Listening to the stories you tell yourself or “Chimp Management”

Shona

Book extracts from:

· Sailing the Worldly Winds, 2011, Vajragupta. Windhorse Publications, Cambridge.

· The Chimp Paradox, 2012, Dr Steve Peters. Vermilion, London.
“When the Buddha gave [his] teaching of the worldly winds he made it quite clear that they would blow around everyone. But it was the ‘spiritually immature’ that would remain consumed by gain or loss, praise or blame and so on [fame or infamy, pleasure or pain] . Whilst they would welcome the winds blowing one way, they would rebel against it when it blew the other. But a ‘well-trained disciple of the Buddha’, the text goes on to say, does not become consumed by them, does not ‘welcome’ or ‘rebel’.

“Often what this welcoming and rebelling consists of is a story. Much of the time we are telling ourselves a story; we have an ongoing commentary in our head. As we go through our day, we explain and interpret it to ourselves, often only subconsciously. 

“Stronger emotions give rise to, in a way are, the strongest, keenest felt, most urgent stories. For example, someone makes a remark I find really irritating. Later that day I may notice how I’m playing and replaying that conversation in my head. I tell the story to myself about twenty times, each time embellishing it with more commentary and analysis about how utterly unreasonable they were. I think of clever, scathing remarks that I wish I’d thought of at the time. I fantasize about the final, irrefutable put-down I’ll deliver when we meet tomorrow.

“How are we able to form quite involved stories so quickly? We draw on our past. The stories are based on the ways we’ve interpreted our experience on previous occasions. If we’ve had difficulty with that person before, or even with someone who reminds us of that person, then associations and explanations from our past come readily to mind. Sometimes it is not just our personal past experience that we draw on, but the stories and associations prevalent in our culture. There are ‘collective stories’ that we all too readily bring to mind. They seem to fit the case and so they ‘are’ the story of what has happened.

 “This is one way karma works. We have conditioned ourselves into telling certain stories, and these have a profound effect on the way we experience the world, and how we then respond to it.

 “… it can be harder to spot the stories that arise out of craving that those that arise out of aversion. The latter are more obviously painful; we can see that the story is only going to end in tears. But stories that arise out of craving can seem more enjoyable and stimulating, a harmless little fantasy. It is easier to believe in them, to convince ourselves that it could end happily ever after.

“Stopping papañca [mental proliferation] is not easy. Whilst you can sometimes see what you are doing and come to a sharp stop, at other times the stories have a momentum of their own, they press in on you, they sweep you along. The emotions that are driving them are simply too powerful. We go with them because it seems less painful, or more pleasurable. We don’t want to face the pain or disappointment of what has actually happened. In these cases, even if we can’t stop ourselves straight away, we can still watch ourselves, observe what we’re doing, and this will have the effect of gradually helping us to see that the stories are just stories. We just need to keep asking ourselves, gently but firmly, if those stories are true and helpful.”

The “Chimp Mind Management Model” is based on principles from current neuroscience and evolutionary biology, which have been simplified into a workable model for easy use. It was adopted by the extremely successful Team GB Olympic cycling squad in Beijing 2008 and London 2012.
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The key is to realise that the ‘real world’ lies somewhere between Human world and Chimp world. Be aware when your ‘inner Chimp’ has taken over: for example expecting friends to always agree with you is Chimp, instead of expecting friends to have an opinion and hoping it will agree with yours, which is Human. Peters suggests that we also identify ‘gremlins’ in our computer autopilot and overcome them by setting up good habits and attitudes and living them day-to-day.

Suggested discussion:

A chance to explore your own inner stories and proliferations…

1. What are some of the unhelpful stories you tell yourself? What would be better?

2. What tends to push your buttons and trigger strong, unhelpful emotions (either way)?

3. Do you suffer from unrealistic expectations? About what or whom?

4. What good habits could you develop that might help? What’s already helping?

Human = Rational, thinking mind, rules of society, humanity, the ‘real’ you








Computer = Can think automatically for you using pre-programmed thoughts and behaviours (autopilot), is a reference source for information, beliefs and values








Chimp = Emotional, reactive mind, laws of the jungle, survival, primitive drives, ego, encouraged by alcohol, was here first 











