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Foreword
by Susan Dyer

Much of what is expressed here pertains to my own personal development as a decision-maker and action-oriented adult.

As a teacher and counselor of the deaf I have worked with many young people who are more handicapped by their lack of self-confidence than by their physical disabilities, and we talk about the importance of feeling “in charge” of oneself before one can take charge of a situation. Then my students gradually assume the hard work of taking risks on their own, from such practical acts as ordering for themselves in restaurants, rather than waiting for a hearing companion to do it for them, to such internal psychological events as the decision of one junior-high student to move into college prep classes as the first member of her family to aim for such academic heights. Her challenge is great, but now so is her confidence.

Many of us with normal faculties have mentally handicapped ourselves and victimized ourselves by belief systems. We limit ourselves in search of security, never realizing how easily others can confine us further, using our limitations against us. One example from my life was conquering my allergies.

Hanging on to my allergies as an adult meant living up to a childhood label of being “delicate,” which had given me a lot of attention in an active family. Prompt sniffling also got me out of many risky situations, such as outdoor sports (grass, trees, pollen), where I felt athletically inadequate, or social encounters in tightly packed parties where my allergic response to tobacco smoke was actually an attack of shyness. My allergist never spent a moment to check out any psychological maintenance system. He was content with my program of weekly office visits.

Once I began to determine that achieving independence meant not being delicate and not being a victim of my own fears of rejection, there was an end to injections and a beginning of touch football and new friendships.

Every day I encounter challenges. Daily examples include confronting authorities in the public schools to secure the best placement for deaf students, dealing with salespeople who give me poor service, satisfying relatives whose expectations for me are different from my own, and challenging the me I am, to become the me I choose to be.

This book is dedicated to me, and many of its examples came from me. All its messages are for me—and for you too! Read, grow, enjoy!


Introduction: The Philosophy of Non-Victimization

A little boy came home from school and asked his mother, “Mom, what’s a scurvy elephant?”

His mother was perplexed, and inquired why he would even ask such a question.

Little Tommy replied, “I heard my teacher telling the principal that I was a scurvy elephant in the classroom.”

Tommy’s mother called the school and asked for an explanation. The principal laughed. “No, no. Tommy’s teacher told me after school that he was a disturbing element in the classroom.”

This book is written for people who would like to be completely in charge of their own lives—including the mavericks, rebels, and the “scurvy elephants” of the world. It is for those who will not automatically do things according to other people’s plans.

To live your life the way you choose, you have to be a bit rebellious. You have to be willing to stand up for yourself. You might have to be a bit disturbing to those who have strong interests in controlling your behavior—but if you’re willing, you’ll find that being your own person, not letting others do your thinking for you, is a joyful, worthy, and absolutely fulfilling way to live.

You need not be a revolutionary, just a human being who says to the world, and everyone in it, “I am going to be my own person, and resist anyone who tries to stop me.”

A well-known popular song tells us,

Life is a beautiful thing …
As long as I hold the string,
I’d be a silly so and so …
If I should ever let it go ….

This book is about not letting your own strings go. It is for those who feel strongly enough about not being manipulated by others that they are willing to put a stop to it. It is for those who want their own freedom more desperately than anything else. It is especially a book for those who have some driftwood in their souls, who want to move about on this planet with senses of being unrestrained.

Many people are more content to be regulated than to take charge of their own lives. If you don’t mind having your strings pulled, this is not the book for you. It is a manual of change and how to make that change come about. It sets forth some very controversial and challenging ideas.

Many will see these views as counterproductive, and will accuse me of encouraging people to be rebellious and contemptuous of established authority. I make no bones about it—I believe that you must often be assertive, even pugnacious, to avoid being victimized.

Yes, I do think you often must be unreasonable, “insubordinate,” to people who would manipulate you. To be otherwise is to be victimized, and the world is full of people who would love you to behave in whatever ways are most convenient for them.

A special kind of freedom is available to you if you are willing to take the risks involved in getting it: the freedom to wander where you will about life’s terrain, to make all your own choices. The central insight must be that individuals have the right to decide how they will live their lives, and that as long as their exercise of this right does not infringe on the equal rights of others, any person or institution that interferes ought to be viewed as a victimizer. The book is for those who feel that their own personal lives are controlled too much by forces over which they in turn have little control.

Each person’s life is unique, separated from every other life in the true experiential sense. No one else can live your life, feel what you feel, get into your body and experience the world the way you do. This is the only life you get, and it is too precious to let others take their own advantage of it. It is only logical that youshould determine how you are going to function, and your functioning ought to bring you the joy and fulfillment of “pulling your own strings” rather than the pain and misery of victimization. This book is designed to help each reader achieve such total control over his or her own life.

Virtually everyone suffers some domination by others that is unpleasant and definitely not worth maintaining, let alone defending, as many of us unconsciously do. Most people know all too well what it is to be ripped off, manipulated, and pushed into behaviors and beliefs against their wills. The problems of victimization have become so acute and widespread that newspapers across the country have sprung into action with columns to help people who are being abused. “Action lines,” “hot lines,” and other such “public service” aids attempt to cut through the red tape which is a part of so much victimization, and they attempt to get results. Local television shows have consumer advocates and community ombudsmen to do some of the dirty work. The government has created agencies of protection, and many communities have agencies attempting to combat more localized forms of victimization.

But while all this is laudable and worthy, it still only scratches at the surface of victimization, and is largely ineffective, because it places the emphasis on blaming the victimizers, or on having someone else act for the victim. It misses the point: that people are victimized simply because they expect to be done in—and then, when it happens, they are not surprised.

It is almost impossible to victimize people who don’t expect to be victimized, and who are willing to protest against those who want to subjugate them in any way. The problem of being victimized rests in you, not in all of those other people who have learned to pull your strings. This book puts the focus on you, the person who must do the resisting, rather than on someone else doing your resisting for you. It is written for one purpose: to be useful to the reader. I said to myself, “If they can’t use it, leave it out.” I have included case histories to give you more concrete ideas of how to avoid the numerous victim-traps I want to see you avoid, and some very specific strategies and techniques are suggested to help you out of deep-seated victim habits. Occasional quizzes are supplied to help you assess your own victim behavior, and I have concluded with a 100-item victim index, to which you can refer for further checking and guidance of your progress.

Each chapter after the first introductory one is organized around a major principle or guideline for not being victimized. Each contains anti-victim guidelines, examples of how the victimizers of the world work to keep you from using them, and then special examples and tactics to support you in assisting yourself.

Thus each chapter will take you through concrete steps to help you implement your own non-victim behavior.

I trust you will gain a great deal from reading this book. But if you believe the book will liberate you, then you are already a victim of your own illusions before you even start reading. You, and only you, must decide to take the suggestions and turn them into constructive, self-fulfilling behavior.

I asked a good friend and a very talented poet to write a special poem about being victimized as it is presented in this book. Gayle Spanier Rawlings succinctly sums up the non-victimization message in “Pull Your Own Strings.”

Pull Your Own Strings

We are connected
 in invisible ways
 to our fears
 we are the puppet
 & the puppeteer,
 the victims of our
 expectation.
 Silken threads pull,
 arms & legs
 flop & jangle.
 We dance to the music
 of our fears
bodies crouched inside
 children hiding, pretending,
 under that rock 
behind that tree
 someplace, everywhere
 not what we control.

Pull your own strings
 move into your body
& to the beat of life
 cut your strings
 hold out your hand to
 the unknown,
 walk in the dark
 open your arms
 to the embrace of air,
 make them wings
 that soar.



GAYLE SPANIER RAWLINGS

Gayle’s words convey the beauty of being free. May you learn to choose your own health and happiness, and practice some of that delicious soaring behavior.

 

All experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed.

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE
JULY 4, 1776


1
Declaring Yourself as a Non-Victim

There is no such thing as a well-adjusted slave.



You need never be a victim again. Ever! But in order to function as a non-victim, you must take a hard look at yourself, and learn to recognize the numerous situations in which your strings are being pulled by others.

Your antivictimization stance will involve a great deal more than simply memorizing some assertive techniques and then taking a few risks when other people conspire to manipulate or control your behavior. You probably have already noticed that Earth seems to be a planet on which virtually all the human residents make regular attempts to control each other. And they have evolved unique institutions which are highly accomplished at this regulation. But if you are one of those being governed against your will or better judgment, you are a victim.

It is quite possible to avoid life’s victim traps without having to resort to victimizing behavior yourself. To do this, you can begin to redefine what you expect for yourself during your brief visit on this

planet. You can start, I recommend, by expecting to be a non-victim, and by looking more carefully at how you behave as a victim.

WHAT IS A VICTIM?

You are being victimized whenever you find yourself out of control of your life. The key word is CONTROL. If you are not pulling the strings, then you are being manipulated by someone or something else. You can be victimized in an endless number of ways.

A victim as described here is not “first of all” someone who is taken advantage of through criminal activity. You can be robbed or swindled in much more damaging ways when you give up your emotional and behavioral controls in the course of everyday life, through forces of habit.

Victims are first of all people who run their lives according to the dictates of others. They find themselves doing things they really would rather not do, or being manipulated into activities loaded with unnecessary personal sacrifice that breeds hidden resentment. To be victimized, as I use the word here, means to be governed and checked by forces outside yourself; and while these forces are unquestionably ubiquitous in our culture, YOU CAN RARELY BE VICTIMIZED UNLESS YOU ALLOW IT TO HAPPEN. Yes, people victimizethemselvesin numerous ways, throughout the everyday business of running their lives.

Victims almost always operate from weakness. They let themselves be dominated, pushed around, because they often feel they are not smart enough or strong enough to be in charge of their lives. So they hand their own strings over to someone “smarter” or “stronger,” rather than take the risks involved in being self-assertive.

You are a victim when your life is not working for you. If you are behaving in self-defeating ways, if you are miserable, out of sorts, hurt, anxious, afraid to be yourself, or in other similar states which immobilize you, if you aren’t functioning in a self-enhancing manner, or if you feel as if you are being manipulated by forces outside of yourself, then you are a victim—and it is my contention that your own victimization is never worth defending. If you agree, then you will be asking: What about relief from victimization? What about freedom?

WHAT IS FREEDOM?

No one is handed freedom on a platter. You must make your own freedom. If someone hands it to you, it is not freedom at all, but the alms of a benefactor who will invariably ask a price of you in return.

Freedom means you are unobstructed in ruling your own life as you choose. Anything less is a form of slavery. If you cannot be unrestrained in making choices, in living as you dictate, in doing as you please with your body (provided your pleasure does not interfere with anyone else’s freedom), then you are without the command I am talking about, and in essence you are being victimized.

To be free does not mean denying your responsibilities to your loved ones and your fellow man. Indeed, it includes the freedom to make choices to be responsible. But nowhere is it dictated that you must be what others want you to be when their wishes conflict with what you want for yourself. You can be responsible and free. Most of the people who will try to tell you that you cannot, who will label your push for freedom “selfish,” will turn out to have measures of authority over your life, and will really be protesting your threat to the holds you have allowed them to have on you. If they can help you feel selfish, they’ve contributed to your feeling guilty, and immobilized you again.

The ancient philosopher Epictetus wrote of freedom in this line from his Discourses: “No man is free who is not master of himself.”

Reread that quote carefully. If you are not the master of yourself, then by this definition you are not free. You do not have to be overtly powerful and exert influence over others to be free, nor is it necessary to intimidate others, nor to try to bully people into submission in order to prove your own mastery.

The freest people in the world are those who have senses of inner peace about themselves: They simply refuse to be swayed by the whims of others, and are quietly effective at running their own lives. These people enjoy freedom from role definitions in which they must behave in certain ways because they are parents, employees, Americans, or even adults; they enjoy freedom to breathe whatever air they choose, in whatever location, without worrying about how everyone else feels about their choices. They are responsible people, but they are not enslaved by other people’s selfish interpretations of what responsibility is.

Freedom is something you must insist upon. As you read through this book, you will become aware of what at first may appear to be meaningless trifles of victimization imposed by others, but which are really efforts to seize your strings and to pull you in some direction that will end your freedom, however briefly or however subtly.

You choose freedom for yourself when you begin to develop a whole system of non-victim attitudes and behaviors in virtually every moment of your life. In fact, liberation, rather than slavery to circumstances, will become an internal habit when you practice freedom-commanding behavior.

Perhaps the best way to achieve freedom in your life is to remember this guideline: Never place TOTAL reliance in anyone other than yourself when it comes to guiding your own life. Or, as Emerson said in Self-Reliance, “Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.”

In working with clients for many years, I have often heard the following kinds of laments: “But she promised me that she would come through, and she let me down.” “I knew I should not have let him handle this matter, especially when it meant nothing to him and everything to me.” “They let me down again. When will I ever learn?” These are the mournful regrets of clients who have allowed others to victimize them in one way or another, and consequently to encroach on their own freedom.

All this talk about freedom is not to imply that you should in any way isolate yourself from others. On the contrary, non-victims are most often people who love having fun with others. They carry themselves in uplifted, gregarious manners, and they are more secure in their relationships because they refuse to let their lives be run by manipulators. They do not need surliness or argumentative stances, because they have learned to feel from within that “this is my life, I experience it alone, and my time here on Earth is very limited. I cannot be owned by anyone else. I must be ever alert for any efforts to take away my right to be myself. If you love me, you love me for what I am, not for what you want me to be.”

But how can such “healthy freedom” be pulled out of a past full of victim habits cultivated by the very victimizing tendencies of your society and your past?

GETTING OUT OF YOUR VICTIM HABITS

As a child you were often victimized simply by virtue of your stature within your family. Your strings were being pulled constantly, and while you complained privately, you also knew there was very little you could do to take control. You knew you couldn’t support yourself, and that if you didn’t go along with the program outlined by the big people in your life, there were very few acceptable alternatives available to you. All you had to do was try running away from home for twenty minutes to see how helpless you were on your own. So you went along, and you learned to accept your reality. In fact, having others dictate to you was a very sensible arrangement, since you really were incapable of carrying out any alternate “fantasies.” And while you worked at attaining some independence, you were often content to let others do your thinking and life-directing for you.

As an adult, you may still be carrying many left-over habits from childhood, which made some practical sense then, but which set you up as an easy victim now. You may find yourself bulldozed by a “big person,” and may have become so accustomed to taking it that you still let it happen, simply out of habit.

Getting out of your victim traps involves, above all, developing new habits. Healthy habits are learned in the same way as unhealthy ones, through practice— after you have become aware of what you are going to practice.

While you don’t always have to have your own way in everything you do, you can at least expect not to be upset, immobilized, or anxious about anything that goes on in your life. By choosing to eradicate your internal upsets, you’ll eliminate one big victim habit which is always self-imposed.

Eliminating victim traps in which you are held and controlled by others, or in which you are unnecessarily frustrated about the way your decisions are turning out, involves a four-part program of (1) learning how to size up your life situations, (2) developing a strong set of non-victim expectations and attitudes, (3) becoming aware of the most prevalent kinds of victimization in your life and in our culture, and (4) creating a set of principles which will guide you to detailed strategies for acting out a philosophy of life based on the unalterable notion that you are not going to become a victim. Numbers 1,

2 and 3 are briefly explored in this opening chapter. Number 4 is dealt with in the remaining chapters, which present successive guidelines for taking on your new non-victim stance.

SIZING UP YOUR LIFE SITUATIONS

Sizing up any potentially victimizing situation before you decide what to do about it is crucial to becoming a non-victim. Whenever you are about to enter into a social interaction, you must have your eyes wide open, so you can avoid being done in even before a possible drama of victimization has begun to unfold on you.

Sizing up your situation means being alert and developing a new kind of intelligence which just naturally keeps you from being abused. It means assessing the needs of the people with whom you will be dealing and anticipating what course of action will be best for you in attaining your own objectives—one of which should be getting along with people who are willing to respect where you stand. Before you even open your mouth or approach someone in a situation in which you could become a victim, you can forecast the kinds of victimizing behavior you might encounter. Effective “sizing-up” is crucial if you are to avoid circumstances which trap you into self-forfeiting actions.

For example, George is returning a defective pair of pants to the department store. He sizes up the clerk as surly and harassed. George is interested only in getting his money back, and not in an unpleasant encounter with a tired or angry salesperson. He knows that once he has had an unpleasant or, worse yet, unsuccessful encounter with the salesperson, he will find it much harder to persuade the manager, since he won’t want to overrule the clerk, whose job is stubbornly to enforce the store’s “no returns” policy. The clerk in turn may be a prime victim himself who has done nothing but enforce the company line on a policy he is paid to uphold.

So George simply goes straight to the boss, whose job it is to make exceptions to policy if he absolutely must. George may end up asking loudly if it is the store’s policy to victimize its customers, but if he plays his cards right, in all likelihood he will get his money back, and never have to resort to any crass behavior.

The final chapter of this book deals with many typical everyday circumstances like this, and presents both victim and non-victim approaches to dealing with them.

Sizing up life situations means not only keeping your eyes open, but also having a set of plans and carefully carrying them out. If your initial plan, Plan A, fails, then you should be dispassionately able to shift into Plan B, Plan C, etc. In the case above, should the manager refuse to cooperate in refunding George’s money, then he can shift into Plan B, which might involve talking to the owner, or writing a letter to the management echelons, or perhaps raising his voice (without becoming immobilized by anger), or faking extreme anger, or crying out loud, or staging a nervous breakdown right in the store, or pleading, or anything else.

Whatever your plan, you never invest your own self-worth in its ultimate success or failure. You simply shift gears when necessary, without becoming emotionally tied up. George’s goal is simply to get his refund. Yours might be to obtain your tickets or have your steak cooked the way you want it. Whatever the goal, it is just something you want to accomplish, and whether you fail or succeed on a given day is no indicator of your own worth or happiness as a person.

Sizing up life experiences will be easier if you keep a sharp ear cocked for your own use of words and phrases, either in your private thoughts or in your speech, which almost always warn that you are asking to be victimized. Here are some of the more common ones you will have to trade in for better thoughts if you are serious about removing yourself from the victim column.

• know I’m going to lose. This kind of mind-set will almost always guarantee you a place on anybody’s tally sheet of available victims. If you decide to believe that you’ll “win” what you deserve, you won’t tolerate the thought of losing.

• I get upset whenever I have to confront someone. If you expect to be upset, then you will seldom disappoint yourself. Change this to, “I refuse to let someone else cause my upset, and I’m not going to upset myself.”

• The little guy never has a chance. You are not a little guy unless you believe you are. This kind of thinking shows you have put yourself on the losing side against the person you have made into a big guy. Go into every situation expecting to attain your goals.

• I’ll show those bastards that they can’t dump on me. This may sound tough, but with this kind of attitude you will almost always lose. Your goal is not to show anyone anything, but to get whatever concrete benefit a victimizer is trying to do you out of. When you make your goal to “show them,” you are already letting them control you. (See Chapter Five on being quietly effective.)

• I hope they won’t get mad at me for asking. Your concern about them “getting mad” shows you are once again under their control. Once people know you are intimidated by their anger, they will use it to victimize you whenever it will work.

• They’ll probably think I’m stupid if I tell them what I did. Here you have made someone else’s opinion of you more important than your opinion of yourself. If you can be manipulated by others because they know you don’t want to be thought of as stupid, they’ll almost always give you the “you’re stupid” look to victimize you.

• I’m afraid I’ll hurt their feelings if I do what I want. This is another tack that will almost always end up with you carrying the dirty end of the stick. If others know they can manipulate you by having their feelings hurt, that is precisely what they will do whenever you get out of line or declare your own independence. Ninety-five per cent of hurt feelings are strategy on the “hurtee’s” part. People will use their hurt feelings over and over on you if you are gullible enough to buy it. Only victims run their lives on the premise that they must always watch out for others’ getting hurt feelings. This is not a license to be obstinately inconsiderate, but simply a basic understanding that people generally stop having hurt feelings when they realize that those feelings can no longer be used to manipulate you.

• Ican’t handle this alone: I’ll get someone who isn’t afraid to do it for me. Reactions like this will teach you nothing, and will positively hamper you in building your non-victim personality. If you let others fight your battles for you, you’ll just get better at evading your own fights and reinforce your fear of being yourself. Moreover, when other people who are good at victimizing find you are afraid to confront your own challenges yourself, they’ll simply bypass your “big brother” the next time and impose on you again and again.

• They really shouldn’t do this, it’s not fair. Here you are judging things by the way you would like the world to be, rather than the way it is. People simply will act in unfair ways, and your not liking it, or even complaining about it, will do nothing to stop them. Forget your moralistic assessments about what they shouldn’t be doing, and instead say, “They are doing this, and I am going to confront it in the following ways to make sure they won’t get away with it now and don’t try it again.”

These are just a few very common kinds of self-victimizing thoughts that will lead you down the path of personal ruin.

By sizing yourself and your culture up, you can (1) anticipate effectively, (2) eliminate self-doubts, (3) implement plans A, B, C, etc., (4) steadfastly refuse to be upset or immobilized at the progress you are making, and (5) persevere until you have emerged with what you were seeking. Be assured that you will be well on your way to eliminating at least seventy-five per cent of your victimization by adopting this strategy, and for the rest of the time, when you simply cannot attain your goals, you can learn from your behavior and get on with avoiding impossible circumstances in the future. At no time do you have to be hurt, depressed, or anxious when things don’t go the way you would prefer, because that is the ultimate victim-reaction.

NON-VICTIM EXPECTATIONS

Generally speaking, you will become what you expect to become, and you will become a non-victim only when you stop expecting to be victimized. To do this you must begin to develop an attitude of expecting to be happy, healthy, fully functioning, and not abused, based on your real capabilities, and not on some ideal of your potential foisted on you by victimizing people or institutions. A good start is to consider four broad and critical areas in which you may have been taught to underestimate your capabilities.



YOUR PHYSICAL CAPABILITIES If you as an adult with good judgment can truly expect to be able to accomplish something with or through your body, virtually nothing can stand in your way; and in extreme situations, your body may reveal capabilities that verge on the “superhuman.” Dr. Michael Phillips, writing in Your Hidden Powers, tells of an “elderly lady who was travelling with her son across the state by car. At one point in a fairly remote desert region, the car ran into difficulties and the son jacked it up and crawled underneath. The jack slipped and the car fell and pinioned him to the hot tarmac. The woman could see that unless it was removed from his chest, her son would suffocate within minutes.” The woman had no time for expectations of not being strong, or failing, and as Dr. Phillips tells it, “Almost without a moment’s thought, she grabbed the bumper and held the car up long enough for him to crawl out. As soon as he was clear of the vehicle, her sudden strength disappeared and she dropped the car back on the road. To have achieved such a feat meant that for at least ten full seconds she had lifted several hundred pounds; no small feat for a woman of less than 125 pounds.” There are countless stories of such accomplishments. But the key to understanding them is that you can perform seemingly superhuman tasks when you expect to, or when you don’t stop to believe that you can’t do it.

You can avoid being victimized by your attitudes or expectations about your own physical health. It is possible to work at not expecting to have colds, influenza, high blood pressure, backaches, headaches, allergies, rashes, cramps, and even more serious illnesses such as heart disease, ulcers, and arthritis. Or you can say right now, as you read these paragraphs, that I am wrong and you simply can’t help it. And my response to you is, What are you defending? Why should you go on defending those things as only natural, when as a result your own defense system will make you ill or immobilized?

What are your payoffs in defending such an attitude? Just begin to think that if you stopped expecting ill health in your life, if you began seriously to change your expectations, maybe, just maybe, some of it would go away. And if it doesn’t work for you, then all you’ll have is exactly what you have now—sickness, headaches, colds, etc. As a very wise man once said, “Instead of biting off my finger, look to where it’s pointing.” Your own attitudes can become the greatest medicine in the world, if you learn to make them work for you, rather than in the self-defeating fashion that is so typical in our culture. Dr. Franz Alexander, writing in Psychosomatic Medicine, Its Principles and Application, talks about the power of the mind: “The fact that the mind rules the body is, in spite of its neglect by biology and medicine, the most fundamental fact which we know about the process of life.”



YOUR MENTAL CAPABILITIES One of the most alarming research projects ever done in public education shows the danger of letting outside forces limit your expectations for learning achievement. In the 1960s a teacher was given a roster showing the actual I.Q. test scores of the students of one class, and for another class, a roster in which the I.Q. column had been filled in with the students’ locker numbers. The teacher assumed that the locker numbers were the actual I.Q.s of the students in the second class, and so did the students when the rosters were posted at the beginning of the semester. After a year it was discovered that in the first class the students with high actual I.Q. scores had performed better than those with low ones. But in the second class the students with higher locker numbers scored significantly higher than those with lower locker numbers!

If you are told you are dumb and let yourself believe it, you will perform accordingly. You will be victimized through your own low expectations, and if you convince others as well, then you are in double jeopardy.

There is a genius residing in you, and you can expect to let its brilliance surface, or you can think of yourself as unfortunately ill-equipped by nature in the whole gray-matter area. Once again, the emphasis is on what you expect from yourself. You can believe it’s going to be difficult to learn something new, and you’ll find yourself experiencing the difficulty you predicted. You can expect never to learn a foreign language, for instance, and sure enough, you won’t.

But in fact, the storage capacity of your grapefruit-sized brain is staggering—conservatively estimated at ten billion units of information. If you want to find out what you do know, Michael Phillips suggests this little exercise. “Suppose that you sat down with paper and pencil to write out everything you remembered, including names of people you know or have heard about, experiences from childhood on, plots of books and films, descriptions of jobs you’ve held, your hobbies, and so on.” But you’d better have a lot of time for proving this point to yourself because, as Phillips goes on to say, “If you wrote 24 hours a day, you’d be at it for an estimated two thousand years.”

Your built-in memory potential alone is phenomenal. You could train your mind, without much exercise, to remember all the phone numbers you use in a given year, to remember 100 names of strangers introduced at a party and recall them for months afterward, to describe in detail everything that happened to you in the past week, to catalog all the objects in a room after a five-minute visit, and to memorize any lengthy list of random facts. You are indeed a powerful person when it comes to using your brain and mental powers, but you may have a different set of expectations for yourself, which comes out in the following kinds of self-victimizing ways: “I’m really not very smart.” “I never could remember names, numbers, languages, or whatever.” “I’m not good at mathematics.” “I’m a slow reader.” “I never could figure out these puzzles.”

All the above kinds of statements reflect an attitude that will keep you from achieving anything you might like to accomplish. If you traded those statements in for expressions of confidence and the belief that you can learn to do anything you choose, you would not end up the victim in a painful game of “one-downmanship” with yourself.



YOUR EMOTIONAL CAPABILITIES You have just as much of an inherent capacity for emotional genius as you do for physical and mental excellence. Once again, it all depends on what kind of expectations you have for yourself. If you expect to be depressed, anxious, afraid, angry, guilty, worried, or to suffer any of the other neurotic behaviors that I detailed in Your Erroneous Zones, then you will make these conditions regular parts of your life. You will justify them with self-sentences such as, “It’s only natural to be depressed,” or, “It’s only human to get angry.” But it is not only human; it is only neurotic to botch up your life with emotional trauma, and you can stop expecting these kinds of reactions from yourself. You don’t have to have these erroneous zones in your life if you begin to live minute to minute and challenge some of the claptrap that many psychological mental-health workers spout. You are what you choose for yourself, and if you stop expecting emotional upset and instability, you will begin to take on the characteristics of a fully functioning person.



YOUR SOCIAL CAPABILITIES If you see yourself as clumsy, gauche, inarticulate, fumbling, shy, introverted, and so on, you have unsocial expectations which will be followed by appropriately unsocial behavior. Similarly, if you categorize yourself as lower, middle, or upper class, then you will very likely adopt the life style of one class, perhaps for an entire lifetime. If you expect that money will always be hard to come by, your attitude will often obscure any opportunity for changing your financial condition. You’ll be content to watch others improve theirs and call them lucky. If you expect you will not find a parking place if you drive into the city, then you will not really look for one, and sure enough, you’ll be able to say, “I told you we shouldn’t have come into the city tonight.” Your expectations for how you’ll function in your social structure will largely determine what your life will be like. Think rich if money is what you want for yourself. Begin to picture yourself as articulate, creative, or as anything else you want to be. Don’t be discouraged by a few initial letdowns; simply see them as learning experiences, and get on with living. The worst thing that can happen to you for having a new set of social expectations is that you’ll stay where you are—and if you’re there already, why not expect to be someplace better?

SOME TYPICAL VICTIMIZERS

Once you have begun to adjust your expectations to fit your real capabilities, you will have to deal with victimizers who keep you from fulfilling them. While it is possible to allow yourself to be victimized by virtually anyone in any social setting, some elements in our culture tend to be particularly troublesome. The six categories of victimizers described below will be alluded to in examples throughout the remainder of this book, in much the same way as problems with them crop up in your own daily living.



1. THE FAMILY At a recent lecture I asked all 800 people in the audience to list the five most common situations in which they felt victimized. I received 4000 examples of typical victim situations. Eighty-three per cent were connected with the victims’ families. Imagine, something like eighty-three per cent of your victimization may be due to your ineffectiveness in dealing with family members who end up controlling or manipulating you. And you must be doing the same to them!

Typical family coercions cited were: being forced to visit relatives, to make phone calls, to chauffeur people around, to suffer nagging parents, children, in-laws, angry relatives, to pick up after everyone,

generally to be a servant, not to be respected or appreciated by other family members, to spend time with ingrates, to have no privacy because of family expectations, and on and on.

While the family unit is certainly the cornerstone of American social development, the main institution where values and attitudes are taught, it is also the institution in which the greatest hostility, anxiety, stress, and depression are learned and expressed. If you visit a mental institution and talk with the patients, you will find that virtually all of them have difficulty dealing with various members of their families. It is not neighbors, employers, teachers, or friends whom disturbed people have difficulty handling to the point where they have to be hospitalized. It is almost always family members.

Here is a brilliant little passage from Sheldon B. Kopp’s latest book, If You Meet The Buddha on The Road, Kill Him! The Pilgrimage of Psychotherapy Patients.


It greatly upset the other members of Don Quixote’s family and his community to learn that he had chosen to believe in himself. They were contemptuous of his wish to follow his dream. They did not connect the inception of the Knight’s madness with the deadly drabness of his living amidst their pietism. His prissy niece, his know-what’s-best-for-everyone housekeeper, his dull barber, and the pompous village-priest, all knew that it was his dangerous books that had filled Don Quixote’s failing mind with foolish ideas and so made him crazy.



Kopp then goes on to draw an analogy between the aging Don Quixote and the influence of modern families on seriously disturbed people.


Their household reminds me of the families from which young schizophrenics sometimes emerge. Such families often give the appearance of hyper-normal stability and moralistic goodness. What actually goes on is that they have developed an elaborately subtle system of cues to warn any member should he be about to do something spontaneous, something that would topple the precarious family balance and expose the hypocrisy of their over-controlled pseudo-stability.



Your family can be an immensely rewarding part of your life, and it will be if you make it that way. But the other side of the coin can be a disaster. If you allow your family (or families) to pull your strings, they can pull so hard, sometimes in different directions, that they tear you apart.

Being a non-victim will force you to apply the guidelines of this book most specifically to the immediate members of your family. Family members who feel they own you, whom you feel obliged to defend simply because of a blood relationship, or who feel that they have a RIGHT to tell you how to run your life because of their kinships, must be set straight.

I am not encouraging insurrection within your family, but I strongly urge you to work hard at applying non-victim guidelines most strictly with those who will be the least receptive to your independence, that is, your relatives, be they your spouse, ex-spouse, children, parents, grandparents, in-laws of all descriptions, and relatives of every kind, from uncles and cousins to adopted family members. Your non-victim stance in life will be most seriously tested with this large group of relatives, and if you are victorious here, the rest will be a snap. Families are so tough because their members often feel they own each other, as though they’ve invested all their life’s savings in each other, like so many shares of stock—which allows them to employ GUILT when it comes to dealing with insubordinate members who are turning out to be “bad investments.” If you are allowing your family to victimize you, look closely to see if guilt isn’t being used to make you stay in line and be “the way the rest of them are.”

Many examples of effective non-victim family behavior are given throughout this book. You must arm yourself with the resolve not to be owned if you are to teach your family how you want to be treated. Believe it or not, they will eventually get the message, begin to leave you alone, and most surprisingly, they’ll respect you for your declaration of independence. But first, dear friend, be warned that they will try every gimmick in their book to keep you as their victim.



2.THE JOB Beyond the coercions of your family, you are very likely to feel victimized by the constraints of your job. Employers and bosses often believe that people who work for them automatically give up their human rights and become chattel. So you may well feel manipulated on the job and intimidated by supervisory personnel or institutional rules and regulations.

You may hate your job itself and feel like a victim because you have to spend eight hours a day doing it. Perhaps you are forced to be away from loved ones because of your job commitments. Maybe you compromise yourself and behave in ways that you would not choose—if you could choose a different job. Perhaps you have trouble getting along with supervisors, or co-workers with whom you disagree. Excessive loyalty to your job—abdicating things like your personal freedom and family responsibilities for it—opens another huge avenue to victimization in job situations.

If your job expectations are frustrated or deflated, if you feel victimized by your job and its responsibilities, take some time to ask yourself what you are doing in a job that abuses you as a person.

A number of strong myths in the American ethic conspire to victimize you on the job. One is that you must stay at your job no matter what, that you could never get another one if you got fired. The very word makes it sound like you’ve been killed in some vengeful way. Another myth is that it is vocationally immature to change jobs regularly, let alone change careers.

Watch out for these kinds of illogical beliefs. If you buy them, they can lead you straight into being a job victim. The gold watch at the end of a fifty-year career with one company is no compensation if you disliked yourself and your job for lo those many years.

You are employable in hundreds of vocations. To be effective you cannot feel constrained by your present experience or training but must know that you can do a host of jobs, simply because you are a flexible, enthusiastic, and willing learner. (See Chapter 7 for a more complete treatment of job victimization.)



3. PROFESSIONALS AND AUTHORITY FIGURES People with fancy titles or positions of authority make it easy for you to victimize yourself. Doctors, lawyers, professors, executives, politicians, show-business and sports personalities, etc., have achieved far too inflated a status in our culture. You may find yourself unnerved especially in the presence of “superpeople” who try to victimize you when you need their specialized services.

Most patients find it very difficult to talk to doctors about their fees, so they just pay whatever they are billed and console themselves with feeling ripped off. Many face unnecessary surgery because they are too abashed to seek out second or third surgical opinions. The ugly victim-syndrome shows itself again. If you can’t talk to people about what they are charging you for services they are in business to provide, simply because you have elevated them so far above yourself that you cannot imagine their condescending to hear you, then you have set yourself up to be victimized every time you think about buying medical treatment, legal advice, education, etc. By conceding special titles like “doctor,” “professor” or “sir” to these people, you are constantly putting yourself in inferior positions. The only result is that you feel victimized, and may well be victimized, because you cannot deal with them on equal footings.

To avoid the victim snares of authority figures, you have to begin seeing them simply as human beings, no more important than you, who perform tasks they have been highly trained for, and for which you are therefore paying very highly. Remember that if anyone ought to be elevated in importance it is the person being served, the one paying the freight. You cannot give any person more esteem than you give yourself and expect to be treated as an equal. If you are not treated as an equal, you are a victim who must look up, ask permission, wait in line, hope for some nice treatment from your supervisor, trust that you won’t be overcharged or done in by someone who won’t discuss his charges, or does so in a patronizingly hasty manner.

But all of this happens because you let it happen. Professional or authority figures will respect you if you command their respect, while treating them with courtesy for their professionalism, but never reacting with awe for their “superhuman” status or allowing them to victimize you in any other way.



4. BUREAUCRACIES Institutional machinery is a giant victimizer in our country. Most institutions do not serve people very well but use them in highly depersonalized ways. Particularly abusive are government and non-profit monopolistic bureaucracies such as public

Utilities. Institutions like these are complex, multitentacled monsters with endless forms, departments, red tape, and employees who don’t give a damn—or if they do, are as powerless as those they’re trying to serve.

You know how involved it can be to attempt to renew a driver’s license or to spend a day in traffic court. You have probably gone through tax-assessment procedures that have taken months or years and involved endless levels of bureaucrats, only to find out you never had a chance in the first place. You know what it is like to have an obvious error in a phone or electric bill corrected. You know too well the vastness of the clumsy machinery involved in getting a computer to stop sending you threatening letters about a bill that never should have been sent. You may also have experienced the long, long lines at unemployment offices, the inconsiderate clerks and the mindless questions and the endless paperwork in quadruplicate, with very little emphasis on what you as a human being are going through. You have heard grizzly stories of people’s dealings with Social Security administrators or tax auditors. You know about our glorified court system, which takes years to adjudicate simple things like divorces, and how passionless the maze of people you deal with about a simple traffic violation can be.

The bureaucracies of our world can be deadly for public citizens to handle. Yet they are run by public citizens, who for some reason adopt bureaucratic personalities once they sit behind their desks.

You can adopt some strategies against the big victimizers built into bureaucracies, but bureaucracies themselves are exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to change. You must really be observant to escape their gnashing jaws.

The most effective strategy is avoidance whenever possible, that is, refusing even to participate in bureaucracies’ victimizing games. Understand that many people need attachments to institutions in order to feel important. Therefore, you never let yourself get angry. Look at all your dealings with these organizations as challenges which have nothing to do with you. Henry David Thoreau called for “simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand.” But the monsters our society has created in the name of serving the people are the furthest thing from simple. Our bureaucrats would not only scoff at a man

who would live at a pond for two years, but would send him letters and issue him notices about why he couldn’t stay, and insist that he buy fishing, hunting, occupancy, and water-use licenses.



5.THE CLERKS OF THE WORLD If you have spent much time observing how our culture works, you will have noted that by their very job descriptions, many clerks (not all) exist to victimize you in uncountable ways.

Often when you confront clerks with complaints, you are just wasting your breath. Clerks are there to see to it that you obey their companies’ policies, to enforce rules and regulations expressly intended to keep you from skirting the prescribed ways of doing things.

Most clerks have no vested interest in treating their clienteles fairly. A clerk who has sold you shoddy goods doesn’t really care if you get your money back, or if you shop somewhere else. Clerks are often doing their jobs if they can keep you from talking to someone who could help you, and besides, they are notorious for taking pleasure in using their companies’ “power” to put you down. Clerks love to say, “That’s our policy, I’m sorry.” “I’m really sorry, but you’ll have to send us a letter.” Or, “Stand in that line.” “Come back next week.” “Just plain go away.”

Perhaps the best way to deal with the clerks of the world is always to remember these five words: A CLERK IS A JERK!

No, not the person behind the role of clerk; he or she is intrinsically a wonderful, unique, important person, who becomes jerky when turned into a policy enforcer paid to victimize you. Avoid clerks, and deal with people who can be of service to you. If you tell the clerks at a large department store that you’ll never shop there again, do you really think they care? Of course not. They view their job as a take-home salary, and whether you like that store is of very little consequence to them. This is not a sour view at all—why should clerks care? Their very role demands that they not care, and they are paid to keep you from violating policies that would cost their employers money, time or effort. But you don’t have to deal with them, unless you enjoy being victimized.

By all means, be respectful of people who work as clerks. Perhaps you do it for a living yourself (as I did for many years). But when it is time for you to be effective and to get what you believe you deserve

from a department store, insurance company, grocery store, government agency, landlord, school, etc., then start your journey with the attitude that you are not going to be victimized by any clerks, whom you can view as roadblocks to your goals.



6. YOURSELF Yes, you. Despite all the people in the five categories above, and the infinite number of other victimizers and categories of them we could mention, you are the one who decides whether you’ll be hurt, depressed, angry, worried, afraid, or guilty about anything or anyone in this world. Beyond being upset when people don’t behave toward you the way you would prefer, you can victimize yourself in hundreds of ways. Here are some of the more typical categories of self-victimization which you can tackle by yourself:

• Your training. You are victimizing yourself if you are still doing what you were once trained to do if you don’t enjoy it any longer. If you are forty years old and working as a lawyer or a mechanic just because some seventeen-year-old decided that was what you should do, then you are a victim of training that was originally supposed to give you the freedom of a job option you didn’t originally have. How often do you trust the judgment of a seventeen-year-old in terms of how you ought to run your life? Well, then, why be stuck with your own seventeen-year-old decisions when you are no longer seventeen? Be what you want for yourself today. Get new training if you aren’t happy with yourself and your work.

• Your history. You can be a victim of your very own history if you do things because you’ve always done them that way—for instance, if you are married because you’ve already invested twenty-five years in your marriage, even though you are miserable today. You may be living someplace you don’t like simply because you’ve always lived there, or because your parents lived there. You may feel you will lose a part of yourself if you “move away” from any large part of your past.

But whatever you’ve been until today is already over. If you still consult what you’ve done in the past to decide what you can or can’t do today, you are very likely victimizing yourself by ruling out whole realms of present-moment freedom just because you never got around to enjoying them in the past.

• Your ethics and values. You may well have adopted a set of ethical beliefs which you know very well don’t work for you, and needlessly work against you, but you continue to abide by them anyway, because they define what you’ve come to expect of yourself. Perhaps you believe you must apologize for speaking or thinking in contrary ways. Or perhaps you believe that lying is always bad. Perhaps you’ve adopted some sexual ethics that keep you from enjoying your sexuality. Whatever the case, you can examine your ethics on a regular basis and refuse to continue to victimize yourself by holding onto beliefs that just plain don’t work.

• Your behavior toward your body. You can become very self-destructive toward your body and become the ultimate victim—a corpse. Yours is the only body you’ll ever get, so why make it something that isn’t healthy, attractive, and wonderful to be around? By letting yourself get fat through improper diet or lack of exercise, you victimize yourself. By allowing your body to become addicted to pills such as tranquilizers, or alcohol, or tobacco, you are a very effective self-exploiting victim. By not giving your body adequate rest periods or by fouling it up with stress and tension, you are allowing yourself to be victimized. Your body is a powerful, well-tuned, highly efficient instrument, but you can abuse it in so many ways by simply rejecting it, or fueling it with low-caliber fuels and addictive substances that will only demolish it in the end.

• Your self-portraits. As we have already seen in connection with your capabilities, your own self-images can contribute to your being victimized in life. If you believe that you can’t do something, that you’re unattractive, that you’re not intelligent, and so on, you will also believe that others see you that way, and you will act that way, and even be that way. Working at healthy self-images is crucial if you are to avoid being a knee-jerk victim, with responses as predictable as when the doctor smacks your knee with a little hammer.

IN CLOSING

If you use your imagination, you will find innumerable ways to victimize yourself. But by applying your imagination in constructive ways, you can, by the same token, find the means to eliminate your victim status. The choice is up to you.
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