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Session Four: Liberation from Self-Forcing 
 
Ok, welcome back to Path to Nourishment. The topic this time is Liberation from Self-Forcing. 
 
In previous sessions we talked about the futility of willpower as a permanent solution to changing your 
behavior. I'd like to go a little bit deeper into what willpower is or what discipline or self-forcing is. 
Earlier I contexted the domination  and control of the self with a larger cultural mindset that seeks 
wellbeing through control. And when we speak of controlling other people or controlling the forces of 
nature, we kind of understand what it means: the application of force. If you want to, say, re-route a 
river (that's what our culture did for a long time, we thought we could make the rivers more rational, we 
could straighten them out, level the mountains and do other things to control the weeds, control the 
insects, exterminate the wolves.) In fact there was even a forest simplification movement about 100 
years ago that said, you know these forests are really messy and chaotic. We can do a lot better. We can 
engineer them and get rid of the useless species and plant useful species. And certainly if we impose 
some intelligence onto this random free-for-all it will do a lot better. 
 
You see, at bottom the mentality of control rests on the idea that nature is basically hostile, or at best 
indifferent, a bunch of generic particles bouncing around according to random forces. If you believe 
that, if you believe that nature lacks innate intelligence or a tendency toward order and wholeness, then 
wellbeing comes through control. And the history and destiny of humanity becomes a glorious march 
toward technological mastery of nature. And we apply the same thinking onto our bodies and minds. 
Goodness comes through control. So this veneration of control has a really deep cultural background. 
And that's why it seems so natural to us, or so matter-of-course that of course we want to impose control 
on ourselves as well. So it's pretty clear what we mean by control or forcing when it's applied to the 
world outside of ourselves. But to understand what self-forcing is or how we control ourselves...like 
how do you actually control yourself? Like, what do you do? Does your arm come and grab your head 
and force your mouth shut? No, that's what we mean. So, what does it mean: "control yourself" What's 
happening when we control ourselves? 
 
I don't necessarily have the complete answer, but for the purposes of Food & Diet, we can learn a lot 
(and not just food and diet, but parenting and many other areas) – we can learn a lot about how we 
control ourselves by looking at how we control other people. So, say you're speeding through a red light 
and you get a ticket, the photo camera tickets you, and you prove in court that someone actually had a 
gun to your head and was telling you to step on it. Everybody would agree that you were being forced to 
drive through the red light, even though no one was controlling your motor neurons. Like, you had a gun 
to your head. If you didn't do it you were going to die.  
 
That’s the extreme case. More generally, people are controlled by fear, in other words by some kind of 



threat. You might say you can control people through rewards as well, but actually if it is control rather 
than invitation, then actually a hidden threat lurks under the reward. For example, we can control people 
with money, for example by paying them to do jobs they would rather not do. They only do them 
because of the survival anxiety that underlies our money system. If you don’t make enough money, you 
might die, your children might suffer. When we manipulate people with rewards, it works because of an 
underlying insecurity.  
 
So one way to force someone to do something is to threaten their survival. And we all agree that's 
forcing someone. So, taking it briefly into the realm of parenting, if you want to force a child to do 
something one of the most effective ways is to indirectly trigger the child's deepest fears and anxieties. 
And if your child is a mammal (and I expect that most people listening to this are mammals) :-) Then the 
greatest fear is abandonment. Abandonment by the parent is a sure death sentence for any baby 
mammal. Fish, not so much. This won't work on fish. But mammals, birds, crocodiles 
perhaps...abandonment by the parent is a death sentence. And the way we indirectly trigger that fear is 
through conditional approval and rejection. So, in other words, I love you if you do this. I will reject you 
if you do that.  
 
One way that this comes out in our speech patterns is:  you're a good boy or a good girl. That's code for 
"I accept you." Good means the parent accepts you. Oh, good boy. Bad girl! How could you do that, 
what's wrong with you? You should be ashamed of yourself. That is a coded rejection. And the desire of 
the baby mammal to be accepted is so great that he or she will do as told for awhile in order to gain that 
acceptance.  
 
So, conditional approval and rejection then gets internalized as we grow older as conditional self-
approval and self-rejection. And we use those tools to control ourselves, just as society and our parents 
used them to control us. And you might find that you've done this when...I don't know, if you're trying to 
stay on a diet or enforce some other behavior that you think is good or that will help you or benefit your 
life. Such as getting up early or being a person of your word or refraining from gossip or not eating 
sugar. The code phrase, or the technique is to approve of yourself and praise yourself. It can be very 
subtle. But you get to like yourself if you did it. If you abided by the behavior that you set out for 
yourself. And if you don't do it you can sort of punish yourself. What's wrong with me? I'm gonna do 
better. Oh, I'm gonna do better...I get to like myself again! 
 
Now, it's the same with children and adults. This means of control only works temporarily. When it 
comes to children the problem is that what they learn is that the negative consequences that are to be 
most feared are getting in trouble from the parents. Then when they become teenagers they realize that 
the parents aren't that smart, and those consequences can be easily evaded. And then they think that 
there are no consequences. And they'll do things because the consequence they've experienced, like 
"don't you dare climb up that slide backwards!", the consequence is getting yelled at by the parent, not 
falling off the slide. So the substitution of the natural consequences of materiality with the rejection of 
the parent insulates them in a way from the actual consequences of the real world of bruises and knocks. 
Now of course not every accident can be prevented. But in general, safety in our society has become a 
higher priority than adventure, exploration, fun or growth. And there's deeper reasons for that I'm not 
going to go into right now... 
 
But it only works temporarily. In the case of a child and in the case of an adult, you can try to force 



yourself to not binge or drink or yell at your kids or not gamble or not look at porn or not do any of these 
other behaviors you see are damaging to yourself and others. You can try to force yourself: I'm a bad 
person if I do it. Oh, I was so good today, I didn't do it....Reward.  
 
But the real reason why it doesn't work in the long run is that to try to force another person to do 
something based on a threat to their life is actually to enslave that person and we are not meant to be 
slaves. We are noble beings. We are free beings. And we rebel against that kind of servitude. And you 
might notice, actually, when that desire that I described last time increases and increases and 
increases...because remember desire is infinite, but willpower is finite. And eventually, it increases to 
the point where the will can no longer hold it. And it bursts forth as maybe a binge or an outburst. You 
might notice this kind of "yeah!" This kind of freedom in that outburst. "I can do whatever I want! No 
one's gonna stop me! I'm not gonna stop me!" It's almost this revolution, this kind of exuberance or this 
casting off of shackles.  
 
When I became aware of this program of self-control, I began to notice it everywhere, threading my 
entire day, my entire inner dialog. Judging everything I did according to was that justified? Was that 
legitimate? Was I a good person? Or is there an excuse for that? Is there some story I can make in which 
that was justifiable? And  I just realized that this kind of self-oppression was the air I breathed. And to 
let go of that was really scary. To let go of that and say, for example, I'm gonna do something just 
because I want to. I'm not going to have  a reason for it. I'm not going to have a reason that says why 
that's ok. I'm not going to have a reason why I drove home and burned half a tank full of fossil fuels to 
spend eight hours with my loved ones before driving another hour and a half to come back here. LIke I 
maybe could have concocted an elaborate justification in which my behavior is consistent with some set 
of ethical principles by which one should decide whether or not to burn fossil fuels. But the justification 
would have been a lie. Did you know that when we explain why we did something, we are usually 
lying? Usually we pick the explanation that best fits our self-image and is most acceptable to the 
listener. 
 
And people do the same thing with their food: create these elaborate systems of justification. They use 
diet as a way to establish themselves as approvable. They use internal threats and rewards to control 
their food choices.  
 
The problem, in food or anything else, of conditional approval based on your behanvior is an implied 
disapproval of those who don’t meet those standards of ethics, integrity and so forth that you hold 
yourself to. So one of the consequences of conditional self-approval is judgmentality against other 
people. Self-righteousness. Because your behavior is justified but theirs isn't. And I think perhaps this is 
the reason for some of the resistance or resentment that you might encounter if you're a foodie or really 
into nutrition and other people might get really touchy about it. Maybe they're picking up on that self-
righteousness that can be very subtle. The same goes if you are an environmentalist or social justice 
activist. You’ve interrogated your privilege – unlike some people. You’re carbon-neutral – unlike some 
people. You’re a man of your word – unlike some people. 
 
The real kicker is that it just doesn't work. It only works temporarily. Again, because we are meant to be 
free. And when the pent up desire and the desire to express or enact one's freedom bursts forth, we might 
be appalled. Why did I do that? What's wrong with me? And all of that judgement that has been 
stealthily imposed on other people turns back onto oneself. And the anguish of self-rejection can be 



intense. The desire to regain approval. And so you might tell yourself that you're going to turn over a 
new leaf and all that stuff that I've run into before. Or maybe you can gain approval by confessing or 
overo-confessing or abasing yourself in front of an inner or outer judge and begging forgiveness. 
Anything to make me okay again. 
 
I recently shared a car ride with a young man who had been introducing himself in men’s circles as a 
person who strove to honor his word and be a person of impeccable integrity. Gosh as I get older even 
people in their thirties seem like “a young man.” Anyway, he imagined himself to be a man of quite 
some considerable integrity – maybe not as much as Martin Prechtel or Miguel Rios, but pretty high on 
the scale you know. And then just the day before he’d committed a flagrant breach of integrity, having 
sex with someone without a condom without telling his partner, when he’d promised her he would never 
do that. He felt great shame and humiliation. That is good, I said, to feel shame. Shame has its proper 
place. It is the feeling that results from a disintegration of a self-image. Its chemical bonds break and it 
liberates heat and your face flushes. But I said, this kind of thing will happen again and again if you are 
motivated in your “integrity” by wanting to be seen by yourself and others as a good person. That 
motivation is already out of integrity. It is called vanity. For this man, letting go of trying to be a good 
person was dizzying. The freedom in it was dizzying. And the fear. Because what if I’m actually a bad 
person, and the only thing keeping me from depravity is my self-control? It is exactly the same fear that 
comes up with, “What if I just ate whatever I wanted?” 
 
So what I'm suggesting here is to let go of the entire operating system centered on trying to be a good 
person. And we're talking about food and diet here, but what happens if you apply that universally? Stop 
trying to be a good person. Which is kind of the opposite of conventional advice. You're supposed to try 
hard to be a good person. But can you hear the self-righteousness in that? I'm trying hard to be a good 
person....trying harder than someone else...I get to like myself because I'm trying hard. And so-and-so 
they're not even trying. 
 
It's almost disorienting to let go of that operating system. But when we're operating by the motive of 
"finding reasons to like myself" what happens is we become blind to the things that we do that are not 
consistent with the criteria for likability that we've set up. So we develop these blind spots, these 
behaviors perhaps that we  just don't acknowledge that we're even doing. And we justify and rationalize 
all of our behaviors so that they seem ethical. and when that's impossible then we excuse it as just an 
aberration. An exception that nobody's perfect. And I get to like myself anyway. 
 
So it's all this conditional self-acceptance. Is it justified? Is it okay? Should I do it? All of these things 
encode conditional rejection and acceptance of the self. And so what's the alternative? The alternative is 
to trust desire and not justify it. And I remember, this was many years ago in a relationship that I was 
in., where i was constantly..  because one thing we do is we find an external person, such as a spouse, to 
take the role of the internalized parent so that we externalize it again and engage in approval-seeking 
behavior. And i remember when I started to really wake up to this and decided , I'm just going to do 
something just because I want to...and because of the relationship dynamic I had set up in which 
everything I did had to be run by my spouse, had to be approved of by my spouse...when I began to 
violate that tacit agreement, she was outraged.  You can't just do what you want to. It was a tiny little 
thing I did, going for a drive to my favorite spot in the woods, but it caused a huge blowup. 
 
And then there's the fear that we referenced before of "can I trust my desires? is what I want to, okay?" 



And if we're grounded in a scientific worldview that says that basic human nature is selfish or a religious 
worldview that says its sinful, then no, you can't trust yourself and there's no alternative but to live a life 
under control. In an endless war against the self. 
 
For me it was very liberating to cast that off. And scary too. It was like, "really, it's ok just to do what I 
want? will it be ok? will I start doing horrible things if I just do what I want?" Or in the realm of diet, 
will I start eating horrible things if I really let myself have anything I want to? So, yeah, there's like a 
tremendous desire and a fear to really step into that kind of liberation. 
 
And then that moment of bewilderment when you realize that "I don't even know what I really want". 
Because I've been controlling it for so long that when I give myself permission to do whatever I want, I 
truly do not know. So perhaps the first step is to pull back from the things you don't want to do. And 
many people do go through that stage of just withdrawing from the old habits in order for the new habits 
to have a quiet place to take hold and not be overwhelmed by the habits of the past. In diet this might 
actually translate into going on a fast. Not to “cleanse” your unclean body, but as a reset, a coming back 
to self.  
 
Earlier I was talking about the displacement of desire onto food. For example the displacement of 
feeling at home in the world. Of connection. Of other kinds of nourishment, perhaps, onto food. So that 
the person who's overeating might be full in one sense but hungry for something else that the food 
cannot meet. Well, one of the most important needs that a human being has is the need for love and 
approval and intimacy. Especially when,  in your childhood, food or sweets were used as a reward. So, if 
there's any of that in your psychology, then when you try to use conditional approval to control yourself, 
you're going to make matters worse. Because you're intensifying the need that drives the eating habit to 
begin with.  
 
By attacking yourself, you're removing that sense of security and safety in the world. That source of 
deep nourishment. That self-attack, self-rejection removes that. And makes you even hungrier to re-
establish that, yeah, I love myself. Again, what's the most primal way to show love to another human 
being? It's to feed them. I mentioned that before. That's the first experience of love that many of us get 
when we are born. Hopefully, unless we're taken into an incubator. but if we didn't have a hospital birth, 
probably the first experience we had was to be brought to the breast and fed. And we knew then that the 
world was okay. So, if you do not know in your bones that the world is okay, and many of us don't 
because of birth practices in modern civilization...if you do not know in your bones that you're okay in 
the world, it's very likely that you're going to want to feed yourself. 
 
Using food then not only to meet your needs for calories and whatever other things the body needs. But 
also using food to meet the need to feel okay in the world. So if, at the same time you're meeting a need 
that way you're also attacking yourself for your very innocent attempt to meet your beautiful, authentic 
need then you're working at crossed purposes. You’re using food to say to yourself “I love you” and at 
the same time your mind is saying, “You’re bad for eating this.” You’re working at cross purposes.and 
just making matters worse. You're trying to do opposite things at the same time. Imagine the release of 
just letting all that go. Maybe you don’t do that with food, but you do it with something else. What do 
you do out of a deep unmet need and attack yourself at the same time for doing it? What it would be like 
to let that all go? 
 



As I said last time though, when you do let it go it will bring up even more clearly the unmet need that 
underlies it. Because now food isn't going to work anymore as a substitute for what you really need. And 
the pain of that unmet longing to feel at home, to feel secure in yourself, to feel welcome and okay in 
this world, will be all the stronger. 
 
I don't' think I can give you a formula for meeting that need, but huge changes will come from simply 
recognizing that "yeah, that's where it was coming from. I wasn't bad for overeating. I wasn't bad for 
seeking out these addictive comforts that told me the world's okay. And, to exist doesn't have to be to be 
in pain. I can stop fighting."  
 
In modern civilization we become habituated to a baseline level of pain and discomfort that then 
becomes invisible to us and we take it as normal. And that's why addictions and entertainments that take 
us away from that painful baseline become so appealing. They're actually giving us a glimpse of how it's 
supposed to feel to be alive in this world. But because they don't' remove the underlying trauma, that's 
why they're addictive. Because we want to keep coming back and back and back to that place. But 
within the lie of addictive substances, there's also a truth. The truth is that you are supposed to feel this 
at-home, this received, this welcome. And you're supposed to feel this much.  
 
So like I said, I don't have a recipe for how to meet those needs, but simply to see that "yeah, I was 
doing my best. I was just meeting this fundamental need the best I knew how" that creates a kind of 
release. And it removes the logical foundation of the self-criticism. Because when you don't understand 
that, when you don't understand addiction as a striving to meet the need to feel okay, then you have to 
conclude that it's because you're a weak, indulgement, selfish, bad person. That's logical, if you don't 
understand where it comes from then there's something wrong with you and you've got to do something 
about it and you've got to try harder. And that piles on the very same rejection that is at the root of the 
problem to begin with. It adds even more pain. It adds even more of a feeling of alienation and of not 
being at home here.  
 
And that's why even this information, even without a recipe, can be really helpful. There's a release here. 
We don't have to keep striving and striving and striving to be okay. And we can be like yeah, this is 
really sad that I was not given what I needed. And that it's still not fully available in this world. And I 
forgive myself for doing what I knew how to do to make it feel better. And maybe I recognize that this 
coping mechanism isn't working anymore. Therefore, I'm aware of the real need and open to that real 
need being met.  
 
And that openness then becomes an orienting compass that guides us toward the things that meet the real 
need because then the desire is no longer misdirected toward the substitutes for the things that it really 
craves, and desire becomes a reliable guide again. And the things that don't meet that real need once 
we're aware of it, they become less attractive. we see them for what they are. We see the lie of the 
addictive substance or the distracting substance. Addictive might be a bit of a strong word here. But 
when we're in touch with the true need, then things that don't meet that need become less attractive.  And 
that realization, when you take it in, will cause ---if you've been abusing food in some way will cause 
enormous changes in your eating habits without the whole apparatus of self-control, of self-forcing, of 
motivation. 
 
Let me repeat: When we release self-forcing, desire becomes a reliable guide again.  



 
All these motivational techniques to make yourself do something that you don't want to do, those 
become unnecessary. And they never worked in the first place. Sometimes they appear to work, because 
your new diet corresponded with some other big change in your life that met that deep need. So perhaps 
you enter a new relationship and this new relationship you're actually being fully seen and fully met and 
you no longer feel quite so alone and you're getting some of that fundamental at-homeness in the world. 
And then you don't need the comfort foods so much. And at the same time you went on a diet, your new 
low-carb diet or whatever it was, and you're like yeah this one worked, I was able to stay on the diet. It 
might be that the real reason that the change worked wasn't that you finally mustered enough willpower 
and self-discipline to do it. It might be that some other deep thing in your life changed.  
 
And I'm not saying that all successful dietary changes are because of that. Sometimes, I just want to 
emphasize this again, sometimes the displaced desire is from one food to another. Like you didn't even 
know about bone broth before, or you didn't even know about lacto-fermented vegetable...I mean some 
people in this world live in a culture where they don't even know how to cook. The deskilling has been 
so profound, it's a kind of poverty that doesn't show up in statistics very easily, in per capita GDP. But 
the impoverishment is incredible, especially in the most modern, developed countries. Sometimes the 
problem IS just food. 
 
So I'm not saying that dietary change, dietary information is useless. But it may not be useful either. The 
problem may not be because no one ever told you the right things to eat. The problem may be that your 
eating was trying to meet needs that food was not supposed to meet. Food does meet important needs. 
But it's not supposed to meet your need for human connection. It's not supposed to meet your need to 
expand your boundaries to have adventures. Food is not supposed to meet your need for intimacy. And 
when you try to make food meet those needs, it does it's best. But you're going to have to have an awful 
lot of it and still you will feel unfulfilled, dissatisfied or un-satisfied. Hungry for something. 
 
 
  
 
MEDITATION 
 
So close your eyes and notice as you enter meditation whether already you have some kind of program 
of "Am I doing this right?" 
 
Usually when people start a meditation they say "Get into a comfortable position." 
 
But are you really doing that? Or are you getting into a slightly uncomfortable position because that's 
what you're supposed to do...straight spine and all that. 
 
And become aware perhaps of this campaign to be a good person, and question "Am I okay?" 
 
And be aware of that suspect reassurance from spiritual teachers that you are a good person. But really?  
 
And what would it be like for it just not to matter if you're good or not? 
 



But you're just here.  
 
And imagine yourself at the verge of a choice. On the verge of stepping into something delicious. And 
you look back over your shoulder as if to ask, "Is it okay?" "Am I allowed?" 
 
And one voice says, "It's okay, you're allowed. I approve of you." 
 
And another voice says, "No, it's not. Don't you dare." 
 
And you answer the second voice with, "Well, I'm going to do it anyway. Screw you. I'm just going to 
do it." 
 
And you answer the first voice with, "Oh, I'm allowed. Okay. It's okay to do it."  
 
And you realize that neither of those answers are freedom. And so you do not move. And you turn your 
head forward. And a new mantra comes to you that says, "Because I want to." And you know it's the 
truth in this moment. And you step into the deliciousness because you want to. 
 
And now we’ll practice trusting pleasure and trusting desire. You have a big menu of possible objects of 
attention. Try some. Give attention to the sensation behind your eyelids. Give attention to the passage of 
air through your nostrils. Give attention to your weight on the chair. To the sounds around you. To the 
silence beneath the sounds. To your breath. To a thought. To another thought. To the mind beneath the 
thoughts. And now take a few minutes to pay attention to whichever is the most delicious, and when you 
are done with it, moving to another one. Enjoy this freedom. 
 
And now we'll practice for real just a little bit more of self-trust. Usually at the end of a meditation, 
someone says, "When you're ready, open your eyes." But do you really wait until you're ready? What 
would happen if you kept your eyes closed until it felt nicer to open them than to stay in meditation? 
Maybe you're afraid that you would never open them. 
 
And so let's practice by only opening your eyes when you want to. Noticing the habit of self-approval 
that says, "Well, I'd better not do it immediately because then I will look as if I haven't actually done it 
and I won't be a good student. Am I doing it right?"  
 
I'll leave you to yourself. Open your eyes when you want to.   
 
 
HOMEWORK 
So the homework for this segment is again without trying to change anything in your behavior and 
without trying to let go of self-criticism and self-approval, to notice, bring attention to any habits of self-
criticism and self-approval, self-rejection, justification, self-punishment, self-reward, the program of 
control, the threats and the rewards. Bring your attention to that. Just take note of it. And trust that as 
you become aware of that, something will shift if it needs to.  
 
The self-approval or rejection could be around your eating choices, or it could be something else in your 
life. You are not trying to fight these habits. You are not trying to turn conditional self-approval onto 



controlling your conditional self-approval. You are exercising the power of attention. So notice it, and 
secondly, give attention to its feeling-quality. Become familiar with the felt state of that rush of self-
approval and that discomfort of self-rejection. Be aware of when you are doing it, and also take a few 
minutes before bed to scan through your day for anything that put you in that state. Your homework is to 
do this every day, to loosen the hold of these habits. Remember: when you release self-forcing, desire 
becomes a reliable guide again. 


