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INTRODUCTION

HUMANS ARE MASTER pretenders. At first glance, most of us seem stronger, calmer, and more mature than we really are. When people applaud our accomplishments, it’s easy to look confident. If we love to control others, we can seem so helpful. When our brains are buzzing with expert advice, we look pretty damn smart.

Look closely, and you’ll start to see the cracks. To be human is to have gaping holes in your own maturity, the doubts and weaknesses that you’ve patched over with praise from a boss, help from your partner, or reassurance from a friend when a date doesn’t text back. What we don’t have we tend to borrow from others.

We borrow because we are deeply social creatures. We were built for relationships. Our brains are designed to read the room and to follow the group. To experience distress in others as if it were our own. Humans have an enormous capacity, more than any other creature, to guess what other people are thinking about them. This deep focus on others, the pull toward cooperating and keeping people happy, is one of our greatest evolutionary gifts. It is the glue that binds families, friends, organizations, and communities. But sometimes, a superpower can feel like a curse.

We’re so good at reading others, sometimes we forget to know ourselves. We can think and act as individuals by adopting different beliefs or moving in a new direction. People can hop off their hamster wheels. They can learn to disappoint people. They can say to their family, “This is who I am. This is what I believe.” They can be themselves without giving in to, or giving up on, important relationships.

In times of stress, however, it’s so hard to hold on to yourself. Our individuality tends to get lost in the togetherness. We treat our relationships like a giant marketplace, borrowing and lending calmness, capabilities, or quick solutions with those around us. This is why it feels natural to take advice from your friends when you’re second-guessing a career decision. Why you can’t help but take over when your spouse loads the dishwasher like a confused raccoon. Anxiety blurs the lines between our responsibilities and others’, between our thinking and others’.

The more “self” you borrow from others, the more your functioning depends on keeping other people calm and happy. This is how life becomes a roller coaster ride. You ride the highs when someone pats you on the head or lets you run the show. But on the days when no one cooperates, or acknowledges you, you might nosedive into despair and self-criticism.

When you spend your energy trying to be what other people want you to be (or trying to get other people to be what you want them to be), four very predictable things are going to happen to you:


1. You’ll have no energy left to pursue what’s important to you.

2. You’ll become more allergic to any distress in your relationships.

3. You’ll become more responsible for others than for yourself.

4. You’ll abandon your beliefs the second anyone disapproves of them.



This is the perfect recipe for burnout—the type of burnout we try to cure with constant content consumption. We seek fast and easy solutions, using the certainty of others to relieve our own anxieties. But we can’t save ourselves with more borrowing. We have to start building something new. Something that feels truer to ourselves.

WHAT’S BOWEN THEORY?

To be a human is to live with the reality of those two essential, often competing forces—the drives to connect with others and to direct ourselves as individuals. It’s the wonderful dance of being a person. We cannot be true to ourselves by going it alone or by always going with the group. We need one another, and we need a self.

The trouble is, we don’t have much of either these days. We’re more disconnected than ever, having less time for family, friends, and our communities. And we live in an anxious world, uncertain of what’s real on the internet, what’s next in the parade of global crises, or what’s really needed from us to solve these big problems. No wonder we’re so quick to grab on to the latest guru. Why we settle our fears with self-help content that has little self in it at all. We borrow answers, beliefs, and values that feel “good enough,” because we’re too exhausted to know our own minds. Perhaps rather than answers, we need better questions. A different way of thinking about human behavior.

As a therapist, I use a theory known as Bowen family systems theory, or Bowen theory for short. Murray Bowen was an American psychiatrist and researcher who wanted to understand how some families coped better with challenges than others. Why did some families put more pressure on one another to be a certain way, while others allowed family members to function a little more as individuals? In the 1950s, Bowen led a historic study at the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) that involved housing entire families on a research ward to observe their relationships. Using these observations, Bowen developed a theory of human behavior to explain how some people end up with more emotional maturity (a variable he called “differentiation of self”) than others.

Many of Bowen’s psychoanalytic predecessors had treated humans as special, almost mystical creatures. But Bowen saw humans as products of evolution. He believed that human behavior was heavily influenced by the processes that governed the natural world. That families were natural systems, trying their best to survive and thrive. Therefore, we can learn something about ourselves by studying other systems, whether it’s a troop of chimpanzees, a colony of ants, or a forest of trees.

Bowen observed what could happen when a person began to look at their relationship systems as natural systems. To see behavioral patterns as adaptive rather than dysfunctional. People began to gain a kind of emotional objectivity about how the family functioned. They stopped blaming people and became more curious about relationship patterns. And they started to change their part in these patterns. In other words, they were able to become more of a self in the system. They weren’t doomed to forever repeat the multigenerational patterns in their families.

Bowen worked with people who wanted to increase their level of maturity in adulthood. People who wanted to be more responsible for themselves and less caught up in automatic, reactive patterns of the group. He developed a training program to help people apply this thinking to their lives and work. I have had the privilege of studying and teaching in one of these programs, years after Bowen’s death.

There are some significant differences between psychotherapy using a system-focused lens (used in Bowen theory) and psychotherapy that takes an individual focus. To start, Bowen theorized that growth didn’t happen primarily through the therapeutic relationship (clinician and client), but through learning to represent ourselves in our most challenging relationships. He thought that problems created by relationship systems could be fixed within those relationship systems. Growing up is a process of differentiating one’s self in important relationships, by defining your own thinking and holding on to it in an anxious system. By building a more solid self, a person learns to direct their life more by their beliefs and principles, and less by the patterns a system activates to keep things calm. Patterns like distancing, constant fighting, overfunctioning and underfunctioning, or anxiously focusing on a kid.

What I appreciate about Bowen theory is that it is more focused on the “how” than the “what” in our choices. It doesn’t tell people what to think, but it teaches people how to think about human behavior. “What should I do?” is a useful question. “How do I make decisions?” is even more useful. How do you decide what’s best for you? How do you measure what a good day or good work looks like? Does it look like borrowing the most convenient definitions from the internet or your friends, or does it look like defining your best thinking? Google can certainly play a role, but so can your own damn prefrontal cortex.

Bowen also observed that when a person became more responsible for themselves, they became “less irresponsibly overinvolved with others.” This overinvolvement, the drive to control how other people react to you or how they live their lives, eats up so much of our energy. But growing up requires no cooperation from others. Fixing your family doesn’t teach you how to live with them. Gaining your mother’s or your boss’s approval doesn’t make you more mature. Little by little, you can recapture energy you put into people pleasing, avoiding conflict, or managing others, and redirect it toward building a more thoughtful life and more fulfilling relationships. You can step back and see how your partner is more capable than you realized. You can tell a friend what you believe rather than what she wants to hear. By being truer to ourselves, we create opportunities for others to do the same.

This sounds so nice, so there must be a catch, right? The catch is that a relationship system isn’t easily changed. It has a vested interest in keeping things calm and predictable, in pressuring you to go along with the group or tossing you out of it. In other words, people clap back. They will have lots of opinions about what you’re doing. They will tell you whether you have room for dessert, or another graduate degree, or a boyfriend who makes his own knitwear. They’ll expect you to calm them down, adopt their beliefs, or sit down and just be quiet. If you don’t, they might insult you, stop speaking to you, or make you trend on social media.

These are the challenges where the self can shrink into submission, or it can step forward and learn to dance. You can build the emotional courage needed to live out your principles, but also live in relationship to other humans. You can be responsible for yourself, and let others do the same. Is this a lifelong endeavor? Absolutely. But over time, we can teach our brains that distress, disagreement, and disapproval are not just survivable—they are the crucible where we fashion who we are.

HOW THE BOOK WORKS

True to You is a book for people who are masters at reading others, but struggle to know themselves. For people who please others to feel steady, or realize their relationships are stuck in superficial chitchat. If you’d like to stop letting people’s real or imaginary reactions dictate your beliefs, your values, or even what shoes you put on before you walk out the door, then keep reading.

Each chapter of the book will tell the story of a person’s efforts to become more of a self in their relationships. These stories are composites of my therapy clients (with identifying details changed to protect confidentiality). I’ll tell the story of Sylvie, a young woman who struggles to build deeper relationships with her friends and family. And Luis, a constant consumer of motivational content who wants to learn to trust himself. You’ll meet Julian, who starts to shake off some of his need to impress others. And Naima, who’s trying to stop overfunctioning for her husband. In these thirteen stories, you’ll meet people who began to observe their automatic reactions and be less driven by them. People who started to enjoy their relationships because they put less pressure on them.

The book is divided into two parts. The first part describes the predictable, universal patterns that relationship systems use to manage anxiety. The convenient ways we keep things calm, and how we sacrifice ourselves (and others) in the process. The second part of the book explores what it can look like to turn off our factory settings and begin to direct ourselves as individuals. To have richer relationships because we are operating with a little more self. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find exercises that I encourage you to complete. Keeping a record of your own best thinking will be more helpful than any answer I could give you.

My hope is that by reading this book, you can learn to take a systems focus to everyday life. Because our big brains evolved to navigate complex social systems, we cannot discount their influence on our lives. Yet our current culture takes an individualistic, symptom-based approach to mental health. We are very focused on how our bodies and brains manage stress, for good reasons. But we must also consider how the groups to which we belong (e.g. families, communities, countries) manage stress. When we observe ourselves in a vacuum, we miss out on what these emotional systems can teach us.

So as you read this book, I encourage you to try out this different lens for thinking about human behavior, setting the individual focus aside for a bit. Zoom out with me, seeing yourself as a part of many natural systems, what Bowen called emotional systems. These systems could be your family or work team, your congregation or your classroom, your book club or your baseball team. Each system is trying its best to keep things calm through predictable, universal patterns. And you can’t really know yourself without understanding how the emotional system functions.

Bowen theory encourages its students to take a researcher’s attitude to life. To stand at the top of the stadium, or sit at the end of the dinner table, and see what people do when you dial up the stress. Through observation, we find opportunities to interrupt what’s automatic. Opportunities to fill the gaps in our own maturity and live a life that isn’t just about keeping everybody happy. Bowen described this as the move from our pretend self, or pseudo-self, to a more solid one.

When you’re working on building a more solid self, you have to figure out what you actually think and believe when facing life’s challenges. You learn to be a mind knower rather than just a mind reader. You create operating instructions that light the way on dark days. And you learn to embrace the anxiety that comes with living from the inside out. This work doesn’t make us less relational creatures. In fact, it paves the way to more rewarding relationships with our fellow humans.

If you want to start growing up, you have to build from the ground up. Throw away that paintbrush and grab a shovel because it’s time to stop painting the trim and start digging up the foundation. Who are you now, and who could you be? Let’s find out.
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