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This book is intended for everyone—women, men, children, and even nations—whose power has been limited by a lack of self-esteem.

It is dedicated to anyone who respects the unique self inside a child,

and inspired by women, whose self-esteem is making the deepest revolution.



“You have come here to find what you already have.”

BUDDHIST APHORISM
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A Personal Preface

“The last thing we find in making a book is to know what we must put first.”


	BLAISE PASCAL



The idea for this book began a decade ago when even I, who had spent the previous dozen years working on external barriers to women’s equality, had to admit there were internal ones, too. Wherever I traveled, I saw women who were smart, courageous, and valuable, who didn’t think they were smart, courageous, or valuable—and this was true not only for women who were poor or otherwise doubly discriminated against, but for supposedly privileged and powerful women, too. It was as if the female spirit were a garden that had grown beneath the shadows of barriers for so long that it kept growing in the same pattern, even after some of the barriers were gone.

Yet when I looked for books on self-esteem to recommend, I found that, though many offered helpful advice, they focused on either the “inner” or the “outer” part of change: The “inner” books were the more spiritual and New Age ones, with an important message about the worth of each human being, but with little mention of the external structures that undermine this worth in order to assure their own authority. The “outer” books told women how to look better, deal with stress better, and succeed in our many roles, but rarely mentioned that women’s self-esteem might be damaged by the very expectation of filling all those roles; or that, if success alone could create self-esteem, there wouldn’t be so many powerful men out there whose appetite for ever more success is insatiable, precisely because they feel an inner void that can’t be filled.

Finally, with important exceptions (see the appendix on Bibliotherapy), a lot of self-help books put even more of a burden on the individual. I couldn’t tell whether they were protecting the status quo or just had no faith in anyone’s ability to change it, but they promised readers an internal power that would, in the words of one of them, “bind up mental and physical wounds, proclaim liberty to the fear-ridden mind, and liberate you completely from the limitations of poverty, failure, misery, lack, and frustration.”1 Somehow, that hadn’t been my experience.

So I set out to research current thinking on the factors that affect self-esteem, and to combine this research with the experience of individual women. There were new studies on the long-lasting effects of alcoholism in our families, and a new willingness to believe in the frequency with which sexual abuse occurs in childhood. In many fields, the idea that hallmarks of low self-esteem weren’t “normal” female characteristics was just beginning to be absorbed, and was producing some basic rethinking about such things as education for women and girls. I combined this research with women’s personal stories, which are, like all personal accounts of any group that has been marginalized, our best textbooks: the only way to make our experience central.

But right away, this book had a mind of its own. It decided it had to be for men, too. After all, it’s men with low self-esteem who give women (and other men) the most problems, from subtle condescension to grandiosity and outright violence; yet they are neglected as readers when they do look for help. I found many books directed at women’s disease of empathy sickness (knowing what other people are feeling better than we know what we are feeling) but few for men with an empathy deficiency (an inability to know what other people are feeling, which causes men to get blindsided by emotions—sometimes even their own). There were books about low expectations for women in the public sphere, but almost none about low expectations for men in the private one; many books to comfort women trying to play a double role at home and on the job, but few for men whose work was killing them because they had no lives outside it. Even the welcome new books about men’s regret at not having had nurturing fathers, and their resulting need to bond with other men, included no corresponding sentiment of regret for the inequality of their mothers, and men’s resulting inability to bond with women as equals.

The more I talked to men as well as women, the more it seemed that inner feelings of incompleteness, emptiness, self-doubt, and self-hatred were the same, no matter who experienced them, and even if they were expressed in culturally opposite ways. I don’t mean to gloss over the difficulties of equalizing power, even when there is the will to do so: to the overvalued and defensive, the urge to control and dominate others may be as organic as a mollusk’s shell; and to the undervalued and resentful, the power to destroy the self (and others who resemble the self) may be the only power there is. But at both extremes—as well as in the more subtle areas between, where most of us struggle every day—people seemed to stop punishing others or themselves only when they gained some faith in their own unique, intrinsic worth. Making male readers feel welcome, this book decided, was the least it could do.

With this in mind—and with time newly freed by the fact that Australian feminists had taken on the responsibility for Ms., the magazine that had been my major commitment for seventeen years—I spent months researching and interviewing, and more months writing 250 pages of psychological research, anecdotal examples, and philosophical prose. It was a peaceful time of sitting at my computer with my cat on my lap, traveling and tummeling less than I had at any time since I was in college, and finally having time to write something longer than an article.

Too peaceful. When Carmen Robinson, a friend from Montreal who is a family therapist, read that labored-over manuscript, she said, “I don’t know how to tell you this—but I think you have a self-esteem problem. You forgot to put yourself in.”

And it was true. I had lost my “voice,” as writers say. It was as if I had been walking on a plate of glass just above the real world, able to see but not touch it. I began to understand with a terrible sureness that we teach what we need to learn and write what we need to know. I had felt drawn to the subject of self-esteem not only because other people needed it, but because I did. I had come to the burnt-out end of my ability to travel one kind of feverish, productive, but entirely externalized road—and I had no idea why.

But at the time Carmen identified this underlying problem for me, I also had a more immediate crisis. If you want to imagine what might be called a “situational” or perhaps a “traumatic” self-esteem problem, try thinking about a writer who has spent years with no time to write, feels she has an unwritten book in every toe and elbow and tooth, finally achieves the enormous luxury of enough solitude in which to begin, and then blows it on 250 of the wrong pages. Just at that moment, I also got a letter from something called The Keri Report: Confidence and the American Woman, a nationwide survey of 6,000 men and women sponsored by a hand-cream company, informing me that I had been named one of the ten most confident women in the United States.2 It made me realize all over again what deep shit women were really in. Worst of all, I happened to open a paperback from college and discovered a note I had scribbled there: “Most writers write to say something about other people—and it doesn’t last. Good writers write to find out about themselves—and it lasts forever.” It was humbling—even depressing—to discover that I knew more in college than I did so many years later.

In the empty months that followed, I gave up those elaborate and intellectualized pages, but it took much longer for me to give up my image of myself as someone who helped other people through crises and never had any of my own. I began to realize that this writing crisis had been one of an underground series of them, some past and unsuccessfully buried, some present and denied—all of which were trying to tell me something. I had felt burnt out many times in the past twenty years, like so many people in social-justice movements—especially in the feminist movement, to which women bring the very training in selflessness we are trying to change—yet unlike other women with more self-vision, I believed so little in my own inner world that I couldn’t stop to replenish it. Like a soldier who is wounded but won’t lie down for fear of dying, I just kept marching. Why? Well, if I stopped, I would have given up the way I made myself “real”—that is, by being useful to people in the outside world—just as I had made myself “real” as a child by keeping so busy that I numbed the sad unreality at home where I looked after my mother.

And with that realization, emotions from the past began to flood into the present, often with a familiar feeling of hopelessness in the pit of my stomach, a feeling I thought I had left behind in childhood; sometimes with even more despair because this was my life, I was no longer at its beginning when I could look to the escape of growing up. I finally began to admit that I, too, was more aware of other people’s feelings than my own; that I had been repeating the patterns of my childhood without recognizing them; that I had no idea why certain landscapes or sounds could make me ineffably sad; that my image of myself was very distant from other people’s image of me; and that, in short, my childhood years—a part of my life I thought I had walled off—were still shaping the present as surely as a concealed magnet shapes metal dust. And as I acknowledged those effects of the distant past, I also uncovered anger about more recent events. After all the energy and years that I and many other women had poured into Ms., the sheer injustice of being unable to scrape up the money needed to keep it going—despite the fact that we had lost less in nearly two decades than other serious magazines lose in a single year—had resulted in a profound feeling of depression that I was only now beginning to recognize.* It was partly the covering over of that emotion that had led to my calm, intellectualized, impersonal writing.

Most of all, I began to understand there was a reason why, as a friend of mine put it, I was “co-dependent with the world.” It was also why I was so moved by anyone whose plight seemed invisible. Carried over from my own childhood—and redoubled by growing up with the invisibility of a female in a male-run society—my sympathy reflected my own feelings of nonexistence. I had retreated to researching and reporting because I doubted the reality of my inner voice.

So I started over again in a very different way. For the next three years, I worked on this book—and it worked on me. I didn’t end by writing an autobiography—I’m a long way from that, with many stored-up books to do first—but I did write much more personally. My hope is that each time you come upon a story of mine, you will turn inward and listen to a story told by your own inner voice. These last three years have taught me that, like the spider spinning her web, we create much of the outer world from within ourselves. “The universe as we know it,” as Teilhard de Chardin said and as the new physics confirms, “is a joint product of the observer and the observed.” We make progress by a constant spiraling back and forth between the inner world and the outer one, the personal and the political, the self and the circumstance. Nature doesn’t move in a straight line, and as part of nature, neither do we.

I know, however, that each of us enters the spiral at a different place and should progress along its circles in the direction we have not been. For me, as Carmen said, this meant traveling inward, but for others, it may mean the reverse. Trying to approach self-esteem from many different vantage points on the spiral in the hope that this book will be useful to as many people as possible, I’ve included theory as well as practical exercises, scientific studies as well as a wide variety of stories and experiences that people have entrusted to me. To enable you to enter the spiral at whatever point is most useful to you, I’ve made each chapter, and each section within a chapter, a complete essay in itself. You may read everything in order, which will take you in concentric circles that move from the center (the self) to the cosmos (or at least as much of it as I’ve been able to comprehend), or you may pick out the headings that interest you—or proceed in any other way that suits you. To make this approach work, I’ve restated some themes and premises from chapter to chapter, but in forms different enough so I hope they will resonate, not repeat. I’ve also tried to explain concepts as I go and keep scholarly references to a minimum, so that no reader is made to feel she or he should have read eighty-nine other things first. My sixteen-year-old self in Toledo certainly needed this book: I didn’t want to write anything that would make her feel excluded.

Throughout the text, there are also what I think of as modern parables—stories of people’s growth that convey the process of change, mini-novels that are themselves self-contained. In reading the parables, I hope that, as with those of earlier times, you’ll look beyond the specifics of the situation to the heart of the experience, and thus take from stories told by people of a different gender, sexuality, or ethnicity what is universal and true for you. I especially hope that men who read these pages will identify with women’s parables, as we so often have empathized with theirs. As for their literal truth, when I use both first and last name, the story is real. When I use no name or only a first name, I’m either disguising someone who requested anonymity or creating one story from the similar experiences of more than one person, so that the result is, as a poet friend of mine used to say, “true, but only basically.”

During the course of writing this book, I’ve not only looked inward, but I’ve gained a new prism through which to look outward. The past couple of years have been momentous ones for everyone on this earth: the long-overdue release of Nelson Mandela in South Africa, followed by the first steps away from apartheid and toward self-determination; the joyful destruction of the Berlin Wall and the disintegration of the Iron Curtain as a democratic spirit swept through Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union; a Gulf War in which the Iraqi people, with no opportunity to freely elect their leader, were bombed “into the Stone Age,” and then left to the mercies of the dictator who had inspired the attack; and the thwarting of a Communist coup in the Soviet Union by ordinary citizens who took to the streets of Moscow to change the course of tanks—and of history. I’ve learned from these events that self-esteem plays as much a part in the destiny of nations as it does in the lives of individuals; that self-hatred leads to the need either to dominate or to be dominated; that citizens who refuse to obey anything but their own conscience can transform their countries; in short, that self-esteem is the basis of any real democracy.

It’s clear, for instance, that the disproportionate number of writers and other artists among democratic movements is no accident. Because their work demands that they see with their own eyes and listen to an inner voice, they are more resistant to political indoctrination, and more trusted as spokespeople than those in other fields. It’s a trust for which many pay a high price during authoritarian regimes—just as the curious or truthful child in a family of secrets and denial pays a high price—but they help others to trust their own eyes and instincts, too. In a Soviet press digest in the fall of 1989, for example, I read a speech by M. Antonov, himself a sociologist and scholar, in which he told the Writers Union of the U.S.S.R., “It was not from scholars or social scientists, but from writers, that we learned the very essence of what happened in the era of stagnation.” He warned against losing self-authority once again if poverty were to make their country “a colony of the transnational corporations.” In response, a speaker who identified himself as “from a peasant family” said of Marxism, “There is no human being in that doctrine, and that is why it leads us up blind alleys. … The only thing present in it is wages.” In its presumption of speaking “for the human soul,” he compared it to the hierarchy of the church.3

On New Year’s Day 1990, when the playwright Vačlav Havel found himself addressing the people of Czechoslovakia as their president—a position he had not expected or sought, yet had earned by speaking his mind—he pled for an end to the national and personal insecurity that leads to repression. “Only a person or a nation self-confident in the best sense of the word,” he said, “is capable of listening to the voice of others and accepting them as equal to oneself. Let us try to introduce self-confidence into the life of our community and into the conduct of nations.”

When Estonia, a Soviet republic smaller than West Virginia, defied Moscow and demanded self-government, its strategy seemed fueled entirely by self-esteem. In what Estonians called “The Singing Revolution,” 300,000 people, a fifth of the nation’s population, turned out for a peaceful, joyous, but rebellious rally in the capital, singing, “Estonian, I am … free …” Dr. Maurji Lauristin, a tough-minded Estonian political leader, seemed amused at the surprise of a U.S. television commentator. “The strength of small people isn’t in guns,” she explained, “it is in intellect, it is in culture and traditions and in self-belief.”4

In Romania, where the Communist government had outlawed abortion and contraception in its effort to force women to bear children, “Liberty, Democracy, and Abortion” was the official motto of the revolution, and the banner behind which both men and women marched through the streets. President Ceausescu had inspired this rebellion by declaring, “The fetus is the socialist property of the whole society,” a conviction shared by anti-abortion movements in other countries, and he had required all employed women up to age forty-five to submit to regular fertility exams or be punished like military “deserters.” As we saw so poignantly on television after he was overthrown, the result was nurseries full of malnourished, un-held, unloved children, many of whose mothers had died or been imprisoned because of illegal abortions, thus leaving their other children uncared for. “The state tried to own women, invade their bodies, compel their motherhood, kill their souls,” said Gabriela Bocec, head of the Romanian Nurses’ Association, who had seen the dimensions of suffering among women and children with her own eyes. “We marched out of self-respect.”5 So it was that a nurse, as unlikely a candidate for political leadership as a playwright, became one of this country’s new democratic voices.

Here at home in the streets of New York City, I watched huge crowds cheering Nelson Mandela during his visit in the summer of 1990. There are almost no words to express the poignancy of seeing him honored as a world leader just a few blocks from the wharves where African women and men had once arrived and then been sold at auction; in the same city where Southern slaves had later fled via the Underground Railroad, only to be relegated first to Sugar Hill and then Harlem; and just a few miles from the place where only the summer before, a young African-American man, answering an ad to buy a car, had been killed for entering a white neighborhood. “When I was in school, we were taught to be ashamed of being African,” said a woman standing next to me in the crowd. “They called us ‘jungle bunnies’ and names a lot worse—and now here’s Mandela. I can’t tell you what a difference seeing him would have made to me when I was a kid.” Later as I stood backstage in a Brooklyn theater watching schoolchildren file in to hear Winnie Mandela, who had carried on the fight outside prison walls, a six-year-old boy pointed at her with pride: “She looks like my mom!”

In that summer, I was not the only one to begin seeing self-esteem as the prerequisite for democracy—and for equal power within a democracy. Some of the California activists about whom I write in the first chapter met in Oslo with educators, psychologists, and health-care providers from eleven countries, including the U.S.S.R., Poland, and other nations of Eastern Europe. Topics of concern included how to decrease child abuse, alcoholism, prejudice, and other destructive behavior. Since studies show that low self-esteem correlates with both prejudice and violence—that people who have a negative view of themselves also tend to view other people and the world negatively6—representatives were interested in introducing self-esteem programs in schools. For the six Soviet delegates, the commitment to finding methods of developing self-esteem was even more basic, for they recognized that in Russia, where individual will had for so long been subordinated to the group, self-esteem was the most effective guarantor of the democratic freedoms they had just won. Other Eastern European countries had had some experience with democracy before Communism, but Russia was having its first open election in a thousand years.

Privately, the Soviet representatives told Robert Reasoner, a California educator and co-chair of that International Council for Self-Esteem formed in Oslo, that they had about three years of grace in which to put forward the central concept of self-esteem—the belief that each person counts and can make a difference—before there would be a right-wing coup against glasnost.

As it turned out, they were overly optimistic. In only one year, not three, a military coup was attempted by an authoritarian group within the Supreme Soviet. But those antidemocratic officials had themselves underestimated how contagious the idea of dignity and democracy could be. In late August of 1991, just as I was completing this book—and just as a First National Council for Self-Esteem was scheduled to meet near Moscow—Soviet citizens took their national future into their own hands by flooding into the streets in defiance of martial law, forming barricades to protect Boris Yeltsin and other elected leaders in their headquarters. As one old woman yelled up to the very young driver of a Soviet tank, “You can’t do this, we were the ones who fed you when you were little—just leave.” And he did.

It was an object lesson in ordinary people making a difference that Soviet citizens, and the world, would not soon forget. Listening to the reports of Boris Yeltsin’s words as he called for people to resist the coup—on radio and television stations that Mikhail Gorbachev had set free, conscious that no democracy could survive unless people could hear each other’s voices—I thought of all the studies I had been reading on the power of expectation. When teachers of randomly selected students are told their students are slow, they become slower; when teachers believe their students are gifted, they become more gifted. Yeltsin and other popular leaders expected people to take control of their own fate, and people did just that—an example of a leader’s ability to free the powers of self-esteem.

Later, when I phoned Moscow on the assumption that tanks in the streets must have delayed that meeting of the First National Council for Self-Esteem, I was told no, it had gone right on. The Minister of Education had been there, and they were planning self-esteem programs for the schools.

I’ve noticed, too, that economists have begun to speak in terms of self-esteem. Development experts more comfortable with citing natural resources, capital, markets, and other “hard” quantifiable elements have begun to talk about such “soft” factors as “national inferiority complex,” “national will,” “basic worldview,” “equality,” and “belief in reward for work.” In a deep sense, economic development without self-esteem is only another form of colonialism: an economic development ruled from the top, in which, whatever is being developed, it is not what people have decided for themselves, and thus it may develop products, but not people.

Consider the examples of Barbados and Haiti. Both are small island countries with similar crops and climate, a population mainly from West Africa, and a history of slavery and colonialism. Yet Barbados has had a representative system of government longer than the United States (indeed, it was part of the inspiration for our Constitution); its crime rate is lower, its life expectancy and literacy rates are just as high (or higher, if one takes as a measure the “functional illiteracy” of a third of all United States residents, not the official figure of 99 percent). When people from Barbados migrate to the U.S., they do better than the average African American whose family has been here for generations, and they earn about the same as the average European American (though if this were not a racist society, they probably would earn more, since immigrants from Barbados are often better educated than their white counterparts). On the other hand, Haiti is one of the world’s poorest, most divided, least literate countries, with a history of cruel and corrupt dictatorships, a small middle class and a few wealthy in the midst of great poverty, and until very recently, a sadistic secret police who ruled by terror. Instead of an adult literacy rate of 99 percent, as in Barbados, it is 2.3 percent in Haiti; and though Haitian immigrants to the United States are often political refugees who are activists and educated, they don’t yet occupy the leadership positions in the African-American and larger community that those from Barbados do.

The differences between the cultures of these two small nations have complex and deep roots: the British versus the French as colonial powers; an individualized Protestantism versus a hierarchical Catholicism as very different overlays on African spiritual traditions; and perhaps most important, the self-fulfilling prophecy of any system once it is entrenched. Because we tend to treat others as we have been treated, a trustworthy system leads to more trust, corruption leads to more corruption, violence to more violence. But all these factors can be summed up in the frequent cynicism among the poor of Haiti and the obsessive need for display among its rich rulers, contrasted with the sense of personal efficacy, irreverence, and pride among the people of Barbados: in other words, the marks of low and high self-esteem. As Dantes Bellegards, a Haitian writer early in this century, wrote about his country: “Everyone has two faces—one for those above him and one for those below”—a classic description of the character type created when self-authority is taken away, whether in a family or in a nation.

If such a clear contrast seems to be an idiosyncracy of two small agricultural countries, consider two industrialized nations among the ten largest in the world: Argentina and Australia. Both have great natural wealth, a large population of European immigrants, sad histories of brutality toward indigenous people (as does, of course, the United States), and large, rich, underpopulated areas. But Argentina’s efforts at democracy have often fallen victim to cultlike military dictatorships; its society is divided into extremes of rich and poor, urban and rural; and its role as a refuge for Nazis and other escapees from democracy has become legendary. Australia, however, has a stable democracy, a per capita income almost three times higher than that in Argentina, far less violence and corruption, and a much smaller military. Even Australia’s cult of masculinity is not as aggressive as that of Argentina. Since more immigrants went out of free will to Argentina than to Australia, which was largely a dumping ground for Britain’s overcrowded prisons, one might think the difference in self-esteem would be reversed. But a fatalistic and sin-focused religion, economic extremes, generations of military regimes, and a tradition of political torture have plagued Argentineans, who are, of course, not intrinsically different from Australians.

Looking at Barbados and Australia as relatively positive examples, one societal hallmark of self-esteem seems to be an ability to both give and demand fairness, an expectation that extends from the personal to the political. There is at least a belief that the law, an institution before which all should be equal, has a duty to play no favorites; yet in Argentina and Haiti, there is rarely even this expectation. “People could make it against flood and pestilence,” Brazilian novelist Jorge Amado wrote about similar problems in his own country, “but not against the laws; they went under.”

When I was in college and my government professor said, “The family is the basic unit of the state,” he described a paternalistic, hierarchical kind of family; yet somehow, he expected a perfect democracy to emerge from this model of inequality in which one parent lived “through” others, the other parent had authority “over” others, and the children were possessions with few personal rights, even under the law. Feminism is just beginning to change this earliest hierarchical paradigm, and to create a microcosm of democracy inside this group from which we acquire our deepest sense of self and human possibilities; yet we haven’t begun to change even in our minds our image of nationalism. It remains insular and territorial, a dangerous anachronism on this fragile and shrinking planet where neither war nor environmental dangers can be contained by national boundaries anymore. Even those of us most skeptical about nationalism have drifted into considering it a necessary evil. How can we ask any group to go without it in the aftermath of classical colonialism, and the presence of racial, economic, and corporate colonialisms that often go just as deep?

But we can’t afford old either/or prisons. We need to take a leap of the imagination and envision nations as the best kinds of families: the democratic ones we are trying to create in our own lives. A hierarchical family must be changed anyway if we are to stop producing leaders whose unexamined early lives are then played out on a national and international stage. Think of such current examples as Saddam Hussein, a boy beaten and tortured daily by his stepfather, who grew up to enjoy the close-up torture of others; or President Ceausescu, whose police state normalized his own earliest years of living in one room with nine siblings and an alcoholic, sadistic father. Think also of Ronald Reagan, who seems to have learned endless cheerful denial as the child of an alcoholic father; or George Bush, whose biographers describe a well-to-do childhood with an aristocratic, religious father who used a belt for discipline, controlled every aspect of family life, and insisted his sons compete, win, and become leaders, whether they wanted to or not. This is not to take free will away from them (or from us), or to excuse destructive behavior in them (or in us); for if anyone is willing or able to go back and confront those earliest years, feelings can be directed at their real sources instead of being expressed in bigger and bigger ways. But changing the way we raise children is the only long-term path to peace or arms control, and neither has ever been more crucial. As the feminist adage says, The personal is political.

When we imagine nation states, however, we could envision families that nurture self-esteem and unique talents in each person; that create independence, not dependence; and that produce people secure enough to take pleasure in empowering others. Even now, if we listen to a dictator or a humane revolutionary, we sense the difference in their motives: one wants to impose a vision, the other to help discover a shared vision; one promises benefits to some and punishment to others, the other knows that nothing benefits those who haven’t participated in it, and that violence only produces violent people. In other words, one of the crucial differences between the despot and the creative leader is low self-esteem versus high self-esteem. And just as the point of a truly nurturing family is not to keep its members at home forever, the point of a nation is not to draw a line in the sand and keep its members behind it, but to create world citizens who are secure enough to treat others equally: not worse than in the “masculine” and colonial style, or better than in the colonized and “feminine” one, but as well as.

It’s time to turn the feminist adage around. The political is personal.

A friend asked my hopes for this book. I began by quoting Thomas Carlyle: “The best effect of any book is that it excites the reader to self-activity.” But then I remembered the message of chapter 3, perhaps best summed up in Vita Sackville-West’s smart couplet:

I worshipped dead men for their strength,

Forgetting I was strong.

In the course of rewriting this book, I was able to uncover some of those forgotten strengths. If you learn a tenth as much from this book as I have, I’ll be a happy writer.

[[Footnote]]

* Since that time, Ms. has changed hands again: in spite of investment from their home company, Fairfax, Australian feminists Anne Summers and Sandra Yates couldn’t get enough advertising to keep Ms. going either. Now, though it is no longer woman-owned, its new owner, Lang Communications, agreed to let us try an experiment we had longed for: publishing an advertising-free Ms. that is entirely reader supported. I’m happy to say that with Robin Morgan as editor and with generous readers, Ms. is doing better than ever before. As consulting editor, I can now spend all my Ms. time on editorial content—and I never have to beg for another ad as long as I live. (For my exposé of advertising and women’s media, see “Sex, Lies, and Advertising,” Ms., July/August 1990. To contact us, write Ms., 230 Park Avenue, New York, New York 10169.)



One

What Is Self-Esteem?

“The notion of giving something a name is the vastest generative idea that was ever conceived.”

SUZANNE K. LANGER



I. The Plaza Parable

“The mind is its own place, and in itself

Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.”

JOHN MILTON

AS I WRITE THIS, I’m still the same person who grew up mostly in a Midwestern, factory-working neighborhood where talk about “self-esteem” would have seemed like a luxury. In my memory of those times and that place, men were valued by what they did, women by how they looked and then by what their husbands did, and all of life was arranged (or so we thought) from the outside in.

This experience of living among good people who were made to feel ungood by an economic class system imposed from above—people who often blamed themselves for hard times they had done nothing to deserve—left me with a permanent resistance to any self-help book or religion or psychological theory that tells us we can solve all our problems on our own. So did a later realization that sexual and racial caste systems are even deeper and less in our control than class is. After all, we know that if children are treated badly enough for long enough, they come to believe they are bad people. As adults, we often try to rationalize the world by asking what we did to deserve some instance of bad luck, violence, humiliation, or even illness.

As Susan Sontag wrote in Illness as Metaphor, many theories of disease “assign to the luckless ill the ultimate responsibility both for falling ill and for getting well.” And we often accept this, for it gives us an illusion of control. As Princeton mayor Barbara Boggs Sigmund protested in the New York Times shortly before she died of the cancer that she had been courageously battling for years, “We humans would rather accept culpability than chaos. …”

That’s why to this day, if I were forced to choose between “Bread and Roses”—the dual demands of nineteenth-century women millworkers who organized one of this country’s first strikes—I still would start with “bread” (and warmth and physical safety and a roof over everyone’s head) before moving on to self-knowledge, self-expression, and other “roses.” I still would balk at phrases like “She [or he] just has a self-esteem problem,” as if this were something an individual chose to have.

But not until sometime in my thirties did I begin to suspect that there might be an internal center of power I was neglecting. Though the way I’d grown up had encouraged me to locate power almost anywhere but within myself, I began to be increasingly aware of its pinpoint of beginning within—my gender and neighborhood training notwithstanding.

And with this awareness, I gradually began to notice that many of the people I had been brought up to envy and see as powerful—mostly men from groups who were supposed to be the givers of approval—actually had the other half of the same problem I was experiencing. I had been raised to assume all power was outside myself, but they had been raised to place power almost nowhere but within themselves. Often, they were suffering, too. Just as the fantasy of no control was the enemy of my self-esteem, the fantasy of total control was the enemy of theirs. For both of us, the goal should have been a point of balance in between: a back-and-forth between the self and others, uniqueness and unity, the planned and the accidental, our internal selves and the universe. As wise women and men in every culture tell us: The art of life is not controlling what happens to us, but using what happens to us.

Like all great oaks, this understanding began with a very small acorn.

It was the late sixties, those days that were still pre-feminist for me. I didn’t question the fact that male journalists with less experience than I were getting the political assignments that were my real interest. Instead, I was grateful to be writing profiles of visiting celebrities—a departure from the fashion and family subjects that female reporters were usually given—and this included an interview that was to take place over tea in the Palm Court of the Plaza Hotel.

Because the actor was very late, I waited while the assistant manager circled disapprovingly and finally approached. “Unescorted ladies,” he announced loudly, were “absolutely not allowed” in the lobby. I told him I was a reporter waiting for an arriving guest who couldn’t be contacted any other way—an explanation that sounded lame even to me. The manager escorted me firmly past curious bystanders and out the lobby door.

I was humiliated: Did I look like a prostitute? Was my trench coat too battered—or not battered enough? I was anxious: How was I going to find my subject and do my work? I decided to wait outside the revolving door in the hope of spotting the famous actor through its glass, but an hour passed with no success.

Later, I learned that he had arrived, failed to see me, and left. His press agent called my editor to complain that I had “stood up” his client. The actor missed his publicity, the editor missed a deadline, and I missed a check that I needed to pay the rent. I also blamed myself for not figuring out how to “get the story” and worried about being demoted permanently back to the ghetto of “women’s interest” articles I was trying to escape.

By coincidence a month or so later, I was assigned to interview another celebrity who was also staying at the Plaza. To avoid a similar fiasco, I had arranged to meet this one in his suite, but on my way through the lobby, I noticed my former nemesis standing guard. Somehow, I found myself lingering, as if rooted to the spot—and sure enough, the manager approached me with his same officious speech. But this time I was amazed to hear myself saying some very different things. I told him this was a public place where I had every legal right to be, and asked why he hadn’t banished the several “unescorted men” in the lobby who might be male prostitutes. I also pointed out that since hotel staffs were well known to supply call girls in return for a percentage of their pay, perhaps he was just worried about losing a commission.

He looked quite startled—and let me stay. I called my subject and suggested we have tea downstairs after all. It turned out to be a newsworthy interview, and I remember writing it up with more ease than usual and delivering it with an odd sense of well-being.

What was the lesson of these two incidents? Clearly, the assistant manager and I were unchanged. I was even wearing the same trench coat and freelancing for the same publication. Only one thing was different: my self-esteem. It had been raised almost against my will—by contagion.

Between those two interviews, a woman doctor had made a reservation for herself and a party of friends at the Plaza’s Oak Room, a public restaurant that was maintained as a male-only bastion at lunchtime on the grounds that female voices might disturb men’s business meetings. When this woman was stopped at the Oak Room door for being the wrong gender of “Dr.,” as she knew she would be, her lunch group of distinguished feminists turned into a spirited sidewalk picket line and held a press conference they had called in advance.

Now, I also had been invited to join this protest—and refused. In New York as in most cities, there were many public restaurants and bars that either excluded women altogether or wouldn’t serve “unescorted ladies” (that is, any woman or group of women without the magical presence of one man). Certainly, I resented this, but protesting it in the Oak Room, a restaurant too expensive for most people, male or female, seemed a mistake. The only remedy was a city council ordinance banning discrimination in public places, and that would require democratic support. Besides, feminists were already being misrepresented in the media as white, middle class, and frivolous, a caricature that even then I knew was wrong: the first feminists I had heard of in the sixties were working-class women who broke the sex barrier in factory assembly lines, and the first I actually met were black women on welfare who compared that demeaning system to a gigantic husband who demanded sexual faithfulness (the no-man-in-the-house rule) in return for subsistence payments. If groups like those were not publicized—and if well-to-do women who lunched at the Plaza were—I feared this new movement’s image would become even more distorted.

As it turned out, I was right about tactics and the media’s continuing image of feminism: “whitemiddleclass” did become like one key on the typewriter of many journalists (though polls showed that black women were almost twice as likely to support feminist changes as white women were1). But I was very wrong about women’s responses—including my own. For instance: By the time of that demonstration at the Plaza, I already had picketed for civil rights, against U.S. involvement in Vietnam, and with migrant farm workers, often in demonstrations that were far from tactically perfect; so why was I suddenly demanding perfection of women? When blacks or Jews had been kept out of restaurants and bars, expensive or not, I felt fine about protesting; so why couldn’t I take my own half of the human race (which, after all, included half of all blacks and half of all Jews) just as seriously?

The truth was that I had internalized society’s unserious estimate of all that was female—including myself. This was low self-esteem, not logic. Should a black woman demonstrate for the right to eat at dimestore lunch counters in the South, where she was barred by race, and then quietly leave when refused service at an expensive New York restaurant on account of sex? Of course not. The principle—and, more important, the result for one real woman—was the same. But I had been raised to consider any judgment based on sex alone less important than any judgment based on race, class, or anything else alone. In fact, if you counted up all groups in the world other than white women, I was valuing just about everybody more than I valued myself.

Nonetheless, all the excuses of my conscious mind couldn’t keep my unconscious self from catching the contagious spirit of those women who picketed the Oak Room. When I faced the hotel manager again, I had glimpsed the world as if women mattered. By seeing through their eyes, I had begun to see through my own.

It still would be years before I understood the seriousness of my change of view. Much later, I recognized it in “Revolution,” the essay of Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski, who describes the moment when a man on the edge of a crowd looks back defiantly at a policeman—and when that policeman senses a sudden refusal to accept his defining gaze—as the imperceptible moment in which rebellion is born. “All books about all revolutions begin with a chapter that describes the decay of tottering authority or the misery and sufferings of the people,” Kapuscinski writes. “They should begin with a psychological chapter—one that shows how a harassed, terrified man suddenly breaks his terror, stops being afraid. This unusual process—sometimes accomplished in an instant, like a shock—demands to be illustrated. Man gets rid of fear and feels free. Without that, there would be no revolution.”2

But even then, this moment in a hotel lobby was my first inkling that there is a healthier self within each of us, just waiting for encouragement. It’s such a common experience of unexpected strength that we have ordinary phrases for it: “I surprised myself,” or “In spite of myself.” In The Red and the Black, Stendhal called this inner self “a little friend.” In Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, Celie writes letters to a strong friend called God, but she is also writing to the strength within herself. Children create imaginary playmates, and athletes, musicians, and painters strive to free this true and spontaneous self in their work. Meditation, prayer, creativity—all these are ordinary ways of freeing an inner voice. It’s a feeling of “clicking in” when that self is recognized, valued, discovered, esteemed—as if we literally plug into an inner energy that is ours alone, yet connects us to everything else.

To put it another way: I began to understand that self-esteem isn’t everything; it’s just that there’s nothing without it.



II. Modern Ideas and Ancient Wisdom


	“Happiness is self-contentedness.”

	ARISTOTLE, C. 300 B.C.

	“Oft-times nothing profits more

	Than self-esteem, grounded on just and right

	Well manag’d.”

	JOHN MILTON, 1667

	“Appreciating my own worth and importance and having the character to be accountable for myself and to act responsibly toward others.”

	OFFICIAL DEFINITION OF THE CALIFORNIA TASK FORCE TO PROMOTE SELF-ESTEEM AND PERSONAL AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY, 1990



SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I opened a newspaper to discover that California’s legislature had created a statewide Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem. In the phrase of Assemblyman John Vasconcellos, the legislator most responsible for its formation, self-esteem is a “social vaccine” against an epidemic of school dropouts, teenage pregnancy, domestic violence, drug and alcohol addiction, child abuse, and other destructions of the self and others. As chair of the Ways and Means Committee, he had convinced his pragmatic colleagues that a little money spent on prevention could reduce the skyrocketing billions being spent on welfare, illiteracy, drug programs, crowded prisons, overburdened courts, academic under-achievement, and other public penalties of self-destructive behavior.

Finally, I thought, self-esteem is being presented with such pragmatism that even an outer-directed society like ours will take it seriously. Right?

Wrong. The Task Force captured our national imagination—but in quite a different way. “Hold on to your hot tubs,” began one typical newspaper report. Other articles ridiculed this government interest in self-esteem as soft-headed California-think at best, and as a ridiculous misuse of public funds at worst.

Soon, self-esteem jokes were turning up in the monologues of television talk-show hosts. Garry Trudeau, creator of the literate, loony, delightful comic strip “Doonesbury,” began to immortalize the Task Force’s meetings in a nationally syndicated story about a fictional Task Force member, Barbara Ann (“Boopsie”) Boopstein, an actress and mystic who was already well known to “Doonesbury” fans for her suspiciously Shirley MacLaine-like adventures. Since her qualifications included “twenty years of feeling good about myself” and “a history of out-of-body experiences,” other Task Force members were not surprised when she turned out to be the channel for “a really good-looking 21,355-year-old warrior named Hunk-Ra,” though they did question mildly whether Hunk-Ra should be allowed to vote. The “Doonesbury” series ended only after this ancient cynic had disrupted so many meetings with his un-Californian skepticism that both he and Boopsie were asked to move on.

I don’t know whether popular misconceptions about self-esteem created this media ridicule, or vice versa, but in the case of the Task Force, it stuck. My picture of this group’s work would have been very unserious, too, if I hadn’t kept track of its proceedings over the three years of its legislative life. What I discovered was a very different story.

For instance: There had been more applications to serve on this Task Force than on any other body in state history—and this was true in spite of its heavy part-time work with no pay. The twenty-five members finally chosen were a very un-Boopsie-like group of ten women and fifteen men, a rainbow of European-American, African-American, Latin, and Asian-American leaders in education, small business, psychology, criminal justice, civil rights, sex discrimination, domestic violence, welfare, drug and alcohol abuse, religion, gay and lesbian rights, and the delivery of social services.

In the first stage of their work, they assembled and commissioned expert studies and scheduled ambitious, statewide public hearings to discover whether self-esteem was a root cause in any of seven major areas: “crime and violence, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, teenage pregnancy, child and spousal abuse, chronic welfare dependency, and failure to achieve in school.” The outpouring of public interest and the unprecedented number of people asking to testify were the first clue that the Task Force had struck a populist nerve. These hearings turned out to be more like the civil rights meetings of the sixties and the feminist speak-outs of the seventies than the usual dry, government-run proceedings. Though national media had lost interest once the Task Force was under way, local reporters were so impressed that they began to temper their past ridicule.

When all the results of both the expert studies and the public hearings were in, low self-esteem had been documented as “a primary causal factor” in each of the seven areas of targeted social problems. News of these results created requests for information from experts and ordinary citizens in all fifty states, as well as in many foreign countries.

In its second stage, the Task Force looked for effective programs in elementary schools and prisons, drug-treatment centers and battered women’s shelters—all the settings where problems in the seven target areas were being addressed—and put out a report on those, plus their own hearings and studies. In the third and final stage, model programs and policies were recommended for replication.

Even such simple and short-term efforts as holding classroom discussions on the importance of self-esteem, or asking students to keep daily notebooks on what made them feel either empowered or powerless, were found to create a practical, measurable, positive difference. In one school district that addressed self-esteem among teachers, for instance, those who said they planned to retire dropped from 45 percent to 5 percent in one year. In a high school that explored connections between self-esteem and unwanted teenage pregnancy, the number of such pregnancies fell over three years from 147 to 20. In a mostly Hispanic school district that was also the poorest per capita in the state, student discipline problems fell by 75 percent after self-esteem became a subject of discussion.

In the Task Force offices, positive letters about its work began to outweigh negative ones by a ratio of ten to one. State legislators and officials from Maryland, Michigan, Florida, New Mexico, Virginia, Arkansas, Hawaii, Louisiana, and Missouri were impressed enough to consider using the California model for legislation and programs of their own. So were several members of the U.S. Congress.

Many of California’s own lawmakers had been skeptical in the beginning—“self-esteem” had sounded so suspect in the title of a government commission that they had agreed to it only after Vasconcellos added “and Personal and Social Responsibility”—but now, their main concern was how to continue the Task Force work. By enacting new legislation, they empowered each of California’s fifty-eight counties to create a local Self-Esteem Task Force of its own.

The cost of this entire three-year effort? Exactly $735,000: less than the price of keeping one twenty-year-old in prison for a life sentence. Even Assemblyman Vasconcellos was surprised by the high return on such a small investment. What splitting the atom had been to the 1940s and exploring outer space had been to the 1960s, he predicted, exploring “the reaches and mysteries of inner space” would become to the 1990s—and beyond.

Given the effect of Task Force work on the very problems that polls show Americans fear most—violent crime, drug addiction, and declining standards in schools—one would think so. In fact, however, to this day, few people have heard about its practical successes. Its final report was met with more media coverage of seven dissenting members who criticized its philosophy (mainly for failing to “recognize the eternal God as the origin of all human worth”) than with reporting of its programs. As a result, the California experience is known to those who have read its published summary, or who have heard of the private foundation to whom the Task Force passed its work after its mandate expired.3 But for the majority of us who depend on public sources for information and ideas, its lessons are largely lost.

Indeed, at the national level, the wheel seems to be in the process of reinvention at best and rejection at worst. When U.S. Senator Claiborne Pell of Rhode Island was impressed enough with results of the California Task Force to introduce a similar bill to create a National Commission on Human Resource Development, for instance, it was defeated by a campaign of pressure from the religious right wing. Even though “Self-Esteem” was nowhere in the title and “Human Resource Development” seemed to safely distance the center of power from the individual and put it in the hands of authorities—and even though Pell and co-sponsor Senator Nancy Kassebaum of Kansas had asked for no public funds at all—it was condemned as “godless,” “dangerous.” Senate offices were deluged by well-orchestrated phone calls and letters, and the bill was indefinitely withdrawn. By 1991, Pell so despaired of it ever receiving government support that he began his own Human Potential Foundation in the hope of attracting private funds. Meanwhile, the Bush administration had announced a plan to improve the public schools by subjecting teachers to more paper tests.

Why is there such a split between grass-roots interest in self-esteem and support from much of the government, religious, or even media establishments? I think the idea of an inner authority is upsetting to those accustomed to looking outside for orders—and certainly to those accustomed to giving them. Moreover, if only outside authority is serious, then any inner experience becomes a frivolous concern.

Perhaps we would feel more comfortable with the concept of self-esteem if we knew that it was neither new nor frivolous. Far from being a product of California-think or of a selfish Me Generation, it goes beyond the West and modern individualism. It is as old and universal as humanity itself.

Everyone has a word for it. Indeed, there has always been a way of saying it.

In France and French-speaking parts of the world, self-esteem is amour-propre, “love of self,” in Italian it’s autostima, in Danish selvvaerd, and Spanish speakers everywhere call it autoestima. To the Germans it’s selbstachtung, to the Dutch, zelfwaardering. Arabic speakers say al-jtibar al-dhati. In Hebrew it’s haaracha atzmit; and in Yiddish, zelbst gloibn.

Samouvazhenie is the single word in Russian; kujistahi in Swahili; and swavhimani in Hindi. The Chinese combine the pictogram for self (pronounced zi) with the one for esteem or respect (pronounced zun) and say zizun. The Japanese say ji son shin.

But however different the words, their meaning is the same. The Oxford English Dictionary gives the primary definition as a “favourable appreciation or opinion of oneself,” and cites uses of “selfe-esteem” from the 1600s. North American dictionaries shorten its meaning to “belief in oneself” or “self-respect.” Thesaurus synonyms are “self-reliance,” “self-consequence,” “poise,” “confidence,” “assurance,” “pride,” or “self-sufficiency.” Antonyms run the negative gamut from “self-doubt” and “self-effacement” to “self-hatred” and “shame.”

Tracing the English word even further back, we find unfamiliar spellings: silfe, soelf, suelf; and extyme, aesteam, extseme. By 1657, when Augustine Baker, a mystical theologian and Benedictine monk, declared “Selfe-esteem, Selfe-judgment, & selfe-will” to be the three requisites of independence, the term had been used by scholars in Latin and by common people in English for centuries, with origins in the Western world dating back at least to the ancient Greeks. Allotriosis, “self-alienation,” for instance, was the greatest evil in Greek philosophy, and oikeiosis (“self-love,” “self-acceptance,” or “self-contentedness”) was the greatest goal. Plato called “rational self-love” crucial to progress because it alone “requires a man [sic] to be concerned for his own future condition.” Aristotle equated self-contentedness with happiness. For him, the full realization of one’s own specific nature was the ultimate good. Indeed, in that Golden Age of Greece more than three centuries before the birth of Christ, oikeiosis was seen as the root of almost everything positive. From this center radiated successive circles of love: first for oneself, then for one’s children, then for one’s family, and finally for the whole human species.

The Stoics added another circle to this progression: love of nature. Thus, self-love became the keystone of their belief that unity with nature was a greater good than obedience to social convention. Self-alienation was seen as destructive far beyond the boundaries of the individual self: it prevented one from honoring the natural world.

But even this thinking came relatively late in written history. Some 2,500 years before the birth of Christ in what is believed to be the first formal book, a priest named Ptahhotep, a sage and prime minister of Egypt, recorded wisdom gathered during his no years of life, and its core was: “Follow your heart.”

In the same era, Asian religions were exploring an outer circle that extended even beyond nature in radiating out from the self: the universe, the cosmos, the mind of God. The idea that self-knowledge was God-knowledge—that the self was a microcosm of the universe, and that knowing the self was our individual way of knowing the mind of God—was central to the origins of Hinduism, and thus to Buddhism, Sufism, and the many other religions that sprang from it. Self-realization became a goal placed over caste duties, external rules, obedience—everything.

In the Upanishads, dialogues that codified the wisdom of the Vedic period in India from 2500 to 600 B.C., there is one central text from which all else derives: Tat tvam asi, “That art Thou,” a circular statement that is often translated, “Truth is within us.” Instead of creating a hierarchy in which humans were placed above nature, and kinds of knowledge were ranked, Vedic teaching described a circle: starting at any point could complete the whole. Thus, Brahman (the truth discovered objectively through observation) and Atman (the truth discovered subjectively through introspection) could become one and the same. As scholar Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan summed up the belief at the core of these ancient commentaries: “The real which is at the heart of the universe is reflected in the infinite depths of the self.”

This quest for universal understanding through self-understanding has been misused to create the uncaring, navel-contemplating stereotype of Eastern philosophies. In fact, their turn toward passivity had more to do with the politics of poverty and despair superimposed upon them. Even in rich countries, religion, psychoanalysis, and self-help theories have been used to justify passivity and enshrine external injustices. In many ways, Freud’s biological determinism is a simpler and more passivity-producing theory than Eastern ideas of a present life set in the context of past lives and the forces of the universe.

It seems that the older the teaching, the more it presents self-wisdom and self-honor as a source of strength, rebellion, and a kind of meta-democracy—a oneness with all living things and with the universe itself. Returning to this concept of circularity and oneness that preceded patriarchy, racism, class systems, and other hierarchies that ration self-esteem—and that create obedience to external authority by weakening belief in our natural and internal wisdom—is truly a revolution from within.

“When we realize the universal Self in us,” ask the Upanishads defiantly, “when and what may anybody fear or worship?”4



III. Premises and Parables


	“The universe is made of stories, not of atoms.”

	MURIEL RUKEYSER

	“Tell me, and I’ll forget. Show me, and I may not remember. Involve me, and I’ll understand.”

	NATIVE AMERICAN SAYING



IT’S COMFORTING TO FIND that, in the five millennia that have passed between the writing of the Upanishads and the formation of the California Task Force, there is a core of wisdom that hasn’t changed. Hierarchies try to convince us that all power and well-being come from the outside, that our self-esteem depends on obedience and measuring up to their requirements, but it’s interesting that even the most totalitarian cultures have never been able to convince everyone. There have always been rebels and visionaries who persisted in believing that each person has a center of power and wisdom within, whether it’s called the soul or the authentic self, Atman or the spirit. We don’t have to reinvent the wheel, just rediscover it.

But old or new, this wisdom too often remains in our heads. Only experience can make it a visceral part of our daily lives by bridging the distance from head to heart. That’s why a storyteller is magic, but a teller of facts is not. There is a reason why parables are the oldest form of teaching: they work.

The following are lived experiences of self-esteem—some my own, some observed, some recounted to me. In the context of this book, each one is the harbinger of a chapter to come. Perhaps we share stories in much the same spirit that explorers share maps, hoping to speed each other’s journey, but knowing that the journey we make will be our own.

Self-Esteem Is Personal: An Inner Child of the Past

Until recently, I thought I had built a brick wall between myself and my childhood. I valued those early years for making me an optimist (nothing could ever be that bad again) and a survivor (learning how to cope has its advantages). Then I put their memories and feelings behind me.

Of course, I did notice that small things made me feel irrationally sad or depressed—for instance, any story about a mother and daughter on their own, certain landscapes, or the sound of a radio in an empty room—but I just avoided them. When bigger things made me feel self-pitying but defiant—feeling rootless and proud of it, for example, or giving money away but then feeling deprived—I assumed they were the inevitable results of my conscious, rational decisions to remain free, unencumbered, with no possessions to possess me.

I continued in this way for decades while pressures grew. I worked for a magazine I loved and a movement that had given me life. I organized and traveled and lectured; I campaigned and raised contributions and solicited ads to keep the magazine going; I turned my apartment into a closet where I changed clothes and dumped papers into cardboard boxes; and I only once in twenty years spent an entire week without getting on a plane. But at home or away, I often woke up with sweaty palms and pounding heart, worried that I was going to mess up some public event, fail to find enough money to pay the printer and meet the payroll, or otherwise let down this movement that meant as much to me as it did to millions of other women.

After the first five or six years, I had become aware that I was usually doing over again things I already knew how to do and often saying things I’d said before—that I was reacting more than acting—but I also knew that no matter what happened, I could always keep on functioning. It was part of my survivor’s skills, my childhood defiance. If there had been an Olympic team for just functioning, I would have been on it. Later, as economic times got tougher for magazines in general and ours in particular, and inevitable backlashes greeted women’s advances, I felt pressure to do more and more. When my friends asked about my state of mind or emotions, I made them laugh—and despair—by turning Plato on his head. “The examined life,” I explained, “is not worth living.”

Then one evening after a lecture on the road, a woman in the audience recommended a book, Your Inner Child of the Past. She described it with such conviction that I went out and bought it.

Of course, I wasn’t interested in self-knowledge, just research—or so I thought. In this case, I needed insight for a book of essays I was writing about Marilyn Monroe, especially about her childhood as Norma Jeane Baker.5 The author, Hugh Missildine, a child psychiatrist, had identified the most common sins and excesses of childrearing—overindulgence, neglect, perfectionism, sexual abuse, and so on—and then described each one as it manifested itself in later life. Because Marilyn’s story of being sexually abused as a little girl had been disbelieved by other biographers, I was looking to Missildine for confirmation of my belief that Marilyn’s lifelong inability to value herself as anything other than a sexual being was a classic result of sexual abuse in childhood.

Even more than obvious abuse, however, the hallmark of Marilyn’s earliest years had been neglect. Boarded out as a baby by a mother with severe emotional problems of her own, Marilyn had been so neglected that as a little girl, she believed she was invisible. When her mother was committed to a state mental institution, Marilyn was sent to an orphanage. Only the early maturing of her body and the attention it attracted made her feel “visible” and convinced her that she did indeed exist. It was this division between an internal, worthless self and an external, sexually valuable self that would haunt her for the rest of her short life. Missildine’s text described some of the typical results of the kind of neglect Marilyn had experienced: a lifelong search for nurturing, wanting to belong yet feeling a perpetual outsider, trying to make fathers out of husbands and lovers, using sex to get childlike warmth and approval, and neglecting one’s own welfare because neglect feels familiar, like home. These were all problems Marilyn herself described. As Missildine wrote: “Many such people, particularly women, are drawn into theatrical and movie work because … ‘When you’re a nobody, the only way to be anybody is to be somebody else.’” It was almost as if he had met Marilyn Monroe; certainly, she had said almost exactly those words.

Such extremes of childhood neglect—and of response in adulthood to that neglect—were clearly Marilyn’s, not my own. I read them feeling interested and safe. But soon, this slender, simple little book was describing more ordinary results of neglect—among those with alcoholic, ill, or absent parents, for example—that gave me a jolt of recognition. “The childhood of persons who suffered from neglect,” wrote Missildine in his matter-of-fact way, “usually reveals a father who somehow wasn’t a father and a mother who somehow wasn’t a mother.”6

Well, my mother had suffered spells of depression, delusions, and long periods as an invalid both before and after I was born. My father had taken care of her until I was ten or so and seemed old enough to replace him. Then my parents separated, and my mother and I lived on our own. Though my parents always made me know that they loved me, and treated me as well as or better than they treated themselves—all very different from the degree of neglect Marilyn had suffered—they still hadn’t been able to be real parents much of the time. Basics like regular school attendance, clean clothes, a bedtime, enough money to pay bills, and, after I was ten, any kind of consistent parenting at all, had gone the way of my father’s wandering lifestyle. After their divorce, my mother’s frequent depressions and need for a caretaker had reversed our roles. Since I always knew they were doing the best they could, I didn’t allow myself to be angry—and thus just buried my feelings about what I had missed.

For the first time, I began to wonder what was behind the wall between me and my childhood, and if it hadn’t seeped into the present in spite of all my bricks and mortar.

I remembered longing to escape the littered, depressing, rat-infested house where I lived alone with my mother; yet I had recreated an upscale, less dramatic version of it in my own apartment with cardboard boxes, stacks of papers, and long absences.

I remembered worrying as a child about our lack of money and my father’s penchant for borrowing it; yet I had saved nothing of what I earned, couldn’t resist giving money away, never planned for the future, and often ended up with a familiar feeling of being neglected, deprived, and insecure.

I remembered feeling sad about navigating life by myself, working after school, worrying about my mother, who was sometimes too removed from reality to know where she was, or who I was, and concealing these shameful family secrets from my friends; yet I had chosen to work by myself as a freelancer, and then to do a parallel kind of caretaking for a magazine and a movement. Now as then, I turned away sympathy with jokes and a survivor’s pride. In both cases, I was turning away from a well of neediness that I feared would swallow me up if I admitted it.

The parallels were so obvious that even I began to see that I was repeating the painful, familiar patterns of home. In spite of my insistence that I’d put the past behind me, that free will and the realities in which I found myself were the only shapers of my life, it just wasn’t so.

I began to follow clues backward. Why was the sound of a radio so depressing, though television and records were not? Because the radio had been the only sound in the house where I lived with my mother. Why couldn’t I give myself security and a pleasant place to live? Because they hadn’t been given to me as a child. Why didn’t I ask for help from people who would have freely given it? Because they hadn’t been there in the past. Why had I lived my life so that I would be ready to leave anyplace at any time, even if I didn’t actually do it? Because that was the way I had protected myself against getting attached to places as a vagabond child.

It may be obvious that we continue to treat ourselves the way we were treated as children, but I lived a diverse and seemingly aware life for more than forty years without figuring it out. I suspect many other people have, too. Only becoming conscious of old and unchosen patterns allows us to change them, and even so, change, no matter how much for the better, still feels cold and lonely at first—as if we were out there on the edge of the universe with the wind whistling past our ears—because it doesn’t feel like home. Old patterns, no matter how negative and painful they may be, have an incredible magnetic power—because they do feel like home.

This repetition begins to diminish the moment we’re aware of its source, and the more we heal the past so we can respond to the present. As the twelve-step Alcoholics Anonymous-type programs say, “Dig it out or act it out.” Though we may repeat some sequence of events and feelings in different ways before they gradually dissolve, at least now the point of power is no longer in others who made decisions for us, but in ourselves.

I don’t know whether Marilyn made connections between past and present or not: between her lost father and the “fathers” she kept marrying; between the invisible child she once was and her imprisonment in a very visible image that Hollywood had concocted. Perhaps the patterns went too deep, or perhaps there was too much reward for not changing in a world that paid and praised her for staying helpless and childlike. She died before feminism made clear that women have every human possibility, and even before people like Missildine were beginning to write about the inner child. Whether she could have become strong enough to go back and be a parent to her own sad child of the past, we’ll never know. But her life story has helped others, if not herself. Certainly, her often repeated plea to be taken seriously reached out to me, made me want to write about her, and thus gave me the great gift of seeing the echoes of her life in my own.

Each of us has an inner child of the past living within us. Those who needed to build no walls have access to that child’s creativity and spontaneity. Those who had to leave this crucial core behind can tear down the walls, see what the child needed but didn’t have, and begin to provide it now. The more we do this, the more we know that we are worth it.

And that we always were.

Self Esteem is Contagious: The Royal Knights of Spanish Harlem

Within walking distance of my Manhattan apartment but also light-years away, there is a part of New York called Spanish Harlem. In many ways, it is a Third World country: infant and maternal mortality rates are about the same as in, say, Bangladesh, and average male life expectancy is even shorter. These facts it shares with the rest of Harlem, yet here, many people are also separated from the more affluent parts of the city by language. When all this is combined with invisibility in the media, the condescension of many teachers and police who work in this Third World country but wouldn’t dream of living there, and textbooks that have little to do with their real lives, the lesson for kids is clear: they are “less than” people who live only a few blocks away.

At a junior high that rises from a barren patch of concrete playgrounds and metal fences on East 101st Street, Bill Hall teaches the usual English courses, plus English as a second language to students who arrive directly from Puerto Rico, Central and South America, even Pakistan and Hong Kong. Those kids are faced with a new culture, strange rules, a tough neighborhood, and parents who may be feeling just as lost as they are. Bill Hall is faced with them.

While looking for an interest to bind one such group together and help them to learn English at the same time, Bill noticed someone in the neighborhood carrying a chessboard. As a chess player himself, he knew this game crossed many cultural boundaries, so he got permission from a very skeptical principal to start a chess club after school.

Few of the girls came. Never having seen women playing chess, they assumed this game wasn’t for them, and without even a female teacher as a role model, those few who did come gradually dropped out. Some of the boys stayed away, too—chess wasn’t the kind of game that made you popular in this neighborhood—but about a dozen remained to learn the basics. Their friends made fun of them for staying after school, and some parents felt that chess was a waste of time since it wouldn’t help get a job, but still, they kept coming. Bill was giving these boys something rare in their lives: the wholehearted attention of someone who believed in them.

Gradually, their skills at both chess and English improved. As they got more expert at the game, Bill took them to chess matches in schools outside Spanish Harlem. Because he paid for their subway fares and pizza dinners, no small thing on his teacher’s salary, the boys knew he cared. They began to trust this middle-aged white man a little more.

To help them become more independent, Bill asked each boy to captain one event, and to handle all travel and preparation for it. Gradually, even when Bill wasn’t around, the boys began to assume responsibility for each other: to coach those who were lagging behind, to share personal problems, and to explain to each other’s parents why chess wasn’t such a waste of time after all. Gradually, too, this new sense of competence carried over into their classrooms, and their grades began to improve.

As they became better students and chess players, Bill Hall’s dreams for them grew. With a little money supplied by the Manhattan Chess Club, he took them to the State Finals in Syracuse. What had been twelve disparate, isolated, often passive, shut-down kids had now become a team with their own chosen name: The Royal Knights. After finishing third in their own state, they were eligible for the Junior High School Finals in California.

By now, however, even Bill’s own colleagues were giving him reasons why he shouldn’t be spending so much time and effort. In real life, these ghetto kids would never “get past New Jersey,” as one teacher put it. Why raise funds to fly them across the country and make them more dissatisfied with their lives? Nonetheless, Bill raised money for tickets to California. In that national competition, they finished seventeenth out of 109 teams.

By now, chess had become a subject of school interest—if only because it led to trips. On one of their days at a New York chess club, the team members met a young girl from the Soviet Union who was the Women’s World Champion. Even Bill was floored by the idea that two of his kids came up with: If this girl could come all the way from Russia, why couldn’t The Royal Knights go there? After all, it was the chess capital of the world, and the Scholastic Chess Friendship Games were coming up.

Though no U.S. players their age had ever entered these games, officials in Bill’s school district rallied round the idea. So did a couple of the corporations he approached for travel money. Of course, no one thought his team could win, but that wasn’t the goal. The trip itself would widen the boys’ horizons, Bill argued. When Pepsi-Cola came up with a $20,000 check, Bill began to realize that this crazy dream was going to come true.

They boarded the plane for the first leg of their trip to Russia as official representatives of the country from which they had felt so estranged only a few months before. But as veterans of Spanish Harlem, they also made very clear that they were representing their own neighborhood. On the back of their satin athletic jackets was emblazoned not “U.S.A.,” but “The Royal Knights.”

Once they were in Moscow, however, their confidence began to falter badly. The experience and deliberate style of their Soviet opponents were something they had never previously encountered. Finally, one of the Knights broke the spell by playing a Soviet Grandmaster in his thirties to a draw in a simulation match. The Russians weren’t invincible after all; just people like them. After that, the Knights won about half their matches, and even discovered a homegrown advantage in the special event of speed chess. Unlike the Soviet players, who had been taught that slowness and deliberation were virtues, the Knights had a streetsmart style that made them both fast and accurate.

By the time Bill and his team got to Leningrad to take on the toughest part of their competition, the boys were feeling good again. Though they had been selected at random for their need to learn English, not for any talent at chess, and though they had been playing for only a few months, they won one match and achieved a draw in another.

When the Knights got back to New York, they were convinced they could do anything.

It was a conviction they would need. A few months later when I went to their junior high school clubroom, Bill Hall, a big, gentle man who rarely gets angry, was furious about a recent confrontation between one of the Puerto Rican team members and a white teacher. As Bill urged the boy to explain to me, he had done so well on a test that the teacher, thinking he had cheated, made him take it over. When the boy did well a second time, the teacher seemed less pleased than annoyed to have been proven wrong. “If this had been a school in a different neighborhood,” said Bill, “none of this would have happened.”

It was the kind of classroom bias that these boys had been internalizing—but now had the self-esteem to resist. “Maybe the teacher was just jealous,” the boy said cheerfully. “I mean, we put this school on the map.”

And so they had. Their dingy junior high auditorium had just been chosen by a Soviet dance troupe as the site of a New York performance. Every principal in the school district was asking for a chess program, and local television and newspapers had interviewed The Royal Knights. Now that their junior high graduation was just weeks away, bids from various high schools with programs for “gifted” kids were flooding in, even one from a high school in California. Though all the boys were worried about their upcoming separation, it was the other team members who had persuaded the boy who got that invitation to accept it.

“We told him to go for it,” as one said. “We promised to write him every week,” said another. “Actually,” said a third, “we all plan to stay in touch for life.”

With career plans that included law, accounting, teaching, computer sciences—futures they wouldn’t have thought possible before—there was no telling what continuing surprises they might share at reunions of this team that had become its own support group and family.

What were they doing, I asked, before Bill Hall and chess-playing came into their lives? There was a very long silence.

“Hanging out in the street and feeling like shit,” said one boy, who now wants to become a lawyer.

“Taking lunch money from younger kids, and a few drugs now and then,” admitted another.

“Just lying on my bed, reading comics, and getting yelled at by my father for being lazy,” said a third.

Was there anything in their schoolbooks that made the difference?

“Not until Mr. Hall thought we were smart,” explained one, to the nods of the others, “and then we were.”

At first glance, this parable seems to be a simple example of the words of football coach Vince Lombardi: “Confidence is contagious, so is lack of confidence.” But that’s only one of its lessons. If we think about our own classroom experiences—whether in schools that were far more privileged than those of Spanish Harlem, or just as bad with not even a Bill Hall—we may also remember that we became more or less smart depending on our teachers’ vision of us, that we learned better when teachers invested themselves in their subjects and expected us to do the same, and that we knew very well when our textbooks and teachers were excluding us.

In Transforming Knowledge, Elizabeth Minnich describes education as the possession of the few—and therefore a miseducation of everyone—as a problem found not only in ghetto junior high schools, but also in elite universities:


	The root problem reappears in all fields and throughout the dominant tradition. It is, simply, that while the majority of humankind was excluded from education and the making of what has been called knowledge, the dominant few not only defined themselves as the inclusive kind of human but also as the norm and the ideal. A few privileged men defined themselves as constituting mankind/humankind. … Thus, they created root definitions of what it means to be human that, with the concepts and theories that flowed from and reinforced those definitions, made it difficult to think well about, or in the mode of, anyone other than themselves, just as they made it difficult to think honestly about the defining few.



To change education, as she says, the goal is “to think ourselves free, to free our own thinking.”7

Thinking ourselves free starts with questions: What happened to those girls who left the chess club? Would they have stayed if there had been a woman teacher? What was going on inside that teacher who wanted to be right more than he wanted his student to do well? What was in the texts those boys were reading—the whole world or only certain parts of it, and certain people? When The Royal Knights come home from high school and college, will they be more or less themselves?

Most important of all: What was our own education like?

Self-Esteem Is Self-Discovery: Gandhi, Marilyn Murphy, and Others

When I was living in India on a fellowship after college, a kind Indian friend took me aside and suggested I might consider saying “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia,” and the like, instead of the “Near” and “Far East.” It was the first time I’d ever realized that “Near” and “Far” assumed Europe as the center of the world.

Ever since then, I’ve noticed that the process of discovering and esteeming a true self is remarkably similar for a person or a race, a group or a nation. When women began to call themselves “Mary Jones” instead of “Mrs. John Smith,” for example, they were doing the same thing as formerly colonized countries that stopped identifying themselves in relation to Europe. When India and England continued their Commonwealth and other relationships after India’s independence, one might say that, as George Sand once suggested men and women do, they had broken the marriage bond and reformed it as an equal partnership. When “Negroes” became “blacks” and then “African Americans” in the United States, it was part of a long journey from the humiliation of slavery to a pride of heritage. When I myself started to say “we” instead of “they” when speaking of women, it was a step toward self-esteem that was at least as important as identifying with one’s true ethnic heritage. It was also my Declaration of Interdependence.

No matter who we are, the journey toward recovering the self-esteem that should have been our birthright follows similar steps: a first experience of seeing through our own eyes instead of through the eyes of others (for instance, the moment when an Algerian first looked in defiance at a French soldier, or when a woman stops being defined by the male gaze); telling what seemed to be shameful secrets, and discovering they are neither shameful nor secret (from the woman who has survived childhood sexual abuse to the man whose bottomless need for power hides weakness); giving names to problems that have been treated as normal and thus have no names (think of new terms like homophobia, battered women, or Eurocentrism); bonding with others who share similar experiences (from groups of variously abled people to conferences of indigenous nations); achieving empowerment and self-government (from the woman who has a room and income of her own to the nation that declares its independence); bonding with others in shared power (think of democratic families, rainbow coalitions, or the principles of the United Nations); and finally, achieving a balance of independence and interdependence, and taking one’s place in a circle of true selves.

In this spirit of comparing journeys not usually seen as comparable, I’ve combined two stories that aren’t as different as they seem.

Marilyn Murphy was forty-three years old before she began to see the world in color instead of, as she later wrote, “in gradations of grey.” Not that she had known what was missing. Growing up as the first of five sisters in a Catholic Irish/Italian working-class family in New York City, she had assumed that, if she couldn’t see color, it wasn’t there. She went through all the expected girlish stages, from sneaking on lipstick when the nuns weren’t looking to fantasizing about being a nightclub singer in a sequined gown. When an experience did stand out in this grey world, she wasn’t sure why. After her union-organizer father had moved the family to Tulsa, Oklahoma, for instance, she saw a sign in a local bus: “Colored—Sit in the Back.” It burned into her consciousness, so that forever after, she could remember the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach; yet as a white person, she was not supposed to feel this.

At eighteen, she chose motherhood over convent life, the only two options she remembers being conscious of, and by twenty-five, she was the mother of four children. But she continued to feel a mysterious identity with any group or person having a hard time, and this led to one of her many differences with her husband, who ridiculed her attempts to “do something” by calling her “Crusader Rabbit.” So she kept living an expected life, trying to see herself through the eyes of others, even dieting her comfortable body down to the shape society said it was supposed to be, with diet pills prescribed by her obstetrician. Only when she was thirty-three and her three daughters and one son were old enough to be more self-sufficient did she enter a junior college near her new home in California where her husband began taking courses, too. Even then, she worried about his resentment of her new interest, so she studied in the bathroom or at night when he was asleep. When she was elected Student of the Year, he put up a large homemade sign declaring her Wife of the Year. Then he told her that it no longer pleased him for her to go to college, that she could finish out the semester—but no more. But somehow, her first personal success had given her the courage to rebel, and by the time she was thirty-five, she was divorced, living on and off welfare with her children, and trying to finish college part time.

When the women’s liberation movement began, she read each book, pamphlet, and essay that came her way. Patriarchy and men in power reminded her of racism and whites in power, which began to explain her feelings. If women’s position in the home and the world wasn’t natural, she hadn’t been so wrong to identify with other groups in trouble after all. When her English professor made clear that only men’s conflicts were the proper themes of great literature, she decided she was definitely a feminist. In 1969, when Florence Howe, later to become founder of the Feminist Press, came to speak, she inspired Marilyn’s first political action: as part of a group trying to get women writers included in the English department curriculum, Marilyn agitated and organized. At the time, she considered herself a heterosexual feminist, and when she met lesbian feminists, they seemed to her “unstable.” Their love relationships were not as long as she was accustomed to thinking partnerships should be.

Since she had challenged society’s assumptions about women, she began to challenge her own assumptions, too. Perhaps without economic and social pressure to stay in marriages that weren’t mutually rewarding, she thought, many heterosexual women’s relationships wouldn’t be so “stable” either. For all the suffering of living in a way that society didn’t legally bless or even admit, perhaps lesbians were not less stable—just more free.

Curiosity has a way of telling us what we need to know. By 1975, Marilyn had separated from a second husband. She was beginning to understand the soul-killing depth of male dominance and could no longer imagine living with a man. Nonetheless, her conscious mind still assumed she was destined to be, as she put it at the time, “that least happy of women—a heterosexual feminist who wants to be sexual, but can’t speak to a man without a growl.” Then, to her surprise, she fell irresistibly, head-over-heels in love with another woman.

Suddenly, she began to feel an inexplicable sense of rightness and naturalness, as if she was finally living her own life. The world seemed open and “free-form,” unlike her heterosexual past in which everything had “rules, guidelines, customs and traditions,” as she put it. Lesbians suffered from living outside society, but that meant they invented their own society as they went along. Like so many people who discover their true self, she had the odd sensation of suddenly seeing the world in color, the reverse of many people who become depressed and feel their surroundings fade to grey. As she later wrote:


	I feel about Lesbianism as if I spent forty-three years being color blind. … At first I was intoxicated by the sight of the primary colors. I still am, but now I am able to see an ever-widening spectrum. I run around saying, “Look at all the varying shades of green. How brilliant! How subtle!” Some women, having seen color all their lives, are not impressed. “Big deal,” they say. “I’ve seen some shades of green that were positively disgusting.”

	In my next life when I am a Lifelong Lesbian, I may be blasé about my good fortune, too, though I do not really think so.



She didn’t stay with that first lover, but she did form a loving partnership with another “Lifelong Lesbian,” as Marilyn would say. In 1976, they were among the founding mothers of Califia Community, named for the goddess of the once-united land of Mexico and California. For a decade, she helped to organize and run week-long women’s retreats on the hard subjects of class, race, homophobia, divisions of age, ethnicity, appearance, and able-bodiedness—all the divisions that keep women from working together. About 4,000 women passed through these Califia sessions over ten years, and they continue to play crucial roles in keeping women’s groups around the country together, in spite of all the societal pressures trying to break them apart.

As for Marilyn herself, she now travels around the country, speaking, working as a conference organizer with her longtime lover and colleague, Irene Weiss, creating new feminist projects with their vast network of activists and friends, and also visiting Marilyn’s seven grandchildren. Since 1982, she has written warm and wise columns that, in The Lesbian News and in book form, have helped many other women find their true selves. It is from these essays—along with our telephone talks from her stops around the country—that her words here are taken.8 One of her chief hopes is to help establish bodily integrity as a fundamental human right: a legal umbrella that would guarantee women’s right to make sexual choices without punishment, the right to reproductive freedom, protection for poor women against being used as surrogate mothers, for poor people against pressure to become sources of transplants and transfusions for the well-to-do—all the ways in which bodies are owned or exploited. It would make clear, once and for all, for both women and men, that the power of the state stops at our skins.

Most recently, she has come to see incest and other childhood sexual abuse as, in her words, “a preverbal sexual terrorism that breaks the female spirit, and makes women continue to believe terrible things will happen to them if they tell men’s secrets.” Neither the new spirit of freedom in Eastern Europe or the older democracy here will mean anything, she believes, as long as “a three-year-old child can’t find protection in our courts of law.” It’s one of the many sources of anger that make her refuse to become “mellow” and insist on “growing old ungraciously.”

Marilyn’s spiral of self-esteem began, in the time-honored phrase of the lesbian and gay cultures, with “coming out.” Our sexuality is such a deep, spontaneous, and powerful part of our core identity that the conscious or unconscious need to falsify it is a little death. But concealing any part of our true self is a partial death, too. The act of “coming out” has been invested with such honesty and courage by so many millions of women and men that it has become a paradigm for discovering a true self. Whether our inner truth is a false childhood shame or a true talent, a group identity or a unique one, we all need to “come out” as who we really are.

About being called “Mahatma,” the Great One, Gandhi wrote in his autobiography, “Often the title has deeply pained me; and there is not a moment I can recall when it may be said to have tickled me.” His hope and his heart were with average people and ordinary actions. “I have not a shadow of a doubt that any man or woman can achieve what I have,” he insisted. Only if we remember his life before he became the man we know can we learn what he wanted to teach.

Mohandas K. Gandhi was born into a family who were, by caste, grocers, at the peak of the British Empire, in an India that was even then in its second century of domination. As a boy, he memorized such sayings as:

Behold the mighty Englishman

He rules the Indian small,

Because being a meat-eater

He is five cubits tall.

Later, as a teenager, he himself would secretly eat meat for a year, though this meant lying to his family and violating his own morals, even having nightmares about tortured animals; all because he hoped to become superior like the English. Nonetheless, he remained so unconfident that he went home directly from school every day “lest anyone should poke fun at me.”

At thirteen, he married a girl of his own age by their parents’ arrangement, as was the custom, and did his best to dominate her as a proper husband should. When she was too spirited to obey, he became both jealous of her sexually and envious of her strength. He himself was still afraid to sleep in the dark. When he once went to a brothel, he was so shy that the prostitute lost patience and asked him to leave. “I felt as though my manhood had been injured,” as he wrote later, “and wished to sink into the ground for shame.” Even his mediocre accomplishments as a student were ascribed by him to luck. “I had not any high regard for my ability,” as he later explained. “The least little blemish drew tears from my eyes. When I merited, or seemed to the teacher to merit, a rebuke, it was unbearable for me.”

After graduating from high school, he went on to college with a vague idea of becoming a doctor, but failed every course. Only the financial help of an older brother, plus his young wife’s willingness to sell her jewelry, paid for his decision to go to London, where a barrister’s degree was notoriously easy to earn and would allow him to put that magical phrase, “England-returned,” on his calling card. But once in that cold and unfamiliar country, he was so ashamed of his ignorance of English manners, his embarrassingly homemade suits, and his inability to recite in class that he sometimes went hungry out of reluctance to ask for vegetarian food. Determined to learn the secrets of English superiority, he moved in with a family, bought Bond Street pinstripes and high collars he could ill afford, and even took lessons in French, the violin, and the fox-trot. As he would later admit, he had “wasted a lot of time and money trying to become an Englishman.” Even The Bhagavad-Gita—the sacred Hindu text that was to become the “truth-book” he read every morning—was encountered for the first time when two English brothers asked for his help with reading it in the original Sanskrit, though Gandhi himself was more skilled in English. Only his continuing ineptitude made him give up his social lessons, sell his violin, and retreat to cheap rooms where he did his own cooking. Gradually, he began to feel more comfortable, as if his failures had been the signals of a true self. Though he maintained his proper English suits for many years, he also began to call his shyness his “shield,” for it kept him away from pursuits that felt false, and also forced him into a simplicity of speech.

Once he was back in India after finishing his studies, however, even his London degree couldn’t make him a success at practicing law. Finally, he took an assignment in South Africa, and there, his willingness to learn bookkeeping and his fear of conflict combined to produce his first success: a negotiated settlement in a financial lawsuit. It was his second discovery that what seemed a weakness in one context could also be a strength in another. “My joy was boundless,” he wrote. “I had learned to find out the better side of human nature and to enter men’s hearts … to unite parties riven asunder.” Flushed with his first success at twenty-seven, he brought his wife and sons to live with him in a large English-style house with servants, a perquisite he had insisted upon as part of his job, and asked that they adapt to this “civilized” (that is, European) way of eating, sitting in stiff-back chairs, and dealing with servants, even though it made them supremely uncomfortable. But one day on a train, Bond Street cutaway, first-class ticket and all, Gandhi ran afoul of the color bar and was thrown off in the dust. It was a rude awakening. No matter how successfully he assumed a false self, he realized, his skin color would always humiliate him, and make him “a coolie” in the eyes of white South Africans. Once that shock was absorbed, he decided that, if he was going to be dishonored as an Indian, he would live as an Indian. Moreover, he would live simply in order to be truly independent. After a racist barber refused to cut his hair, for instance, he began to cut it himself. In order to be free of the need for servants, he began to wash, starch, and iron his high-collared shirts himself.

But even this rebellion was instructed by Western writers like Ruskin, Thoreau, and Tolstoy. It was as if Gandhi needed their theories to support his own values that had begun with vegetarianism and continued in a nonhierarchical view of all life forms. But unlike many revolutionaries, this support for nonviolence made him realize that adopting violent means would be an imitation of his adversaries. Though he challenged the hierarchy of skin color on behalf of Indians only and not the black majority of South Africans, he did become a leader who was known for his ability to bring people together and negotiate with the powerful. He adopted traditional Indian dress, founded a small experimental community in which no person turned another into an inferior as a servant, and won many dignified and successful battles for Indian rights in South Africa.

After almost twenty years of practicing law and social reform, he returned at forty-five to the disunity that was India in 1915. He was something of a hero, but he also looked at the struggling independence movement with new eyes. It would have to unite Indians across many barriers to be successful. There were fourteen major language areas, with at least as much cultural diversity as in Europe, seven major religions with hundreds of caste and other divisions within them, and an economic ladder that stretched from millions of impoverished villagers to the heads of 562 princely states who lived more opulently than (but at the pleasure of) the British Raj. At the same time, the few Indians who went to a university learned more about England than India, and even the independence leaders were urban and English-educated. Many Indians had come to believe in Indian “disorder” versus European “order,” in Indian backwardness versus British excellence, and in their own inability to unify versus the tradition of The Crown. Often, they trusted the British more than they trusted each other. It was a colonized mentality that imprisoned this vast subcontinent more effectively than any army.

Gandhi began to travel in rural India and to call on the urban independence leaders to do the same. He campaigned for the unifying dignity of basics for everyone, whether this meant asking rich Indians to give up jewelry and possessions, or giving poor ones the fundamentals of life for the first time. Everyone was to wear homespun khadi in defiance of British laws against weaving, which were a way of creating a market for their own manufactured cloth, and to practice civil disobedience to other unjust laws. All castes were to be respected as one, all religions as one. He literally turned the hierarchy on its head, not by giving orders but by himself making the bottom rung his standard of living. He led by example. Even his surprising choice of the Salt Laws as a subject for civil disobedience was meant to unify. Salt was the one staple used more by the poor, who sweated it away by work in the sweltering heat, than by the middle class and rich; yet all Indians were forced to purchase salt from the British instead of harvesting it free from the ocean.

For the first time, there was a movement that began in the villages, not in a British-educated top layer of leaders. A large and populist women’s movement also had been struggling for most of a century against such customs as child marriage and suttee (the immolation of widows), and Gandhi learned from it and adopted many of its culturally nonviolent methods. (Indeed, Gandhi included women to an unprecedented degree, yet also submerged many women’s issues—for instance, family planning, which he opposed in favor of abstinence—thus leaving much to be done by an independent women’s movement in years to come.) Even the harijan, or “untouchable,” caste was included, and so were the British themselves. Instead of denying the humanity of the oppressor, Gandhi appealed to that humanity. Though long years of British and also post-Independence Indian religious violence challenged his methods of passive resistance, when the British left peacefully after two hundred years of domination, the world learned a new possibility from this first case of a nation that gained its independence without war. It was an object lesson in ending a cycle of colonial violence, and also in self-esteem. Without self-esteem, the only change is an exchange of masters; with it, there is no need of masters.

As for Gandhi himself, he continued to date his life as “before” and “after” what he called “my experiments with truth”; that is, his efforts to give up a false self and learn to trust a true one. Having experienced the humiliation of hierarchy, he eliminated hierarchy, stopped identifying with the oppressor, and in so doing, discovered an important secret: A leader cannot raise a people’s self-esteem by placing himself above them.9

Nineteenth-century India or twentieth-century United States, a cultural monolith or a sexual one, freeing a country or freeing female minds and bodies: the lives of Mohandas Gandhi and Marilyn Murphy are very different in detail, yet very similar in shape. Both spent half their lives trying to live as a false self, both found their strength only when they followed an inner voice, both taught by example, and both worked to unite people across boundaries. Sometimes, even their provinces are now seen as parallel. The female half of the world is often described as a Third World country: low on capital, low on technology, and labor-intensive, with female bodies controlled as the means of reproduction. It is a psychic nation unifying for a common dream of independence, just as India became a geographical one.

I think if Marilyn Murphy had met Gandhi, she would have recognized a kindred revolutionary, I hope he would have, too. Perhaps when you and I are feeling discouraged, we can think of a radical lesbian feminist as an obedient housewife or Mahatma Gandhi trying to fox-trot in a Bond Street suit, and know that we can find a true strength, too.

Self-Esteem Is Physical: The Women of Ahmedabad

In modern India, the women who sell vegetables in the street, roll cigarettes or weave baskets for sale while they nurse their babies, carry construction materials on their heads in human chains at building sites, and perform a thousand other individual, piece-work jobs are called “self-employed women.” They are the bottom rung of the labor force, but their work is indispensable. In addition to making and distributing many small products, they also mend and resell cooking pots, collect paper from offices and garbage dumps, and pound used nails straight enough to be used again: a human recycling system in a country where everything is used many times.

Not only are they the poorest of India’s workers, they are also subject to the special punishments of living in a female body. Girl children are considered so much less valuable than boys that two thirds of the children who die before age four are girls—the result of infanticide, plus saving scarce food and medical care for boys. Girls are so much less likely to be sent to school that the national female literacy rate is less than half that for males (among these workers, often much less), and their humanity is so minimally acknowledged that killing a wife in order to take another wife—and get another dowry—is one of the major sufferings addressed by the women’s movement.

In a world that so devalues them, they have little reason to value themselves—which is why there is so much to learn from their successes.

For years, journalists and government officials in industrial cities like Ahmedabad have been condemning the fact that women do such hard physical labor—but nothing changed. Then in 1971, a young Gandhian labor organizer named Ela Bhatt did something new: she asked the women themselves what they wanted.

As it turned out, they had long been amused and angered by experts with soft hands who said women shouldn’t do such work. It helped feed their families and gave them a small measure of independence, and they were not about to give it up. What they wanted were better conditions in which to do it: safe places to leave their children; higher wages for their handmade or recycled products and construction jobs; an end to the bribes they had to pay the police for the privilege of selling their wares in the street; and relief from moneylenders who charged murderous interest rates for the few rupees they borrowed to buy vegetables or raw materials each morning and then paid back at the end of each day. Finally, they wanted a secure place to keep their few rupees from husbands who otherwise considered women’s earnings their own.

But even as they wished for these things, they also said nothing could be done. They had no faith in each other, no trust in Ela Bhatt, no reason to believe in change. Who would listen to poor and illiterate women?

By the time I first met Ela and some of these women in Ahmedabad in 1978, their Self-Employed Women’s Association, whose acronym SEWA also means “service,” was about six years old. They had exposed the corruption of police who demanded bribes, started childcare centers and infant crèches, and even persuaded the Bank of India to let them open a special branch for their small loans and hard-won savings. They themselves pounded the streets for members, put two improvised teller windows in a small room, and literally created a bank. (The problem of illiteracy had been overcome by putting a photograph of each woman on her passbook. “Maybe we can’t read,” as one of them explained with a smile, “but we can think.”) To the surprise even of Ela Bhatt’s sponsors, a Gandhian textile workers’ union that had considered these women too passive and disparately employed to organize, they were doing better than many more educated workers in traditional unions.

What made the difference? First, an organizer who had lived the problems of being a woman herself, and who listened to each woman as a sister. For the first time, they felt worth listening to. Second, their mutual support and their small but growing list of successes when dealing with corrupt police and dishonest employers. As a lawyer and a skilled organizer, Ela knew the importance of both listening and explaining new alternatives in using demonstrations, the media, and even the courts.

But Ela Bhatt herself thought there had been one crucial turning point.

After the work of forming SEWA, Ela suggested the founding group celebrate by taking a holiday together. The women had never done anything separate from their families and children before, but other workers took holidays. Why shouldn’t they?

After a discussion, they decided to visit Hindu holy places that were nearby, but farther from home than most of these women had ever been. After much planning and preparation to free them from family obligations, which was not easy to do even for a few hours, Ela hired a rickety bus and they set off.

Everything was fine until they neared a temple that could be reached only by boat. Menstruating women were not allowed in temples, and inevitably, some of the women had their periods. They were sure that if they crossed the river, the boat would capsize to punish them for defying tradition, and since they couldn’t swim, everyone would drown.

By appealing to every emotion from curiosity to defiance, Ela finally convinced them to get in the boat and consign themselves to the wide river and fate.

They crossed—and nothing happened. After placing their offerings of fruit and flowers in the temple, they crossed back again—and still nothing happened. For the first time in their lives, they had defied the rules that denigrated them—and they had won.

Somehow, everything was connected to that first defiance and victory. If women’s bodies were not so “unclean” and inferior after all, perhaps their work was not so inferior either.

Now, a dozen years later, SEWA is the most powerful women’s trade union in India, and one of the largest in the world, with independent grass-roots organizations in nine other regions. It offers revolving loan funds to help women farm, set up small businesses, and carve out a small security in a system that offers little hope to those at the bottom. As for Ela Bhatt, she is consulted by the World Bank on grass-roots economic development and served for a while in the Indian Parliament. But at heart, she is an organizer and still spends most of her time helping to develop strength and leadership among poor women.

SEWA itself has become a model of self-help and economic empowerment for women throughout the Third World. And even in our own industrialized nation, SEWA is often mentioned as an example to follow wherever poor or otherwise powerless women gather to organize.10

But these least valued of women should inspire anyone, anywhere, female or male, who is devalued so deeply that inferiority seems to be inherent in the reality of her or his own body—whether for reasons of race or appearance, disability or age, or anything else.

If feelings of unworthiness are rooted in our bodies, self-esteem needs to start there.

Self-Esteem Is Love: The Man Junkie

Tina is a friend and a musician who represents for me a kind of miracle. With almost no outside help or support, she rescued herself from something most women have experienced enough to be ashamed of, and some have never escaped. I speak of that half-a-person feeling so carefully cultivated in females, the one that makes us think we are nothing without a man.

For years, I listened to Tina as she wrote songs of her own and did creative arrangements for other people’s melodies. She loved and was good at her work; yet in the middle of any inspiration or deadline, she would drop everything if a man, almost any man, asked her out.

It wasn’t sex itself that hooked her. Going to bed with a man was mostly a means of pleasing him. It wasn’t company she longed for. She had a lot of women friends and often didn’t much enjoy the men she went out with. It wasn’t even the hope of marriage and security. She often chose unmarriageable men and then lavished more time and money on them than they did on her. What she needed was the exhilarating “high” of romance. It was magical thinking: This man will be different. This man will make everything all right.

She moved away, and I didn’t see her for a decade. When she reappeared, she had become the person her friends always knew she could be: talented, strong, independent—and very much at ease with herself. It was hard to imagine this new Tina had ever tolerated humiliation or given herself away. What had happened in that intervening time?

After so many years as a man junkie, Tina explained, even she couldn’t bear repeating her pattern one more time. Her addiction had taken her away from her work and sometimes put her in physical danger with men she hardly knew. The comparison to drug and other addictions had become so clear that she decided on an addict’s most drastic cure: cold turkey, total withdrawal. She would see no man for whom she had any sexual or romantic feeling until she felt whole on her own.

For five years she composed, traveled, lived alone, saw friends, but refused all invitations from eligible men. She fixed up her own house, took vacations to new places, and taught songwriting. She lived a full life—but one that did not include sex or romance.

It was very hard for the first two years, Tina said, and very frightening. Without seeing herself through a man’s eyes, she wasn’t sure she existed at all. But gradually, she began to take pleasure in waking up alone, talking to her cat, leaving parties when she felt like it. For the first time, she felt her “center” moving away from men and into some new locus within herself. And now that she had no man to ask what he wanted, she learned to ask a new and revolutionary question: “What do I want?”

In the fifth year, when she was feeling completely content with her life as it was, she met a man she would never have looked at before—he was too nice, too gentle, too attentive. He actually liked her, which would have been enough to disqualify him when she disliked herself. After many months, the empathy between them spread from their minds to their senses. For Tina, it was the first time that sensuality and sex had grown out of friendship. He appreciated her music, asked her opinion of his work, listened without interrupting, and was otherwise unlike the self-absorbed, super-masculine narcissists she had found so irresistible before.

As Tina began to understand, she had been obsessed with egocentric men because she had too little ego. She had sought out selfish men because she had too little self. She had looked for a strength and identity she felt she lacked in herself. In those exaggerations of certain qualities, she had been looking for something unrelated to those men: the rest of herself.

This was the difference between love and romance, she explained. Now, she appreciated the other person. In romance, she had just coveted what the other person had.

Tina and her new friend lived together and then married. They have made a rich mutual life that adds to the life each leads separately. They have also had one child and adopted a second—so far, without unbalancing their partnership, which may be the greatest testimony to its durability.

Of course, no ending is entirely happy—or even an ending. Tina sometimes misses the “high” of romance and the exhilaration of magical thinking. But she doesn’t miss the feelings of despair and nonexistence that rushed in when the adrenaline left. She sometimes feels that her years as a man junkie took irreplaceable time away from her music, and wonders what women could be if, as she puts it, “we stopped taking care of men so they will take care of us—and put the same amount of time into taking care of ourselves.” But there is a world of songs waiting to be written about experiences other than romance, and Tina is now beginning to feel them. It’s a truism that we can’t love others until we love ourselves—but truisms are also true.

Self-Esteem Is Cosmic: The Astronomy of the Self

Tom was the violent brother in the family, the bully among his school friends, the child of a frightened and passive mother. He patterned himself on his wealthy father’s model of controlling as much as possible of the world.

At least, that’s the way he would later describe himself. As the oldest son, he had borne the brunt of his father’s discipline and then passed it down the line to his younger brothers, who still remember Tom’s vicious taunts and kicks, his domination of childhood games, and his cruelty to the horses and dogs on their family’s country estate near London. Classmates in his public school also remember him as the most ferocious paddler of younger boys in hazing rituals, and a student who would obey no one but the headmaster. Like a crown prince, he recognized only the power of the king. He could be charming, obedient, flattering, and even subservient in the presence of his father or the headmaster, but out of it, he was contentious, condescending, domineering, and often cruel.

By the time he had gone to graduate school for astronomy (a field he chose because it would enable him to outdistance in miles, if not in income, the earthbound profession of geology, which had earned his father a fortune in mining), Tom had become the sort of person whom people fear, flatter, or avoid—but rarely tell the truth.

He had also begun to lose the control that was his purpose. Circumstances—and his own character—were defeating him. In his profession, a reputation for being superior and uncooperative had cost him many jobs. He lost a major chunk of his inheritance because no one had the nerve to tell him how bad a particular investment was. And like many narcissists, he was only attracted to women he couldn’t have; courted them like crazy—and then ceased wanting them once they wanted him.

Feeling out of control for the first time in his life, he went into a depression. “Hitting bottom” is a crucial experience for many people, and Tom now had his first taste of this painful but necessary way of learning. Since he couldn’t talk honestly to women for one reason and to men for another—and since Tom’s father would have ridiculed his asking an outsider for help, so therapy was out of the question—he went off on a solitary trip around the world.

Twice during this long journey, he contemplated suicide. Out of passivity and a dearth of any other ideas about what to do with himself, he went to work on an astronomy project in Australia, where there was a famous and powerful telescope that he could, literally, write home about.

At first, contemplating the heavens only made him feel more lost. When he had peered through telescopes before, it had always been with an assignment, a sense of competition, but none of that seemed to matter anymore. Out of depression, he abandoned his quest for control. After all, who could control—or do anything but observe—the vastness of the universe? At last, he wasn’t trying to conceal his weaknesses, dominate, or prove his public strengths. He wasn’t even thinking about the career use of this work. Without self-consciousness, he just observed. For weeks. For months. For a whole year.

An older professor noticed Tom’s solitude and depression, and gave him a piece of advice that, for all his learning, he had never thought about before: “You won’t go wrong if you remember two things,” the professor explained to Tom, who would later repeat this to his own students. “First, all the potential of the universe is inside you. Second, it’s inside every other human being, too.” This was a message he was finally ready to hear. All the months of stargazing had been a kind of preparation for it.

That was almost twenty years ago. Now, Tom has become a professor who is also a quiet pioneer in humanizing science, in trying to study everything as field-dependent and connected. It’s an obscure and poorly paid calling that wouldn’t have satisfied his former grandiosity, but it makes both Tom and his students feel hopeful about the future.

Though still a bachelor, Tom now understands and can occasionally conquer his self-hating conviction that any woman who wants him must be not worth having. To his father’s disgust and his brothers’ amazement, he often takes care of his youngest nieces and nephews. As a penance for past cruelties to animals, he gives money to an English group that repatriates zoo animals—first to an estate outside London, and then to their native habitat. In fact, he does his best never to bully another living thing. Each one, he knows, contains the universe.

One day, Tom hopes to be able to tell his father—who has retired, and had a stroke and a few bouts with depression himself—how he suffered from impossible standards of control as a child, and how his father is suffering from them, too. Yet even though Tom no longer kowtows to kings, his father still compels more fear than love, and this conversation remains only a goal.

On the other hand, Tom has forgiven his mother for being too passive to protect him. And he has apologized to his younger brothers for the pain and fear he brought into their childhoods.

I don’t know how many people come to esteem all living things, and thus themselves, through esteem for nature and the universe, but Tom certainly is among them.

Alan Watts, who was also a philosopher of science, has helped us to see ourselves and each other in this miraculous way. “How is it possible,” he asked, “that a being with such sensitive jewels as the eyes, such enchanted musical instruments as the ears, and such a fabulous arabesque of nerves as the brain can experience itself as anything less than a god?”11
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