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Chapter One:  Rule 1 – Stand Up Straight with Your Shoulders Back
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Peterson begins by describing how certain creatures have managed to develop techniques to protect their territory and enhance their chances of survival. He explains how male lobsters fight to establish dominance on the ocean floor, and how a wren aggressively puts up a fight to keep other birds away from its territory. 

His conclusion from all this is simple - the fight over shelter, food, and mates is a life and death situation. In reality, even the victor often suffers serious injuries that leave him vulnerable to other competitors. There simply has to be a way to make the fight shorter, or better yet, avoid a fight in the first place. According to Peterson, the only thing that can achieve this is the dominance hierarchy.

He goes ahead to explain how defeat and victory have an impact on brain chemistry. The brain of a winner tends to produce high levels of serotonin and low levels of octopamine, while losers produce more octopamine than serotonin. Serotonin gives the winner an upright, confident posture that makes them appear taller and more dangerous. The octopamine makes losers appear defeated, inhibited, and sulking. 

Peterson’s point is that winning and losing the game of life alters brain chemistry in such a way that the physique is ultimately transformed. Those who project confidence then end up occupying higher levels in the pecking order and get all the best that life has to offer. On the other hand, those who lose begin to take on a more submissive posture and consequently move down the pecking order. In other words, when two creatures compete for resources, the dominant one will simply intimidate the other into submission, with no need for a long, drawn-out fight.  Thus the cycle of victory and defeat continues.

Peterson then takes us on an evolutionary journey, explaining how the dominance hierarchy has been around for millions of years. We are all controlled by the section of our brain that monitors where we stand in the dominance hierarchy. When we experience defeat in life, our posture droops, we feel weak, and we easily fall into depression. This makes us easy targets for bullies who are higher up in the pecking order.

Every defeat we face lowers our serotonin levels even further, and this leads to less confidence, more stress and pain, less happiness, more illness, and a reduced lifespan. It doesn’t even matter how much money you make. A person at the bottom of the dominance ladder is more likely to spend their money on alcohol and drugs since they rarely have the chance of experiencing pleasure. 

Peterson emphasizes the key role that our brain plays in the dominance hierarchy. When people treat us with little respect, our brain notices this and automatically assigns us a lowly position and thus limits production of serotonin. This makes us hyper-responsive and constantly anticipating a series of negative events. Depression leads to feelings of low self-worth, which leads to withdrawal from family and friends. This withdrawal leads to isolation, which then makes us feel useless and withdraw even further. Ultimately, we get trapped in a positive feedback loop.

The worst thing about it is that this state of mind can follow us from childhood into adulthood. An adult who experienced childhood bullying and trauma may be successful in life, but the subconscious adaptations to their former life still remain. They will still experience unnecessary stress and uncertainty, and their constant submissiveness will continue to attract negative attention from adult bullies. 

Peterson wants us to realize a very important truth.
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