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CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction 

In a world where everyone is fighting for inclusion or acceptance, few 
stop to realise that they have yet to accept themselves. Tough love is 
frowned upon as being too harsh or politically incorrect, but at the same 
time we complain about the entitled millennials and the old folks that 
failed them. The business tycoons blame the consumers for plastic waste 
choking our sea life, and the oil tycoons blame the car owners for climate 
change. It seems fashionable to abdicate responsibility for who we are 
and instead blame the world for not treating us well.  

Whenever I see such finger-pointing going around, the first thought 
that comes to mind is why don’t people own their sh!t? It seems like a 
vulgar statement to some, but we live in times when moderation is 
considered boring, and vulgarity is the minimum form of expression 
that’s needed before you’ll get anyone’s attention. If only we’d step back 
and realise that we are active contributors towards the world that is 
treating us like sh!t. 

We blame society for all our problems. Society treats us like this or 
judges us like that. The tabloids are feeding us garbage, and social media 
is a bad influence. The complaints never stop. The single common thread 
through all this is the people that use these platforms. They are the same 
people that complain about the blood and gore that shows up on their 
timelines while sharing or reacting to the same content.  

Moral decay and social consumerism would have no business value 
if it didn’t get people’s attention. As long as it does, it’s only going to get 
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worse until we collectively sit up and shout STOP. We are society! 
Society is not separate from us. It’s not some other creation that exists 
external to us, that judges us harshly, or excludes us when we don’t 
comply. We are it. Blaming society for the problems we experience is in 
fact pointing the finger at ourselves.  

Media moguls that sensationalise everything to sell papers or ad 
spaces don’t just do so to get the latest trending hashtags. Nor do they do 
it to drag society down. They do it because that’s what society wants. 
That’s what appeals to the general consciousness of the masses that 
complain about the decay around them. When society rejects their 
content, they change focus to what is popular. When the same media 
senses the desire for rebellion, they fan its flames, and when they sense 
the desire for reconciliation, they pretend to be the ambassadors of 
compassion and understanding. They focus with precision on the pulse 
of society because that is what sells subscriptions and ad spaces. They 
don’t define society. They give society a soap box. And that’s the thing 
about how we live our lives as well. Our world is simply a reflection of 
what we tolerate and encourage in our own lives. Hence the inspiration 
for this book. 

We lack mindfulness about the present moment. More than this, we 
lack mindfulness about what soul food we need to find peace in this 
dystopian world. Tough love for the soul is in short supply because 
everyone wants to be popular. Likes on social media translate into 
attention-whoring in our personal lives. When we don’t get the attention 
that we want, we ignore our real-life relationships and focus on the 
virtual world instead. We wear our hearts on our sleeves, and we record 
our acts of charity for the world to see, because we want the world to 
recognise our struggles and celebrate our generosity of spirit. Without 
that recognition we feel incomplete or insignificant. Little do we realise 
that that generosity is in fact rooted in selfishness. We don’t think twice 
about undermining the dignity of a vulnerable person just to improve our 
social standing. And the burning question as always is simply this. WHY 
do we do it?  
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Own Your Sh!t is the journey of introspection that you must take to 
understand the why of who you are. This book unpacks the steps that you 
experience in a single moment as you respond to life, lovers, friends, and 
colleagues. From the moment you feel that need that is born in your gut, 
it makes you aware of the assumptions that you make in your quest to 
fulfil that need, and how those assumptions stroke the fears that drive 
your behaviour. You’ll grow to appreciate the nuance in the reactions 
that you get from others as you discover how their reactions influence 
your perceptions of them, and of reality in general. 

Through the counselling that I’ve offered individuals from around 
the world ranging in age from teens to the elderly, the same patterns kept 
emerging. The patterns spanned race, religion, culture, and education 
levels. From the academic snobs to the corporate narcissists and even to 
the average person without a tertiary qualification, the patterns relating 
to their emotional wellness remained consistent. I distilled these patterns 
into this book that will guide you towards understanding why you 
experience life the way that you do. By understanding the why, it 
becomes possible for you to decide what you need to do to change 
anything that you don’t want for yourself. This experience of human 
emotion and how it influences or defines the quality of our life is what I 
refer to as the Egosystem. Stated plainly, that is the sh!t that you need to 
own.  

You can only ever fully realise your potential if you 
understand what defines you and your aspirations, rather 
than understanding the aspirations that others believe you 

should have for yourself.  

This is not a self-help book of mantras and exercises to tell you what 
behaviours or thinking patterns you must adopt to be successful. Instead, 
it’s a book of introspection that raises your self-awareness and empowers 



 

4 

 

you to consciously choose what works for you, rather than telling you 
what may have worked for someone else.  

As you discover new insights into your behaviour, don’t distract 
yourself with how you saw those behaviours in others. Instead, let this 
be a journey of holistic reflection. Reflect on how the points relate to 
your actions and then acknowledge or dismiss it based on honest 
assessment, rather than protecting yourself from the accountability for 
the changes that you wish to see in your life.  

It’s common to focus on how we perceive others rather than how 
they perceive us. No matter how much we try to avoid it, it happens. 
When that happens, read the book again if that’s what you need to fully 
grasp the concepts and realisations that it offers. Let this book become a 
companion to reference from time to time in your efforts to continuously 
improve your effectiveness in every part of your life. 

 

There is a critical difference between situational mindfulness and 
emotional mindfulness. The one means you’re paying attention to what’s 
going on around you and the other is about what’s going on within you. 
Most don’t understand the difference, that’s why we have celebrated 
gurus teaching people about meditation and convincing them that it’s 
mindfulness. Meditation is not mindfulness, and mindfulness is not 
reflection. Each have their own purpose with one important exception. 
You can deliberately practice reflection and meditation, but the moment 
you deliberately practice mindfulness, you’re distracted.  

Mindfulness is about focusing without personal bias on the present 
moment. The moment you’re focused on something other than the 
present moment, you’re not present. That’s why mindfulness must 
become second nature to you. It must be the way you are, not the way 
you want to behave. It’s like those times when you were so focused on 
whatever you were doing that you didn’t notice anything else around 
you. If you were consciously aware of what you needed to block out, you 
wouldn’t have had a heightened focus on what demanded your attention.  
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Figure 1 - Critical Thinking 

Combine meditation, reflection and mindfulness, and critical 
thinking becomes a natural disposition. Critical thinking is unachievable 
when we’re distracted by environmental influences, emotional upheaval, 
or if our mind is wandering to some other place and time, while we’re 
trying to deal with something more immediate.  

Critical thinking is the ability to recognise and understand what it is 
that you’re contending with in the present moment and being able to 
objectively question its merits towards achieving the best outcome. Being 
objective is impossible without mindfulness, and mindfulness is 
developed through reflection and meditation. Meditation, however, is 
not necessarily limited to yogic practices or religious customs but can be 
any moment when you immerse yourself into a meditative state without 
allowing sensory triggers to disrupt your thoughts or emotions. Like 
walking in a forest, or on the beach, or taking a long drive without any 
company. Incidentally, it is during such periods of silence that reflection 
occurs naturally, and often subconsciously. 

 

One of the reasons why people suffer from attention related difficulties 
is that they’re so preoccupied with what they need to avoid that they lose 
sight of what is right in front of them. Then they do prescriptive 
meditation exercises to quieten their minds without realising that it’s 
more than just mental clutter causing them to be distracted. It’s the 
equivalent of what technique means to a bodybuilder.  
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Putting in the effort to lift a heavier weight doesn’t mean that they’ll 
develop the right muscles. It just means that they’ll be able to lift the 
weight that they’re targeting. If they fix their technique, they’ll develop 
the correct muscles needed for maximum effectiveness, while also 
reducing the risk of injury, and simultaneously improving their 
appearance. The same is true for our brains. Just being able to process 
information is not the goal. The goal is being able to process it effectively 
and then being able to apply it in a different context. Otherwise we end 
up like parrots repeating mantras in a mirror.  

 

Back to the largely ignored subject of emotional mindfulness. Without 
understanding how your emotions sway your focus and your 
perspectives, being mindful in any setting will still leave you distracted 
enough to arrive at potentially incorrect conclusions. That’s because 
your interpretation of the facts presented to you is processed against the 
backdrop of your emotional relationship with that setting. No amount of 
meditation or reflection is going to save you from that bias when you 
need it the most.  

You don’t need any prior knowledge of psychology or philosophy to 
understand the concepts and principles discussed in this book. But you 
absolutely must be willing to reflect honestly and sincerely on your 
current state, with an intense focus on understanding where you’re at, 
and not with the intention of apportioning blame for the state in which 
you find yourself. Once you are committed to this approach, nothing can 
stop you.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Understanding Why 

Are you willing to look at yourself with kindness or do you judge yourself 
harshly for the mistakes that you’ve made? Do you accept accountability 
for your choices, or do you believe that others are to blame for the state 
that you’re in? Knowing when to blame others is just as important as 
knowing when to accept responsibility. Looking at ourselves with 
kindness, not in an apologetic way or through the lens of a victim, but 
genuine kindness and understanding becomes difficult when everything 
around us prompts us to judge ourselves harshly. If we judge ourselves 
through the eyes of others, we’ll find reason to reject the truth of who 
we are, instead of learning to understand and appreciate why we do the 
things that we do.  

Life is about joy as much as it is about pain, happiness, sadness, 
success, failure, and so much more. There is no neutrality in that. The 
absence of one gives rise to the other. Like darkness presents itself in the 
absence of light, we soon discover that darkness itself doesn’t exist. 
When you find yourself in a dark space, consider that you may just be 
avoiding the light. Why you would choose to avoid it, then becomes the 
question that we must answer.  

Remember that you cannot create darkness. You can only remove 
light. Unhappiness is therefore the absence of joy. You cannot create 
misery; you can only remove joy.  
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It’s not what we do that prevents us from experiencing 
happiness, but what we prevent ourselves from doing that 

denies us the joy that we want to experience.  

The remedies that dictate what you need to do to change the course 
of your life is found everywhere. Friends, family, and acquaintances 
including self-help gurus, life coaches, and psychotherapists can all tell 
you what you need to do to experience their idea of happiness. What they 
often cannot do is give you advice or guidance about why it is that you’re 
preventing yourself from doing what you know you must do to be happy. 
Many have lost sight of even this.  

We all think we know what will make us happy, yet most of us don’t 
act on that knowledge because without knowing why, it becomes 
difficult to connect with that goal. If we don’t know the why, the how 
becomes a gamble because we’ll find ourselves trying to make changes 
for the sake of change, or we’ll look for advice from others on what they 
think will make us happy, but we’ll find it difficult – if not impossible – 
to turn our focus internally to answer those tough questions ourselves.  

When it comes to human emotions, simple statements have a 
profound impact on our state of being. Innocent utterances can destroy 
a good mood and an unintended silence can offer comfort. On a different 
day, the same innocent utterance can inspire a revolution, while silence 
can condemn a loved one to a perpetual state of conflict or sadness.  

Why do we ignore people’s intentions but hold on to the impact of 
their actions? Why is it so easy to hold on to an unpleasant experience 
even when we know that it wasn’t intended to offend us? Similarly, why 
is it so easy for one person to get over a terrible experience, while a 
similar experience haunts another for the rest of their lives? The answers 
lie in what we choose to take from our experiences, and most 
importantly, why. 
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There are no two encounters that we experience in the same way 
even if they appear identical. Once we’ve experienced something for the 
first time, the familiarity of it reduces its impact the second time. If we 
experience it a few more times, we’ll eventually get bored with 
something that we once found inspiring or exciting. The average 
experience then becomes our new normal. It’s this cycle of familiarity in 
our sensory experiences that gradually reduces the joy with which we 
experience the same setting, activity, or relationship. 

It’s like driving fast. There was a time when the national speed limit 
in South Africa was 90km/h. A few years later, it increased to 100km/h 
which felt fast. In the years that followed, technology and safety standards 
improved, which allowed the authorities to safely raise it to 120km/h. 
However, throughout the period of each speed limit, there were still 
drivers who regularly exceeded the legal limit. Not only because of the 
thrill of being able to go faster, but because once they grew familiar and 
more proficient in being able to drive at that speed, it became boring.  

The initial excitement of being able to travel faster soon wore off as 
driving above the new speed limit was barely noticeable with newer cars. 
In this same way, we sometimes get bored of an otherwise good life or 
relationship and eventually take it for granted. It is also the same cycle 
that drives many towards addictive behaviours as they constantly chase 
an emotional high equal to the last one that they had while not knowing 
why it’s not as intense as it was the day before.  

Routine and predictability kill the passion of life.  

Despite knowing this, many find safety in routine. Again, the 
question is why? In the case of driving at speed, rather than trying to go 
faster when the boredom sets in, recognise how much more of the 
journey you’re not experiencing because of your focus on getting to your 
destination. It’s the journey that holds more discovery than the 
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destination, yet we constantly ignore the journey and focus on the 
predictability of the destination instead.  

The only way to avoid growing bored with something good is to 
remember the value in it. But we’re human, so we forget. When we 
forget, we need reminders from those that know us well. When we don’t 
have such people around, we need to know where to look to question 
the boredom before abandoning something for the wrong reasons. The 
place to look is always within ourselves, and not in others. The boredom 
is about how we’re experiencing it, not how it appears to us. Therefore, 
when we start by questioning why they’re boring us, we assume that it’s 
their responsibility to keep us inspired, when the more important 
question is why we find it boring. 

That’s why we must reflect on where we’re at before we look 
outwardly for signs that confirm or deny what we think may be the cause 
of our boredom or frustration. The same is true when we feel bitter or 
angry about something. First try to understand what was aroused within 
us to make us feel such an intensity of emotion before assuming that 
someone or something triggered, or justifiably angered us. The key point 
being that we must first own our response to a situation before we go 
about demanding that others change their contribution towards it.  

There is a beautifully natural order in everything.  

When we understand and appreciate that order, we experience 
harmony with the world around us. When we take that order for 
granted, we experience stress in our efforts to control it. Understanding 
that order leads to acceptance of what we can or cannot influence, while 
ignorance of it leads to fear.  

Fear that is misunderstood leads to aggression or depression, and 
sometimes harmful behaviour. Striking a good balance is therefore 
central to achieving a sense of peace or harmony in our lives. 
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Chapter Three 

Born Restless 

Pause for a moment and notice how as babies we constantly explored 
new things. We developed new skills as we immersed ourselves in 
sensory experiences that tantalised our taste buds, made us shiver with 
glee when we touched something strange, or stared wide-eyed in 
disbelief at a mesmerising sight.  

When we got bored, we moved on to discover something new. We 
didn’t stop to ask for permission before doing so, nor did we exhaust 
ourselves complaining about our sudden boredom. We simply pushed it 
aside or did something different with what we had. In this way, we 
constantly grew in our abilities and emotional maturity. With each 
triumph or failure, we learnt valuable lessons and grew stronger and 
wiser. Sometimes being recognised overtly for our achievements was 
important, but most of the time just accomplishing something that was 
meaningful to us was enough validation to motivate us to continue on to 
the next exciting challenge or adventure. Still, we didn’t need 
permission, and being rewarded was irrelevant. 

Then, at some point, without expecting it, we experienced a 
defining moment. A moment that challenged everything that we took for 
granted and caused us to question all that we believed to be true about 
ourselves, or about those around us. For most of us, that defining 
moment was a spectacular failure, a debilitating loss, or a betrayal of an 
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intimate trust that anchored us up to that point. Either way, it squeezed 
the breath out of our lungs and smacked us to the ground in a way that 
we had never experienced. It was as if our vulnerability and our shame 
was suddenly visible to the world. In that moment we lost sight of who 
we believed we were, and instead started fixating on what others may 
have thought of us.  

Everyone experiences such defining moments, the intensity of which 
is unique to each of us. We all learn lessons from such moments, but the 
lessons that we learn doesn’t always encourage us to grow beyond it. Too 
often, by fixating on how we may have appeared in front of others in our 
moment of weakness, we stop growing and instead start protecting what 
little self-worth we have left at the end of that experience. Life is far too 
complex and amazing to only afford us a single defining moment, so 
chances are that we experienced more than one. Each time our self-
worth reduced; our fear of humiliation increased.  

Just reading this probably prompts flashbacks of incidents that still 
leave you aching or angry at the thought of it. For some, you may have 
buried the hurt so deeply that all you feel is an obstinate numbness when 
you think of it, if you allow yourself to think of it at all. For others, it’s a 
nagging reminder at the back of your mind each time you’re faced with 
a decision about doing something that resonates with that defining 
moment.  

Whether we consciously acknowledge such moments and the impact 
that it had on us, or we hide from it, its influence on our character and 
sense of peace stays true. Being able to embrace those influences and 
process them in a way that ensures learning and growth is what 
determines the difference between a person that goes their whole life 
protecting themselves from the risk of failure, and one that grows bolder 
knowing that they are stronger and more prepared with the knowledge 
gained from their last failure. 

Whenever we feel a need to block out a memory, understand that it 
means that we have yet to fully accept and process the impact of that 
memory on who we are today. When we avoid facing such moments of 
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pain or anguish, it becomes subconscious roadblocks in our efforts to 
move forward in life. The deeper we bury it, the greater its influence and 
impact. That is when it becomes more difficult to understand why we’re 
moved to tears, or anger, or despondency at the slightest provocation. 
For many, the moment itself continues to define their experience of life 
well beyond its occurrence. They fixate on the emotional wretch that hit 
them, and life beyond that moment became nothing more than a process 
that they lived, or more accurately, survived.  

Allowing a single moment to define your life undermines the value 
and beauty of everything that you’re capable of beyond that moment. 
That’s how ingratitude takes hold in your life, because instead of 
investing in what you are capable of, you deliberately hold back from the 
fear of getting it wrong again. This not only keeps you in a place of 
unhappiness, it also denies those around you of the joy that your presence 
could add to their lives. When we focus on self-deprecation, or on 
putting ourselves down, we forget that we are not the only ones affected 
by that negative view of life.  

If you hold on to such a negative view for long enough, you’ll 
discover the hard way that the source of your joy was always in embracing 
new and exciting experiences. It was never about needing to see joy on 
the faces of others. Joy was always the natural outcome of you being true 
to who you are, and not the goal itself. As much as the joy on the faces 
of others fills you with warmth and a sense of acceptance, it was a 
consequence of following what inspired you rather than any deliberate 
effort to create joy for them.  

Since misery is the absence of joy, joy is our natural state. 

Unfortunately, misguided opinions have convinced us over the years 
that we seek joy and happiness, rather than emphasising that neither is a 
choice.  
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Consider that for a moment before continuing. Despite its initial 
cries, no one had to teach a baby how to smile or laugh. A baby 
experiences joy without needing to learn about it first. Joy was innate at 
the time of birth just as it is innate in our adult years. But we suppress 
that joy when we lose sight of who we are. Instead, we focus on pleasing 
others, or on demanding significance in their lives. 

Therefore, this toxic self-worth that we sometimes hold onto is born 
out of ingratitude when we prevent ourselves from experiencing joy 
from fear of rejection or ridicule. Sometimes we suppress it because we 
want others to first acknowledge our pain before we let it go. In doing 
so, we resist believing in ourselves until someone else believes in us first. 
Or at the least, believes that we’re important. What we forget is that 
many people are doing the same thing which results in one simple truth.  

Everyone only finds joy in everyone else, but no one finds 
joy within themselves.  

Thus, the attention-seeking behaviour forms and we grow 
dependent on others for any sense of self. The moment we grow isolated 
from that social circle, we experience emotional upheaval and question 
our self-worth. Such is the destructiveness of vicious cycles that we 
accept as social norms.  

The moment you focus on validation from others, what you do 
becomes burdensome rather than fulfilling because the joy of it becomes 
dependent on how they respond to you. Even when you achieve what 
you want, there is a consistent underlying feeling of anxiety because the 
outcome always has a risk of rejection from others.  

Due to our focus on achieving the outcome that we hope will be 
appreciated by others, we lose sight of this underlying anxiety. 
Eventually, if we have no avenues of joy or creative expression that is 
independent of their acceptance, this underlying anxiety builds up to the 
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point of weighing us down, leaving us feeling fatigued or exhausted 
without understanding why. This is one of the ways in which our bodies 
provide us with signs that our emotional health may be out of balance.  

Our bodies are not independent of our emotions. In fact, the 
opposite is true. Our bodies reflect the state of our emotions with one 
critical difference. Our bodies never lie. As much as it is difficult to 
always understand what emotional state we’re in, or why we may 
experience certain emotions, our bodies always respond to emotional 
imbalances in the same way.  

For example, highly stressful experiences will result in a stiff neck, 
or shoulder pain, or headaches. Each depending on the kind of stress, and 
what it is about the experience that’s causing us stress. If we’re 
questioning our ability to complete a task, and the task deadline is non-
negotiable, it will likely result in a headache, often a migraine. If we’re 
pushed for tight deadlines and would rather be doing something else, or 
feel that the deadline is unreasonable, we’re likely to experience 
muscular spasms in our neck or shoulders. These symptoms are common 
and therefore widely accepted as a physical response to stress.  

Unfortunately, instead of addressing our unhealthy perception of a 
demanding situation, we focus on the symptoms and take medication or 
do exercises to rid ourselves of the physical symptom. That effectively 
dulls the signal in our body that alerts us to our emotional state, which 
denies us the opportunity to question why we are perceiving that 
situation as a threat. Therefore, instead of becoming familiar with this 
signalling system in our bodies, we subdue it through emotional eating 
or quick-fix pills.  

This approach of resolving physical symptoms without considering 
the emotional imbalance that is associated with it conditions us to ignore 
our emotional needs, and instead drives us to focus on the more tangible 
physical needs or discomfort. That’s how we sometimes end up living 
our lives trying to please others without ever truly knowing what pleases 
us. Our joy becomes dependent on their joy and we find fulfilment in 
knowing that they were fulfilled because of our sacrifices. While this may 
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sound like a magnanimous or generous way to live, it assumes that those 
for whom you are making the sacrifices will appreciate all that you’ve 
done to uplift them. When they don’t express such appreciation, you’ll 
question your significance. The resulting damage to your self-worth will 
result in unexplainable chronic ailments as you begin to focus on your 
deteriorating physical health without finding reason to connect it to your 
damaged sense of self. 

Our health is more affected by how we value ourselves than by any 
external or environmental influence that we may face, thus, the 
enormous impact that stress has on our health. When we ignore this 
relationship, stress becomes a trigger for disease rather than a reminder 
of our imbalance in life. We view the resulting illnesses as diseases that 
attack our bodies from the outside while ignoring the weakness that we 
created on the inside. Each time we resort to external intervention as a 
first option, we erode our ability to restore balance ourselves, until 
eventually we become convinced that persevering in the face of such 
ailments is a testament to our resilience, rather than recognising it as a 
self-imposed martyrdom.  
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