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The biggest challenge, I think, is always maintaining your
moral compass. Those are the conversations I’m having
internally. I’m measuring my actions against that inner voice
that for me at least is audible, is active, it tells me where I
think I’m on track and where I think I’m off track.

—barack obama

The voice in my head is an asshole.
—dan harris
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I

Introduction

stood in the darkness of my living room, my knuckles white, my fingers
tense around the sticky rubber handle of my Little League baseball bat,

staring out the window into the night, trying desperately to protect my wife
and newborn daughter from a madman I had never met. Any self-awareness
about how this looked, or about what I might actually do if the madman
appeared, had been washed away by the fear I was experiencing. The
thoughts racing through my head kept repeating the same thing.

It’s all my fault, I said to myself. I have a healthy, adorable new baby
and wife upstairs who love me. I’ve put them both at risk. What have I
done? How am I going to fix this? These thoughts were like a horrible
carnival ride I couldn’t get off.

So there I was, trapped—not just in my dark living room, but also in the
nightmare of my own mind. Me, a scientist who directs a laboratory that
specializes in the study of self-control, an expert on how to tame
unrelenting negative thought spirals, staring out the window at three in the
morning with a tiny baseball bat in my hands, tortured not by the
boogeyman who sent me a deranged letter but by the boogeyman inside my
head.

How did I get here?

The Letter and the Chatter

That day began like any other day.



I woke up early, got dressed, helped feed my daughter, changed her
diaper, and quickly downed breakfast. Then I kissed my wife and headed
out the door to drive to my office on the University of Michigan’s campus.
It was a cold but tranquil, sunny day in the spring of 2011, a day that
seemed to promise equally tranquil, sunny thoughts.

When I arrived at East Hall, the mammoth brick-covered building that
houses the University of Michigan’s storied Psychology Department, I
found something unusual in my mailbox. Sitting atop the stack of science
journals that had been accumulating was an envelope hand addressed to me.
Curious about what was inside—it was rare that I received hand-addressed
mail at work—I opened the letter and began reading it as I walked toward
my office. That’s when, before I even realized how hot I was, I felt a rush of
sweat slide down my neck.

The letter was a threat. The first one I had ever received.
The previous week I had appeared briefly on CBS Evening News to talk

about a neuroscience study that my colleagues and I had just published
demonstrating that the links between physical and emotional pain were
more similar than previous research had suggested. In fact, the brain
registered emotional and physical pain in remarkably similar ways.
Heartbreak, it turned out, was a physical reality.

My colleagues and I had been excited about the results yet didn’t
expect them to generate more than a handful of calls from science
journalists looking to file a brief story. Much to our surprise, the findings
went viral. One minute I was lecturing to undergraduates on the psychology
of love, and the next I was receiving a crash course in media training in a
television studio on campus. I managed to get through the interview without
tripping on my words too many times, and a few hours later the segment on
our work aired—a scientist’s fifteen minutes of fame, which in fact
amounted to about ninety seconds.

What exactly our research had done to offend the letter writer wasn’t
clear, but the violent drawings, hateful slurs, and disturbing messages that
the text contained left little to my imagination about the person’s feelings
toward me while at the same time leaving much to my imagination about
what form such malice could take. To make matters worse, the letter didn’t
come from a distant locale. A quick Google search of its postmark revealed



that it was sent from just a dozen miles away. My thoughts started spinning
uncontrollably. In a cruel twist of fate, I was now the one experiencing
emotional pain so intense it felt physical.

Later that day, after several conversations with university
administrators, I found myself sitting in the local police station, anxiously
awaiting my turn to speak to the officer in charge. Although the policeman I
eventually shared my story with was kind, he wasn’t particularly reassuring.
He offered three pieces of advice: Call the phone company and make sure
my home telephone number wasn’t listed, keep an eye out for suspicious
people hanging around my office, and—my personal favorite—drive home
from work a different way each day to ensure that no one learned my
routine. That was it. They were not deploying a special task force. I was on
my own. It was not exactly the comforting response I had hoped to hear.

As I took a long, circuitous route home that day through Ann Arbor’s
tree-lined streets, I tried to come up with a solution for how to deal with the
situation. I thought to myself, Let’s go over the facts. Do I need to worry?
What do I need to do?

According to the police officer, and several other people I had shared
my story with, there were clear ways I could answer these questions. No,
you don’t need to stress out over this. These things happen. There isn’t
anything else you can do. It’s okay to be afraid. Just relax. Public figures
receive empty threats all the time and nothing happens. This will blow over.

But that wasn’t the conversation I had with myself. Instead, the
despairing stream of thoughts running through my head amplified itself in
an endless loop. What have I done? my inner voice shouted, before
switching into my inner frenzy maker. Should I call the alarm company?
Should I get a gun? Should we move? How quickly can I find a new job?

A version of this conversation repeated itself again and again in my
mind over the next two days, and I was a nervous wreck as a result. I had no
appetite, and I talked endlessly (and unproductively) about the threatening
letter with my wife to the point that tension between us began to grow. I
startled violently each time I heard the faintest peep escape from my
daughter’s nursery, instantly assuming that the worst fate was upon her
rather than a more obvious explanation—a creaky crib, a gassy baby.

And I paced.



For two nights, while my wife and daughter slept peacefully in their
beds, I stood watch downstairs in my pajamas with my Little League
baseball bat in my hands, peeking out the living room window to make sure
no one was approaching, with no plan for what I would do if I actually
found someone lurking outside.

At my most embarrassing, when my anxiety peaked on the second
night, I sat down in front of my computer and considered performing a
Google search with the key words “bodyguards for academics”—absurd in
hindsight but urgent and logical at the time.

Going Inside

I am an experimental psychologist and neuroscientist. I study the science of
introspection at the Emotion & Self Control Laboratory, a lab I founded and
direct at the University of Michigan. We do research on the silent
conversations people have with themselves, which powerfully influence
how we live our lives. I’ve spent my entire professional career researching
these conversations—what they are, why we have them, and how they can
be harnessed to make people happier, healthier, and more productive.

My colleagues and I like to think of ourselves as mind mechanics. We
bring people into our lab to participate in elaborate experiments, and we
also study them “in the wild” of daily human experience. We use tools from
psychology and other disciplines—fields as diverse as medicine,
philosophy, biology, and computer science—to answer vexing questions
like: Why are some people able to benefit from focusing inward to
understand their feelings, while other people crumble when they engage in
the exact same behavior? How can people reason wisely under toxic stress?
Are there right and wrong ways to talk to yourself? How can we
communicate with people we care about without stoking their negative
thoughts and emotions or increasing our own? Do the countless “voices” of
others we encounter on social media affect the voices in our minds? By
rigorously examining these questions, we’ve made numerous surprising
discoveries.



We’ve learned how specific things we say and do can improve our inner
conversations. We’ve learned how to pick the locks of the “magical” back
doors of the brain—how certain ways of employing placebos, lucky
charms, and rituals can make us more resilient. We’ve learned which
pictures to place on our desks to help us recover from emotional injuries
(hint: photos of Mother Nature can be comforting just like those of our own
mothers), why clutching a stuffed animal can help with existential despair,
how and how not to talk with your partner after a hard day, what you’re
likely doing wrong when you log on to social media, and where you should
go when you take walks to deal with the problems you face.

My interest in how the conversations we have with ourselves influence
our emotions began long before I considered a career in science. It began
before I really understood what feelings were. My fascination with the rich,
fragile, and ever-shifting world we carry around between our ears dates
back to the first psychology lab I ever set foot in: the household where I
grew up.

I was raised in the working-class Brooklyn neighborhood of Canarsie to
a father who taught me about the importance of self-reflection from an
oddly early age. When I suspect the parents of most other three-year-olds
were teaching their kids to brush their teeth regularly and treat other people
kindly, my dad had other priorities. In his typically unconventional style, he
was more concerned with my inner choices than anything else, always
encouraging me to “go inside” if I had a problem. He liked to tell me, “Ask
yourself the question.” The exact question he was referring to eluded me,
though on some level I understood what he was pushing me to do: Look
inside yourself for answers.

In many ways, my dad was a walking contradiction. When he wasn’t
flipping off other drivers on noisy, traffic-choked New York streets or
cheering on the Yankees in front of the television at home, I could find him
meditating in his bedroom (usually with a cigarette dangling beneath his
bushy mustache) or reading the Bhagavad Gita. But as I grew up and
encountered situations more complex than deciding whether to eat a
forbidden cookie or refusing to clean my room, his advice took on more
weight. Should I ask my high school crush out? (I did; she said no.) Should
I confront my friend after witnessing him steal someone’s wallet? Where



should I go to college? I prided myself on my coolheaded thinking, and my
reliance on “going inside” to help me make the right decision rarely faltered
(and one day one of my crushes would say yes; I married her).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, when I went off to college, my discovery of the
field of psychology felt preordained. I had found my calling. It explored the
things my dad and I had spent my youth talking about when we weren’t
talking about the Yankees; it seemed to both explain my childhood and
show me a pathway into adulthood. Psychology also gave me a new
vocabulary. In my college classes, I learned, among lots of other things, that
what my father had been circling around during all those years of his Zen
parenting, which my markedly not-eccentric mother had put up with, was
the idea of introspection.

In the most basic sense, introspection simply means actively paying
attention to one’s own thoughts and feelings. The ability to do this is what
allows us to imagine, remember, reflect, and then use these reveries to
problem solve, innovate, and create. Many scientists, including myself, see
this as one of the central evolutionary advances that distinguishes human
beings from other species.

All along, then, my father’s rationale was that cultivating the skill of
introspection would help me through whatever challenging situations I
encountered. Deliberate self-reflection would lead to wise, beneficial
choices and by extension to positive emotions. In other words, “going
inside” was the route to a resilient, fulfilling life. This made perfect sense.
Except that, as I would soon learn, for many people it was completely
wrong.

In recent years, a robust body of new research has demonstrated that
when we experience distress, engaging in introspection often does
significantly more harm than good. It undermines our performance at work,
interferes with our ability to make good decisions, and negatively
influences our relationships. It can also promote violence and aggression,
contribute to a range of mental disorders, and enhance our risk of becoming
physically ill. Using the mind to engage with our thoughts and feelings in
the wrong ways can lead professional athletes to lose the skills they’ve
spent their careers perfecting. It can cause otherwise rational, caring people
to make less logical and even less moral decisions. It can lead friends to flee



from you in both the real world and the social media world. It can turn
romantic relationships from safe havens into battlegrounds. It can even
contribute to us aging faster, both in how we look on the outside and in how
our DNA is configured internally. In short, our thoughts too often don’t save
us from our thoughts. Instead, they give rise to something insidious.

Chatter.
Chatter consists of the cyclical negative thoughts and emotions that turn

our singular capacity for introspection into a curse rather than a blessing. It
puts our performance, decision making, relationships, happiness, and health
in jeopardy. We think about that screwup at work or misunderstanding with
a loved one and end up flooded by how bad we feel. Then we think about it
again. And again. We introspect hoping to tap into our inner coach but find
our inner critic instead.

The question, of course, is why. Why do people’s attempts to “go
inside” and think when they experience distress at times succeed and at
other times fail? And just as important, once we find our introspective
abilities running off course, what can we do to steer them back on track?
I’ve spent my career examining these questions. I’ve learned that the
answers hinge on changing the nature of one of the most important
conversations of conscious life: the ones we have with ourselves.

Our Default State

A widespread cultural mantra of the twenty-first century is the exhortation
to live in the present. I appreciate the wisdom of this maxim. Instead of
succumbing to the pain of the past or anxiety about the future, it advises, we
should concentrate on connecting with others and oneself right now. And
yet, as a scientist who studies the human mind, I can’t help but note how
this well-intentioned message runs counter to our biology. Humans weren’t
made to hold fast to the present all the time. That’s just not what our brains
evolved to do.

In recent years, cutting-edge methods that examine how the brain
processes information and allow us to monitor behavior in real time have



unlocked the hidden mechanics of the human mind. In doing so, they have
uncovered something remarkable about our species: We spend one-third to
one-half of our waking life not living in the present.

As naturally as we breathe, we “decouple” from the here and now, our
brains transporting us to past events, imagined scenarios, and other internal
musings. This tendency is so fundamental it has a name: our “default state.”
It is the activity our brain automatically reverts to when not otherwise
engaged, and often even when we are otherwise engaged. You’ve no doubt
noticed your own mind wander, as if of its own volition, when you were
supposed to be focusing on a task. We are perpetually slipping away from
the present into the parallel, nonlinear world of our minds, involuntarily
sucked back “inside” on a minute-to-minute basis. In light of this, the
expression “the life of the mind” takes on new and added meaning: Much of
our life is the mind. So, what often happens when we slip away?

We talk to ourselves.
And we listen to what we say.
Humanity has grappled with this phenomenon since the dawn of

civilization. Early Christian mystics were thoroughly annoyed by the voice
in their head always intruding on their silent contemplation. Some even
considered these voices demonic. Around the same time, in the East,
Chinese Buddhists theorized about the turbulent mental weather that could
cloud one’s emotional landscape. They called it “deluded thought.” And yet
many of these very same ancient cultures believed that their inner voice was
a source of wisdom, a belief that undergirds several millennia-old practices
like silent prayer and meditation (my dad’s personal philosophy). The fact
that multiple spiritual traditions have both feared our inner voice and noted
its value speaks to the ambivalent attitudes to our internal conversations that
still persist today.

When we talk about the inner voice, people naturally wonder about its
pathological aspects. I often begin presentations by asking audience
members if they talk to themselves in their heads. Invariably, many people
look relieved to see other hands shoot up alongside theirs. Unfortunately,
normal voices that we hear in our heads (belonging, for example, to
ourselves, family, or colleagues) can sometimes devolve into abnormal
voices characteristic of mental illness. In such cases, the person doesn’t



believe that the voice issues from their own mind but thinks it comes from
another entity (hostile people, aliens, and the government, to name a few
common auditory hallucinations). Importantly, when we talk about the inner
voice, the difference between mental illness and wellness is a question not
of dichotomy—pathological versus healthy—but of culture and degree. One
quirk of the human brain is that roughly one in ten people hear voices and
attribute them to external factors. We are still trying to understand why this
happens.

The bottom line is that we all have a voice in our head in some shape or
form. The flow of words is so inextricable from our inner lives that it
persists even in the face of vocal impairments. Some people who stutter, for
example, report talking more fluently in their minds than they do out loud.
Deaf people who use sign language talk to themselves too, though they
have their own form of inner language. It involves silently signing to
themselves, similar to how people who can hear use words to talk to
themselves privately. The inner voice is a basic feature of the mind.

If you’ve ever silently repeated a phone number to memorize it,
replayed a conversation imagining what you should have said, or verbally
coached yourself through a problem or skill, then you’ve employed your
inner voice. Most people rely on and benefit from theirs every day. And
when they disconnect from the present, it’s often to converse with that voice
or hear what it has to say—and it can have a lot to say.

Our verbal stream of thought is so industrious that according to one
study we internally talk to ourselves at a rate equivalent to speaking four
thousand words per minute out loud. To put this in perspective, consider
that contemporary American presidents’ State of the Union speeches
normally run around six thousand words and last over an hour. Our brains
pack nearly the same verbiage into a mere sixty seconds. This means that if
we’re awake for sixteen hours on any given day, as most of us are, and our
inner voice is active about half of that time, we can theoretically be treated
to about 320 State of the Union addresses each day. The voice in your head
is a very fast talker.

Although the inner voice functions well much of the time, it often leads
to chatter precisely when we need it most—when our stress is up, the stakes
are high, and we encounter difficult emotions that call for the utmost poise.



Sometimes this chatter takes the form of a rambling soliloquy; sometimes
it’s a dialogue we have with ourselves. Sometimes it’s a compulsive
rehashing of past events (rumination); sometimes it’s an angst-ridden
imagining of future events (worry). Sometimes it’s a free-associative
pinballing between negative feelings and ideas. Sometimes it’s a fixation on
one specific unpleasant feeling or notion. However it manifests itself, when
the inner voice runs amok and chatter takes the mental microphone, our
mind not only torments but paralyzes us. It can also lead us to do things that
sabotage us.

Which is how you find yourself peeking out the window of your living
room late at night holding a comically small baseball bat.

The Puzzle

One of the most crucial insights I’ve had during my career is that the
instruments necessary for reducing chatter and harnessing our inner voice
aren’t something we need to go looking for. They are often hidden in plain
sight, waiting for us to put them to work. They are present in our mental
habits, quirky behaviors, and daily routines, as well as in the people,
organizations, and environments we interact with. In this book, I will lay
bare these tools and explain not only how they work but how they fit
together to form a toolbox that evolution crafted to help us manage the
conversations we have with ourselves.

In the chapters ahead, I will bring the lab to you while also telling
stories about people who combat their chatter. You’ll learn about the mental
lives of a former NSA agent, Fred Rogers, Malala Yousafzai, LeBron
James, and an indigenous South Pacific tribe called the Trobrianders, as
well as many people just like you and me. But to begin this book, we will
first look at what the inner voice really is, along with all the marvelous
things it does for us. Then I will take us into the dark side of the
conversations we have with ourselves and the truly frightening extent to
which chatter can harm our bodies, damage our social lives, and derail our
careers. This inescapable tension of the inner voice as both a helpful
superpower and destructive kryptonite that hurts us is what I think of as the



great puzzle of the human mind. How can the voice that serves as our best
coach also be our worst critic? The rest of the chapters will describe
scientific techniques that can reduce our chatter—techniques that are
rapidly helping us solve the puzzle of our own minds.

The key to beating chatter isn’t to stop talking to yourself. The
challenge is to figure out how to do so more effectively. Fortunately, both
your mind and the world around you are exquisitely designed to help you
do precisely that. But before we get into how to control the voice in our
head, we need to answer a more basic question.

Why do we have one in the first place?
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