, when the voice was not yet present. There was a child, and there was a world, and the child had not yet been told in any systematic way what was wrong with her. The voice arrived later. It arrived from a particular person, or a small number of particular people, in a particular family, in a particular decade. It learned its register from those sources, and it copied their syntax, and after enough exposure it became internal. By age six or seven, in most cases, the copying was complete. The voice no longer needed the original speaker to be in the room. The voice had moved in. It had taken up residence in your own thinking, in your own voice, in the dialect of your own private speech, and from that interior position it could speak to you whenever it liked, regardless of whether the original speaker was in the building. This is one of the harder things to absorb about the voice: it was outside, and then it was inside, and the crossing happened so early in your life that you do not remember the moment it crossed.

There is a woman I will call Margaret, in her mid-forties, who reached a particular point in her own work where she realized the voice telling her she was lazy was not her own voice. It was her father's voice. Not paraphrased. Not a general impression. The actual voice — same pitch, same cadence, same vocabulary, same midwestern consonants. When she stopped to listen, she could hear him. She could hear the particular flatness with which he had said the word lazy across a dinner table in 1986. She had been hearing that flatness inside her own head every morning for almost forty years and had never identified it as his. She had believed it was her own honest self-assessment of her work ethic. It was not. It was a sentence her father had said to her when she was nine, on a Tuesday, about a school project, and the sentence had stayed in the room of her mind long after her father had left the room of her actual life.

This is not unusual. This is in fact the standard configuration. The voice in your head, if you slow down enough to hear it, almost certainly belongs to somebody. It might belong to one person, the way Margaret's belonged to her father, or it might be a composite. A mother's sigh and an older sister's contempt and a sixth-grade teacher's sarcasm, blended over years into a single internal speaker who carries traces of all three. The composite is so seamless that you cannot, at first listen, find the seam. You can only find it by listening with a different kind of attention than you usually bring to your own thoughts. You have to listen the way a musician listens to a chord, picking out which notes are in it.

When you do this, the voice loses some of its authority. Not because you have argued with it, but because you have located its source. A sentence that sounds, in your own voice, like an honest appraisal of your character — I am lazy, I am too much, I am not smart enough — sounds different the moment you can hear it being spoken by the person who originally said it. It becomes, briefly, an artifact. An old recording. A thing somebody once said to a child. The child absorbed it, because that is what children do, and because survival depended on absorbing it. But absorption is not the same as truth. You absorbed it the way a sponge absorbs water. The sponge is not the water. You are not the voice.

It can take a long time to find the source, and the search is not always tidy. Sometimes the source is not a single person but a composite of three or four people who, across your childhood, spoke to you in adjacent registers, and the composite has braided them so thoroughly that you cannot pull a single thread out cleanly. Sometimes the source is a person who is, by all other accounts, someone you love and would not want to indict. The point of the search is not to indict anybody. The point is to locate. The simple act of placing the voice somewhere outside yourself, even if the placement is imperfect, begins to lighten the weight of carrying it as your own. The voice has been heavy in part because you have been carrying it as if it were yours to carry. It is not. It was handed to you. You can, slowly, set it down.

What It Sounds Like When It Speaks

The voice has a small vocabulary. This is one of the surprises of beginning to listen to it. You would expect, given how much authority it has accumulated, that it would be saying something sophisticated. It is not. It is saying the same handful of sentences over and over, with minor variations to suit the occasion. You are stupid. You are lazy. You are falling behind. You are an imposter. You are too much. You are not enough. They can see something off about you. You are going to be humiliated. You are an imposition on the people around you. There are perhaps a dozen of these core sentences, and the voice has been recycling them, in slightly different costumes, for the entire length of your adult life.

What gives the recycling its smoothness is the rotation. The voice does not say all of these things at once. If it did, you would notice, the way you notice a person who is obviously trying too hard to convince you of something. Instead, the voice rotates. It rests one accusation while sharpening another. On Monday it tells you that you are falling behind professionally. On Tuesday it has dropped that and picked up the accusation that you are not a good enough parent. On Wednesday it has cycled to your body, which is wrong in some specific way. By Thursday it has returned to your work, with a fresh angle. The rotation is so smooth that, by the time you are an adult, you cannot find the seam where one accusation hands off to the next. It just sounds like thinking. It sounds like the inside of your own head having a perfectly normal day.

There is a particular texture to the voice that helps it pass as thinking. It uses the second person, mostly. You did that wrong. You should have known better. Occasionally it slips into the first person, especially when it wants to feel like a confession: I am such an idiot. I cannot believe I said that. Both registers belong to it. Both are practiced. The shift between you and I is one of the tricks that makes the voice so hard to identify, because at one moment it sounds like a critic addressing you, and at another moment it sounds like you confessing your own failure. Either way, the content is the same. The content is contempt. Only the grammatical person changes.

When you begin to listen for the voice on purpose, what you usually discover first is the volume of it. It is much louder, and much more constant, than you had realized. It has been speaking all day, in the background of your commute, your meetings, your meals, your attempts to fall asleep. It comments on your handwriting. It comments on the way you held the door for someone. It comments on how you sound on the phone. There is almost no activity small enough to escape its commentary. The reason you
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