When our vices get the better of us

What happens in the brain when we just can’t say no?
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Drug abuse, crime and obes​ity are but a few of the prob​lems mod​ern so​ci​e​ty faces, but they all have one thing in com​mon: peo​ple’s fail​ure to con​trol them​selves in the face of tempta​t​ion. While the abil​ity to re​strain our im​pulses is a de​fin​ing fea​ture of the hu​man an​i​mal, its fail​ure is one of so​ci​e​ty’s cen​tral prob​lems. So why do we so of​ten lack this cru​cial abil​ity? 
	


	

	The anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), marked in red. This brain area is crucial to self-control, researchers say.




As hu​mans, we have lim​it​ed re​sources to con​trol our​selves, re​search​ers say; all acts of con​trol draw from one source. So when us​ing this re​source in one do​main, such as di​et​ing, we’re more likely to run out of it in an​oth​er do​main, like stu​dy​ing hard. 

Once these re​sources run out, our self-con​trol abil​ity is di​min​ished, ac​cord​ing to sci​ent​ists. The di​et​er is more likely to eat choc​o​late, the stu​dent to watch TV, and the pol​i​ti​cian to ac​cept a bribe.

In a re​cent stu​dy, Mi​chael In​zlicht of the Un​ivers​ity of To​ron​to Scar​bor​ough and col​league Jen​ni​fer N. Gut​sell of​fer an ac​count of what’s hap​pen​ing in the brain when our vices get the bet​ter of us.

In​zlicht and Gut​sell asked par​ti​ci​pants to sup​press their emo​tions while watch​ing an up​set​ting mov​ie. The idea was to de​plete their re​sources for self-con​trol. The par​ti​ci​pants re​ported their abil​ity to sup​press their feel​ings on a scale from one to nine. Then, they com​plet​ed a Stroop task, which in​volves nam​ing the col​or of printed words (i.e. say​ing red when read​ing the word “green” writ​ten in red), yet an​oth​er task that re​quires self-con​trol.

The re​search​ers found that those who sup​pressed their emo​tions per​formed worse on the task, in​di​cat​ing that they had used up their self-con​trol re​sources while hold​ing back their tears dur​ing the film. 

An electroencephalogram (EEG), a recording of electrical activity in the brain, con​firmed the re​sults, they said. Nor​mal​ly, when a per​son de​vi​ates from their goals (in this case, want​ing to read the word, not the col​or of the font), in​creased ac​ti​vity oc​curs in a part of the brain called the an​te​ri​or cin​gu​late cor​tex, which alerts the per​son that they are off-track. The re​search​ers found weaker ac​ti​vity in this brain re​gion dur​ing the Stroop task in those who had sup​pressed their feel​ings. In oth​er words, af​ter en​gag​ing in one act of self-con​trol this brain sys​tem seems to fail dur​ing the next act, they said. 

The find​ings, which ap​pear in the No​vem​ber is​sue of the re​search jour​nal Psy​cho​log​i​cal Sci​ence, have im​plica​t​ions for fu​ture in​ter​ven​tions aim​ing to help peo​ple change their be​hav​ior, the re​search​ers ar​gued. Most no​ta​bly, they said, the results sug​gest that if peo​ple even tem​po​rarily don’t real​ize they have lost con​trol, they will be un​able to stop or change their be​hav​ior on their own.
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This is an interesting article, which rienforces my own pet theory and practice: focus less on inhibiting actions/habits and focus positively on developing new habits, desires etc.  This leaves enough energy to inhibit the things that really count, like not mouthing off to police officers etc.  

 

The idea here is to cultivate a positive action and desire which will mitigate if not cancel out the so called vice.  Example say I like to eat too much fast food, I cultivate the positive desire of physical health, prowess, and wanting to look good.  This isn't going to stop my fast food habit overnight, and thats not the goal.  The idea is to slowly but sincerely lose interest in the vice, not to give it up, but steal its energy.  

 

Well this might seem like just one of my theories to many of you, and it may not work for others, but my magickal records show that it works for me.  It is on this ground that I share this idea.  

 

For more serious vices, i.e. those which seem to pose a rapid threat to someones will financial of physical well being, i.e. drugs or whatever, I find negative restrictions useful, but I write out a magickal oath, using the disasterous consequences of breaking an oath as the muscle to enforce the injunction.  This works for me as well.  Though one should always make the oath temporary or amendable by future Oaths since certain restrictions may be undesirable at a later time.  

 

Never-the-less, I stand with the Yoga Sutras on focusing on developing beneficial habits that rob the energy of the 'bad habits' .  When I was young I found myself smoking too much dope for instance.  I didn't quit, I just became so busy with other activities, that I just had less time or tolerance to be stoned all the time.  

 

With hard drugs I have to keep my mouthshut since I don't have much experience with physical withdrawl and some of the strongest people I have known have been made into dirt from such experiences.  
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Ryan 

I have decreased my tendency (and obvious vice) to procrastinate but I still overdo things. For example, I started exercising a few months ago and have so far lost 12 pounds. Sometimes I fell off the horse but I got back on it again; the hardest part was not only losing more weight but keeping off the weight I had already lost (plus my thyroid hormone level was low). And I am finding it unrealistic to exercise every single day along with my other activities - I can't make it my top priority and it wears me out. So I can combine exercises and work out a few days a week instead. I'd still say it ranks pretty high though, after magick. 
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Cammy

Hi Ryan,
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Your points are quite reasonable.  And we can look at this also from the perspective of the attainment of the H.G.A. in the seating of the higher Will on the throne of being.  Self-destructive behavior is a product of the lower ego, which in itself is comprehending its own low self-esteem.  In other words, self-destructive behavior is a symptom and not the disease.  Yet the lower ego contradicts itself; it does not want to find change and sees the self as perfect in its present state.  Therefore, any attempt at change through the medium of suppression is doomed to failure.  Even if the bad habit is successfully suppressed, the underlying disease will force itself back out through another symptom and the problem becomes cyclic.
However, for the serious student of Magick, the quest for attainment and the successful completion of the quest transforms the whole situation.  The lower ego is no longer on the throne of being; the slave no longer rules the roost.  Rather, the higher ego is in place and dictates to the lower ego.  Any esteem issues become radically resolved as the lower ego no longer is focused on such absorption.  This is why Crowley says that all Magick is Black Magick unless it be for the attainment of the H.G.A.  It is the truly transformative process that takes us out of the paradigm of the lower ego.
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In a message dated 10/12/07 10:19:01 AM, followingthemuse@gmail.com writes:




o I can combine exercises and work out a few days a week instead. I'd still say it ranks pretty high though, after magick.



well you know you could also skip Pizza Bar at Pizza hut....( smile) or all you can eat barbecue night or fish....


on the other hand that's making me hungry

regard
johnmon3717@aol.com
