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Introduction

My purpose in this book is to identify, in greater depth and comprehen-
siveness than in my previous writings, the most important factors on
which self-esteem depends. If self-esteem is the health of the mind, then
few subjects are of comparable urgency.

The turbulence of our times demands strong selves with a clear sense
of identity, competence, and worth. With a breakdown of cultural con-
sensus, an absence of worthy role models, little in the public arena to
inspire our allegiance, .and disorientingly rapid change a permanent
feature of our lives, it is a dangerous moment in history not to know who
we are or not to trust ourselves. The stability we cannot find in the world
we must create within our own persons. To face life with low self-esteem
is to be at a severe disadvantage. These considerations are part of my
motivation in writing this book.

In essence, the book consists of my answers to four questions: What is
self-esteem? Why is self-esteem important? What can we do to raise the
level of our self-esteem? What role do others play in influencing our self-
esteem?

Self-esteem is shaped by both internal and external factors. By “inter-
nal” I mean factors residing within, or generated by, the individual—
ideas or beliefs, practices or behaviors. By “external” I mean factors in
the environment: messages verbally or nonverbally transmitted, or expe-
riences evoked, by parents, teachers, “significant others,” organizations,
and culture. I examine self-esteem from the inside and the outside: What
is the contribution of the individual to his or her self-esteem and what is
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the contribution of other people? To the best of my knowledge, no
investigation of this scope has been attempted before.

When I published The Psychology of Self-Esteem in 1969, 1 told myself
I had said everything I could say on this subject. In 1970, realizing that
there were “a few more issues” I needed to address, 1 wrote Breaking
Free. Then, in 1972, “to fill in a few more gaps,” | wrote The Disowned
Self. After that, I told myself 1 was absolutely and totally finished with
self-esteem and went on to write on other subjects. A decade or so
passed, and I began to think about how much more I had personally
experienced and learned about self-esteem since my first work, so 1
decided to write “one last book” about it; Honoring the Self was
published in 1983. A couple of years later I thought it would be useful to
write an action-oriented guide for ingividuals who wanted to work on
their own self-esteem—How to Raise Your Self-Esteem, published in
1986. Surely 1 had finally finished with this subject, I told myself. But
during this same period, “the self-esteem movement” exploded across
the country; everyone was talking about self-esteem; books were writ-
ten, lectures and conferences were given—and 1 was not enthusiastic
about the quality of what was being presented to people. I found
myself in some rather heated discussions with colleagues. While some
of what was offered on self-esteem was excellent, I thought that a good
deal was not. I realized how many issues I had not yet addressed, how
many questions I needed to consider that I had not considered before,
and how much I had carried in my head but never actually said or
written. Above all, I saw the necessity of going far beyond my earlier
work in spelling out the factors that create and sustain high or healthy
self-esteem. (I use “high” and “healthy” interchangeably.) Once again, |
found myself drawn back to examine new aspects of this inexhaustibly
rich field of study, and to think my way down to deeper levels of under-
standing of what is, for me, the single most important psychological
subject in the world.

I understood that what had begun so many years before as an interest,
or even a fascination, had become a mission.

Speculating on the roots of this passion, I go back to my teenage years,
to the time when emerging autonomy collided with pressure to conform.
It is not easy to write objectively about that period, and I do not wish to
suggest an arrogance I did not and do not feel. The truth is, as an
adolescent I had an inarticulate but sacred sense of mission about my life.
I had the conviction that nothing mattered more than retaining the ability
to see the world through my own eyes. I thought that that was how
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everyone should feel. This perspective has never changed. I was acutely
conscious of the pressures to “adapt” and to absorb the values of the
“tribe”—family, community, and culture. It seemed to me that what was
asked was the surrender of my judgment and also my conviction that my
life and what I made of it was of the highest possible value. I saw my
contemporaries surrendering and losing their fire—and, sometimes in
painful, lonely bewilderment, I wanted to understand why. Why was
growing up equated with giving up? If my overriding drive since child-
hood was for understanding, another desire, hardly less intense, was
forming but not yet fully conscious: the desire to communicate my
understanding to the world; above all, to communicate my vision of life,
It was years before 1 realized that, at the deepest level, I experienced
myself as a teacher—a teacher of values. Underneath all my work, the
core idea I wanted to teach was: Your life is important. Honor it. Fight for
your bighest possibilities.

I had my own struggles with self-esteem, and I give examples of them
in this book. The full context is given in my memoir, Judgment Day. 1
shall not pretend that everything I know about self-esteem I learned from
psychotherapy clients. Some of the most important things I learned came
from thinking about my own mistakes and from noticing what I did that
lowered or raised my own self-esteem. I write, in part, as a teacher to
myself.

It would be foolish for me to declare that I have now written my final
report on “the psychology of self-esteem.” But this book does feel like
the climax of all the work that preceded it.

I first lectured on self-esteem and its impact on love, work, and the
struggle for happiness in the late 1950s and published my first articles on
the subject in the 1960s. The challenge then was to gain public under-
standing of its importance. “Self-esteem” was not yet an expression in
widespread use. Today, the danger may be that the idea has become
fashionable. It is on everyone’s tongue, which is not to say that it is better
understood. Yet if we are unclear about its precise meaning and about
the specific factors its successful attainment depends on—if we are
careless in our thinking, or succumb to the oversimplifications and sugar-
coatings of pop psychology—then the subject will suffer a fate worse
than being ignored. It will become trivialized. That is why, in Part I, we
begin our inquiry into the sources of self-esteem with an examination of
what self-esteem is and is not.
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When I first began struggling with questions concerning self-esteem
forty years ago, I saw the subject as providing invaluable clues to under-
standing motivation. It was 1954. ] was twenty-four years of age, studying
psychology at New York University, and with a small psychotherapy
practice. Reflecting on the stories I heard from clients, I looked for a
common denominator, and I was struck by the fact that whatever the
person’s particular complaint, there was always a deeper issue: a sense of
inadequacy, of not being “enough,” a feeling of guilt or shame or inferi-
ority, a clear lack of self-acceptance, self-trust, and self-love. In other
words, a problem of self-esteem.

In his early writings Sigmund Freud suggested that neurotic symptoms
could be understood either as direct expressions of anxiety or else as
defenses against anxiety, which seemed to me to be a hypothesis of great
profundity. Now I began to wonder if the complaints or symptoms I
encountered could be understood either as direct expressions of inade-
quate self-esteem (for example, feelings of worthlessness, or extreme
passivity, or a sense of futility) or else as defenses against inadequate self-
esteem (for example, grandiose bragging and boasting, compulsive sex-
.ual “acting-out,” or overcontrolling social behavior). I continue to find
this idea compelling. Where Freud thought in terms of ego defense
mechanisms, strategies to avoid the threat to the ego’s equilibrium repre-
sented by anxiety, today I think in terms of self-esteem defense mecha-
nisms, strategies to defend against any kind of threat, from any quarter,
internal or external, to self-esteem (or one’s pretense at it). In other
words, all the famous “defenses” that Freud identified can be understood
as efforts to protect self-esteem.

When I went to the library in search of information about self-esteem,
almost none was to be found. The indexes of books on psychology did
not contain the term. Eventually I found a few brief mentions, such as in
William James, but nothing that seemed sufficiently fundamental or that
brought the clarity I was seeking. Freud suggested that low “self-regard”
was caused by a child’s discovery that he or she could not have sexual
intercourse with Mother or Father, which resulted in the helpless feeling,
“I can do nothing.” I did not find this persuasive or illuminating as an
explanation. Alfred Adler suggested that everyone starts out with feelings
of inferiority caused, first, by bringing some physical liability or “organ
inferiority” into the world, and second, by the fact that everyone else
(that is, grown-ups or older siblings) is bigger and stronger. In other
words, our misfortune is that we are not born as perfectly formed mature
adults. I did not find this helpful, either. A few psychoanalysts wrote
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about self-esteem, but in terms I found remote from my understanding of
the idea, so that it was almost as if they were studying another subject.
(Only much later could I see some connection between aspects of that
work and my own.) I struggled to clarify and expand my understanding
chiefly by reflecting on what I observed while working with people.

As the issue of self-esteem came more clearly into focus for me, I saw
that it is a profound and powerful human need, essential to healthy
adaptiveness, that is, to optimal functioning and self-fulfillment. To the
extent that the need is frustrated, we suffer and are thwarted in our
development.

Apart from disturbances whose roots are biological, I cannot think of a
single psychological problem—from anxiety and depression, to under-
achievement at school or at work, to fear of intimacy, happiness, or
success, to alcohol or drug abuse, to spouse battering or child molesta-
tion, to co-dependency and sexual disorders, to passivity and chronic
aimlessness, to suicide and crimes of violence—that is not traceable, at
least in part, to the problem of deficient self-esteem. Of all the judgments
we pass in life, none is as important as the one we pass on ourselves.

I recall discussing the issue with colleagues during the 1960s. No one
debated the subject’s importance. No one denied that if ways could be
found to raise the level of a person’s self-esteem, any number of
positive consequences would. follow. “But how do you raise an adult’s
self-esteem?” was a question I heard more than once, with a note of
skepticism that it could be done. As was evident from their writings, the
issue—and the challenge—were largely ignored.

Pioneering family therapist Virginia Satir talked of the importance of
self-esteem, but she was not a theoretician of the subject and said little
about its dynamics except in a limited family context. Carl Rogers, an-
other great pioneer in psychotherapy, focused essentially on only one
aspect of self-esteem—self-acceptance—and we shall see that while the
two are intimately related, they are not identical in meaning.

Still, awareness of the importance of the topic was growing, and
during the seventies and eighties, an increasing number of articles ap-
peared in professional journals, aimed chiefly at establishing correlations
between self-esteem and some aspect of behavior. However, there was
no general theory of self-esteem nor even an agreed-on definition of the
term. Different writers meant different things by “self-esteem.” Conse-
quently they often measured different phenomena. Sometimes one set of
findings seemed to invalidate another. The field was a Tower of Babel.
Today there is still no widely shared definition of self-esteem.
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In the 1980s, the idea of self-esteem caught fire. After a quiet buildup
over decades, more and more people began talking about its importance
to human well-being. Educators in particular began thinking about the
relevance of self-esteem to success or failure at school. We have a
National Council for Self-Esteem, with chapters opening in-more and
more cities. Almost every week somewhere in the country we have
conferences in which discussions of self-esteem figure prominently.

The interest in self-esteem is not confined to the United States. It is
becoming worldwide. In the summer of 1990 I had the privilege of
delivering, near Oslo, Norway, the opening keynote address at the First
International Conference on Self-Esteem. Educators, psychologists, and
psychotherapists from the United States, Great Britain, and various coun-
tries in Europe, including the Soviet Union, streamed into Norway to
attend lectures, seminars, and workshops devoted to discussions of the
applications of self-esteem psychology to personal development, school
systems, social problems, and business organizations. Notwithstanding
the differences among participants in background, culture, primary focus
of interest, and understanding of what precisely “self-esteem” meant, the
atmosphere was charged with excitement and the conviction that self-
esteem was an idea whose historical moment had arrived. Growing out
of the Oslo conference, we now have an International Council on Self-
Esteem, with more and more countries being represented.

In the former Soviet Union a small but growing group of thinkers is
keenly aware of the importance of self-esteém to the transitions their
country is attempting to achieve. Commenting on the urgent need for
education in self-esteem, a visiting Russian scholar remarked to me, “Not
only are our people without any tradition of entrepreneurship, but our
managers have absolutely no grasp of the idea of personal responsibility
and accountability that the average American manager takes for granted.
And you know what a gigantic problem passivity and envy is here. The
psychological changes we need may be even more formidable than the
political or economic changes.”

Throughout the world there is an awakening to the fact that, just as a
human being cannot hope to realize his or her potential without healthy
self-esteem, neither can a society whose members do not respect them-
selves, do not value their persons, do not trust their minds.

But with all of these developments, what precisely self-esteem is—and
what specifically its attainment depends on—remain the great ques-
tions. .

At one conference, when I stated that the practice of living consciously
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was essential to healthy self-esteem, one woman demanded angrily,
“Why are you trying to impose your white, middle-class values on the
rest of the world?” (This left me wondering who the class of humanity
was for whom living consciously was not important to psychological
well-being.) When I spoke of personal integrity a$ vital to the protection
of a positive self-concept, and the betrayal of integrity as psychologically
harmful, no one volunteered agreement or wanted that idea recorded in
our report. They preferred to focus only on how others might wound
one’s feelings of worth, not how one might inflict the wound oneself.
This attitude is typical of those who believe one’s self-esteem is primarily
determined by other people. I will not deny that experiences such as
these, and the feelings they ignite, have intensified my desire to write
this book. .

In working with self-esteem, we need to be aware of two dangers. One
is that of oversimplifying what healthy self-esteem requires, and thereby
of catering to people’s hunger for quick fixes and effortless solutions.
The other is that of surrendering to a kind of fatalism or determinism that
assumes, in effect, that individuals “either have good self-esteem or they
haven't,” that everyone’s destiny is set (forever?) by the first few years of
life, and there’s not much to be done about it (except perhaps years or
decades of psychotherapy). Both views encourage passivity; both ob-
struct our vision of what is possible.

My experience is that most people underestimate their power to
change and grow: They believe implicitly that yesterday’s pattern must
be tomorrow’s. They do not see choices that—objectively—do exist.
They rarely appreciate how much they can do on their own behalf if
genuine growth and higher self-esteem are their goals and if they are
willing to take responsibility for their own lives. The belief that they are
powerless becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

This book, ultimately, is a call to action. It is, I now realize, an ampli-
fication in psychological terms of the battle cry of my youth: A self is to be
actualized and celebrated—not aborted and renounced. This book is
addressed to all men and women who wish to participate actively in the
process of their evolution—as well as to psychologists, parents, teachers,
and those responsible for the culture of organizations. It is a book about
what is possible.



Pl |

Self-Esteem:
Basic Principles



Self-Esteem:
The Immune System of
Consciousness

There are realities we cannot avoid. One of them is the importance of
self-esteem.

Regardless of what we do or do not admit, we cannot be indifferent to
our self-evaluation. However, we can run from this knowledge if it makes
us uncomfortable. We can shrug it off, evade it, declare that we are only
interested in “practical” matters, and escape into baseball or the evening
news or the financial pages or a shopping spree or a sexual adventure or
a drink.

Yet self-esteem is a fundamental human need. Its impact requires
neither our understanding nor our consent. It works its way within us
with or without our knowledge. We are free to seek to grasp the dy-
namics of self-esteem or to remain unconscious of them, but in the latter
case we remain a mystery to ourselves and endure the consequences.

Let us look at the role of self-esteem in our lives.

A Preliminary Definition

By “self-esteem” I mean much more than that innate sense of self-
worth that presumably is our human birthright—that spark that psycho-
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therapists and teachers seek to fan in those they work with. That spark is
only the anteroom to self-esteem.

Self-esteem, fully realized, is the experience that we are appropriate to
life and to the requirements of life. More specifically, self-esteem is:

1. confidence in our ability to think, confidence in our ability to cope
with the basic challenges of life; and '

2. confidence in our right to be successful and happy, the feeling of
being worthy, deserving, entitled to assert our needs and wants,
achieve our values, and enjoy the fruits of our efforts.

Later 1 will refine and condense this definition.

I do not share the belief that self-esteem is a gift we have only to claim
(by reciting affirmations, perhaps). On the contrary, its possession over
time represents an achievement. The goal of this book is to examine the
nature and roots of that achievement.

The Basic Pattern

To trust one’s mind and to know that one is worthy of happiness is the
essence of self-esteem.

The power of this conviction about oneself lies in the fact that it is more
than a judgment or a feeling. It is a motivator. It inspires behavior.

In turn, it is directly affected by how we act. Causation flows in
both directions. There is a continuous feedback loop between our ac-
tions in the world and our self-esteem. The level of our self-esteem
influences how we act, and how we act influences the level of our self-
esteem.

To trust one’s mind and to know that one is worthy of
bappiness is the essence of self-esteem.

If 1 trust my mind and judgment, I am more likely to operate as a
thinking being. Exercising my ability to think, bringing appropriate
awareness to my activities, my life works better. This reinforces trust in
my mind. If I distrust my mind, I am more likely to be mentally passive, to
bring less awareness than I need to my activities, and less persistence in
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the face of difficulties. When my actions lead to disappointing or painful
results, I feel justified in distrusting my mind.

With high self-esteem, I am more likely to persist in the face of diffi-
culties. With low self-esteem, I am more likely to give up or go through
the motions of trying without really giving my best. Research shows that
high-self-esteem subjects will persist at a task significantly longer than
low-self-esteem subjects.! If I persevere, the likelihood is that T will
succeed more often than I fail. If I don't, the likelihood is that I will fail
more often than I succeed. Either way, my view of myself will be rein-
forced. .

If I respect myself and require that others deal with me respectfully, I
send out signals and behave in ways that increase the likelihood that
others will respond appropriately. When they do, 1 am reinforced and
confirmed in my initial belief. If I lack self-respect and consequently
accept discourtesy, abuse, or exploitation from others as natural, I
unconsciously transmit this, and some people will treat me at my self-
estimate. When this happens, and I submit to it, my self-respect deterio-
rates still more.

The value of self-esteem lies not merely in the fact that it allows us to
feel better but that it allows us to live better—to respond to challenges
and opportunities more resourcefully and more appropriately.

The Impact of Self-Esteem: General
Observations

The level of our self-esteem has profound consequences for every
aspect of our existence: how we operate in the workplace, how we deal
with people, how high we are likely to rise, how much we are likely to
achieve—and, in the personal realm, with whom we are likely to fall in
love, how we interact with our spouse, children, and friends, what level
of personal happiness we attain.

There are positive correlations between healthy self-esteem and a
variety of other traits that bear directly on our capacity for achievement
and for happiness. Healthy self-esteem correlates with rationality, real-
ism, intuitiveness, creativity, independence, flexibility, ability to manage
change, willingness to admit (and correct) mistakes, benevolence, and
cooperativeness. Poor self-esteem correlates with irrationality, blindness
to reality, rigidity, fear of the new and unfamiliar, inappropriate confor-
mity or inappropriate rebelliousness, defensiveness, overcompliant or
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overcontrolling behavior, and fear of or hostility toward others. We shall
see that there is a logic to these correlations. The implications for sur-
vival, adaptiveness, and personal fulfillment are obvious. Self-esteem is
life supporting and life enhancing.

High self-esteem seeks the challenge and stimulation of worthwhile
and demanding goals. Reaching such goals nurtures good self-esteem.
Low self-esteem seeks the safety of the familiar and undemanding. Con-
fining oneself to the familiar and undemanding serves to weaken self-
esteem.

The more solid our self-esteem, the better equipped we are to cope
with troubles that arise in our personal lives or in our careers; the quicker
we are to pick ourselves up after a fall; the more energy we have to begin
anew. (An extraordinarily high number of successful entrepreneurs have
two or more bankruptcies in their past; failure did not stop them.)

The higher our self-esteem, the more ambitious we tend to be, not
necessarily in a career or financial sense, but in terms of what we hope to
experience in life—emotionally, intellectually, creatively, spiritually.
The lower our self-esteem, the less we aspire to and the less we are likely
to achieve. Either path tends to be self-reinforcing and self-perpetuating.

The higher our self-esteem, the stronger the drive to express ourselves,
reflecting the sense of richness within. The lower our self-esteem, the
more urgent the need to “prove” ourselves—or to forget ourselves by
living mechanically and unconsciously.

The higher our self-esteem, the more open, honest, and appropriate
our communications are likely to be, because we believe our thoughts
have value and therefore we welcome rather than fear clarity. The lower
our self-esteem, the more muddy, evasive, and inappropriate our com-
munications are likely to be, because of uncertainty about our own
thoughts and feelings and/or anxiety about the listener’s response.

The higher our self-esteem, the more disposed we are to form nourish-
ing rather than toxic relationships. The reason is that like is drawn to like,
health is attracted to health. Vitality and expansiveness in others are
naturally more appealing to persons of good self-esteem than are empti-
ness and dependency. ‘

An important principle of human relationships is that we tend to feel
most comfortable, most “at home,” with persons whose self-esteem level
resembles our own. Opposites may attract about some issues, but not
about this one. High-self-esteem individuals tend to be drawn to high-self-
esteem individuals. We do not see a passionate love affair, for example,
between persons at opposite ends of the self-esteem continuﬁm—just as
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we are not likely to see a passionate romance between intelligence and
stupidity. (I am not saying we might never see a “one-night stand,” but
that is another matter. Note I am speaking of passionate love, not a
brief infatuation or sexual episode, which can operate by a different set
of dynamics.) Medium-self-esteem individuals are typically attracted to
medium-self-esteem individuals. Low self-esteem seeks low self-esteem
in others—not consciously, to be sure, but by the logic of that which
leads us to feel we have encountered a “soul mate.” The most disastrous
relationships are those between persons who think poorly of themselves;
the union of two abysses does not produce a height.

We tend to feel most comfortable, most
“at bome,” with persons whose self-esteem level
resembles our own.

The healthier our self-esteem, the more.inclined we are to treat others
with respect, benevolence, goodwill, and fairness—since we do not tend
to perceive them as a threat, and since self-respect is the foundation of
respect for others. With healthy self-esteem, we are not quick to interpret
relationships in malevolent, adversarial terms. We do not approach en-
counters with automatic expectations of rejection, humiliation, treach-
ery, or betrayal. Contrary to the belief that an individualistic orientation
inclines one to antisocial behavior, research shows that a well-developed
sense of personal value and autonomy correlates significantly with kind-
ness, generosity, social cooperation, and a spirit of mutual aid, as is
confirmed, for instance, in A. S. Waterman’s comprehensive review of
the research in The Psychology of Individualism.

And finally, research discloses that high self-esteem is one of the best
predictors of personal happiness, as is discussed in D. G. Meyers’ The
Pursuit of Happiness. Logically enough, low self-esteem correlates with
unhappiness.

Love

It is not difficult to see the importance of self-esteem to success
in the arena of intimate relationships. There is no greater barrier to
romantic happiness than the fear that [ am undeserving of love and
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that my destiny is to be hurt. Such fears give birth to self-fulfilling
prophecies.

If I enjoy a fundamental sense of efficacy and worth, and experience
myself as lovable, then I have a foundation for appreciating and loving
others. The relationship of love feels natural; benevolence and caring
feel natural. I have something to give; I am not trapped in feelings of
deficiency; I have a kind of emotional “surplus” that I can channel into
loving. And happiness does not make me anxious. Confidence in my
competence and worth, and in your ability to see and appreciate it, also
gives birth to self-fulfilling prophecies.

There iIs no greater barrier to romantic bappiness
than the fear that I am undeserving of love and that
my destiny is to be burt.

But if I lack respect for and enjoyment of who I am, [ have very little to
give—except my unfilled needs. In my emotional impoverishment, I
tend to see other people essentially as sources of approval or disap-
proval. I do not appreciate them for who they are in their own right. I see
only what they can or cannot do for me. I am not looking for people
whom I can admire and with whom [ can share the excitement and
adventure of life. I am looking for people who will not condemn me—
and perhaps will be impressed by my persona, the face I present to the
world. My ability to love remains undeveloped. This is one of the reasons
why attempts at relationships so often fail-——not because the vision of
passionate or romantic love is intrinsically irrational, but because the self-
esteem needed to support it is absent.

We have all heard the observation, “If you do not love yourself, you
will be unable to love others.” Less well understood is the other half of
the story. If I do not feel lovable, it is very difficult to believe that anyone
else loves me. If I do not accept myself, how can I accept your love for
me? Your warmth and devotion are confusing: it confounds my self-
concept, since I “know” I am not lovable. Your feeling for me cannot
possibly be real, reliable, or lasting. If I do not feel lovable, your love for
me becomes an effort to fill a sieve, and eventually the effort is likely to
exhaust you.

Even if I consciously disown my feelings of being unlovable, even if I
insist that I am “wonderful,” the poor self-concept remains deep within
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to undermine my attempts at relationships. Unwittingly 1 become a
saboteur of love. .

I attempt love but the foundation of inner security is not there. Instead
there is the secret fear that I am destined only for pain. So I pick someone
who inevitably will reject or abandon me. (In the beginning I pretend I
do not know this, so the drama can be played out.) Or, if I pick someone
with whom happiness might be possible, 1 subvert the relationship by
demanding excessive reassurances, by venting irrational possessiveness,
by making catastrophes of small frictions, by seeking to control through
subservience or domination, by finding ways to reject my partner before
my partner can reject me.

A few vignettes will convey how poor self-esteem shows up in the area
of the intimately personal:

“Why do I always fall for Mr. Wrong?’ a woman in therapy asks me. Her
father abandoned the family when she was seven, and on more than
one occasion her mother had screamed at her, “If you weren’t so much
trouble, maybe your father wouldn't have left us!” As an adult, she
“knows” that her fate is to be abandoned. She “knows” that she does
not deserve love. Yet she longs for a relationship with a man. The
conflict is resolved by selecting men—often married—who clearly do
not care for her in a way that would sustain her for any length of time.
She is proving that her tragic sense of life is justified.

When we “know” we are doomed, we behave in ways to make reality
conform to our “knowledge.” We are anxious when there is dissonance
between our “knowledge” and the perceivable facts. Since our “knowl-
edge” is not to be doubted or questioned, it is the facts that have to be
altered: hence self-sabotage.

A man falls in love, the woman returns his feeling, and they marry. But
nothing she can do is ever enough to make him feel loved for longer
than a moment; he is insatiable. However, she is so committed to him
that she perseveres. When at last she convinces him that she really
loves him and he is no longer able to doubt it, he begins to wonder
whether he set his standards too low. He wonders whether she is really
good enough for him. Eventually he leaves her, falls in love with
another woman, and the dance begins again.

Everyone knows the famous Groucho Marx joke that he would never
join a club that would have him for a member. That is exactly the idea by
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which some low-self-esteem people operate their love life. If you love
me, obviously you are not good enough for me. Only someone who will
reject me is an acceptable object of my devotion.

A woman feels compelled to tell her husband, who adores her, all the
ways in which other women are superior to her. When he does not
agree, she ridicules him. The more passionately he worships her, the
more cruelly she demeans him. Finally she exhausts him, and he walks
out of their marriage. She is hurt and astonished. How could she have
so misjudged him? she wonders. Soon she tells herself, “I always knew
no one could ever truly love me.” She always felt she was unlovable
and now she has proved it.

The tragedy of many people’s lives is that, given a choice between
being “right” and having an opportunity to be happy, they invariably
choose being “right.” That is the one ultimate satisfaction they allow
themselves.

A man “knows” that it is not his destiny to be happy. He feels he does
not deserve to be. (And besides, his happiness might wound his par-
ents, who have never known any happiness of their own.) But when he
finds a woman he admires and who attracts him, and she responds, he
is happy. For a while, he forgets that romantic fulfillment is not his
“story,” not his “life script.” Surrendering to his joy, he temporarily
forgets that it does violence to his self-concept and thus makes him feel
out of alignment with “reality.” Eventually, however, the joy triggers

. anxiety, as it would have to for one who feels misaligned with the way
things really are. To reduce his anxiety, he must reduce his joy. So,
guided unconsciously by the deepest logic of his self-concept, he
begins to destroy the relationship.

Once again we observe the basic pattern of self-destruction: If I
“know” my fate is to be unhappy, I must not allow reality to confuse me
with happiness. It is not I who must adjust to reality, but reality that must
adjust to me and to my “knowledge” of the way things are and are meant
to be.

Note that it is not always necessary to destroy the relationship entirely,
as in the vignettes above. It may be acceptable that the relationship
continue, providing I am not bappy. | may engage in a project called
struggling to be bappy or working on our relationship. 1 may read books
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on the subject, participate in seminars, attend lectures, or enter psycho-
therapy with the announced aim of being happy #n the future. But not
now; not today. The possibility of happiness in the present is too terri-
fyingly immediate.

What is required for many of us, paradoxical though
it may sound, is the courage to tolerate bappiness
without self-sabotage.

“Happiness anxiety” is very common. Happiness can activate internal
voices saying I don’t deserve this, or it will never last, or I'm riding for a
fall, or I'm killing my mother or father by being happier than they ever
were, or life is not like this, or people will be envious and hate me, or
happiness is only an illusion, or nobody else is happy so why should I be?

What is required for many of us, paradoxical though it may sound, is
the courage to toleratehappiness without self-sabotage until such time as
we lose the fear of it and realize that it will not destroy us (and need not
disappear). One day at a time, I will tell clients; see if you can get through
today without doing anything to undermine or subvert your good
feelings—and if you “fall off the wagon,” don’t despair, pull yourself
back and recommit yourself to happiness. Such perseverance is self-
esteem building.

Further, we need to confront those destructive voices, not run from
them; engage them in inner dialogue; challenge them to give their rea-
sons; patiently answer and refute their nonsense—dealing with them as
one might deal with real people; and distinguish them from the voice of
our adult self,

The Workplace

Next, consider workplace examples of behavior inspired by poor self-
esteem:

A man receives a promotion in his company and is swallowed by panic
at the thought of not possibly being able to master the new challenges
and responsibilities. “I'm an impostor! I don't belong here!” he tells
himself. Feeling in advance that he is doomed, he is not motivated to
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give his best. Unconsciously he begins a process of self-sabotage:
coming to meetings underprepared, being harsh with staff one minute
and placating and solicitous the next, clowning at inappropriate mo-
ments, ignoring signals of dissatisfaction from his boss. Predictably, he
is fired. “I knew it was too good to be true,” he tells himself.

If I die by my own hand, at least I am still in control; I spare myself the
anxiety of waiting for destruction from some unknown source. The
anxiety of feeling out of control is unbearable; I must end it any way
I can.

A manager reads a superb idea proposed by a subordinate, feels a
sinking sense of humiliation that the idea did not occur to her, imagines
being overtaken and surpassed by the subordinate—and begins plot-
ting to bury the proposal.

This kind of destructive envy is a product of an impoverished sense of
self. Your achievement threatens to expose my emptiness; the world will
see—worse still, ] will see—how insignificant I am. Generosity toward
the achievements of others is emblematic of self-esteem.

A man meets his new boss—and is dismayed and angered because the
boss is a woman. He feels wounded and diminished in his masculinity.
He fantasizes degrading her sexually—*“putting her in her place.” His
feeling of being threatened shows up as sullen and subtly uncoopera-
tive behavior.

It would be hard to name a more certain sign of poor self-esteem than
the need to perceive some other group as inferior. A man whose notion
of “power” is stuck at the level of “sexual domination” is a man fright-
ened of women, frightened of ability or self-assurance, frightened of /ife.

It would be bard to name a more certain sign of poor
self-esteem than the need to perceive
some other group as inferior:

The head of a research and development lab is informed that the firm
has brought in a brilliant scientist from another company. He imme-
diately translates this to mean that his superiors are dissatisfied with his



SELF-ESTEEM: THE IMMUNE SYSTEM OF CONSCIOUSNESS 13

work, in spite of much evidence to the contrary. He imagines his
authority and status slipping away. He imagines the new man eventu-
ally being appointed head of the department. In a fit of blind rebel-
liousness, he allows his work to deteriorate. When his lapses are gently
pointed out to him, he lashes out defensively—and quits.

When our illusion of self-esteem rests on the fragile support of never
being challenged, when our insecurity finds evidence of rejection
where no rejection exists, then it is only a matter of time. until our
inner bomp explodes. The form of the explosion is self-destructive
behavior—and the fact that one may have an extraordinary intelligence
is no protection. Brilliant people with low self-esteem act against their
interests every day.

An auditor from an independent accounting firm meets with the CEO
of the client organization. He knows he needs to tell this man some
news he will not want to hear. Unconsciously he fantasizes being in the
presence of his intimidating father—and stutters and stammers and
does not communicate one third of what he had intended. His hunger
for this CEQ’s approval, or the wish to avoid his disapproval, over-
whelms his professional judgment. Later, after putting into his written
report all the things he should have said to the CEO in person before
the report was released, ‘when remedial action might still have been
possible, he sits in his office, trembling with anxiety, anticipating the
CEO’s reaction.

When we are moved primarily by fear, sooner or later we precipitate
the very calamity we dread. If we fear condemnation, we behave in ways
that ultimately elicit disapproval. If we fear anger, eventually we make
people angry.

A woman who is new to the marketing department of her firm gets
what she believes is a brilliant idea. She imagines putting it on paper,
marshaling arguments to support it, working toward getting it to the
person with authority to act. Then an inner voice whispers, “Who are
you to have good ideas? Don’t make yourself conspicuous. Do you
want people to laugh at you?" She imagines the'angry face of her
mother, who had always been jealous of her intelligence; the wounded
face of her father, who had been threatened by it. Within a few days she
can barely remember what the idea was.
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When we doubt our minds, we tend to discount its products. If we fear
intellectual self-assertiveness, perhaps associating it with loss of love, we
mute our intelligence. We dread being visible; so we make ourselves
invisible, then suffer because no one sees us.

He is a boss who always has to be right. He takes pleasure in emphasiz-
ing his superiority. In encounters with staff, he cannot hear a sugges-
tion without the urge to “massage it into something bettet,” something
that “puts my stamp on it.” “Why aren’t my people more innovative?”
he likes to say. “Why can't they be more creative?” But he also likes to
say, “There’s only one king of the jungle” or, in more restrained
moments, “But someone has to lead the organization.” With a pretense
at regret he will sometimes declare, “I can’t help it—I have a big ego.”
The truth is, he has a small one, but his energies are invested in never
knowing that.

Once again we note that poor self-esteem can show up as lack of
generosity toward the contributions of others or a tendency to fear their
ability—and, in the case of a leader or manager, an inability to elicit their
best from people.

The point of such stories is certainly not to condemn or ridicule those
who suffer from poor self-esteem but to alert us to the power of self-
esteem in influencing our responses. Problems such as I am describing
can all be reversed. But the first step is to appreciate the dynamics
involved.

Self-Fulfilling Prophecies

Self-esteem creates a set of implicit expectations about what is possible
and appropriate to us. These expectations tend to generate the actions
that turn them into realities. And the realities confirm and strengthen the
original beliefs. Self-esteem—high or low—tends to be a generator of
self-fulfilling prophecies.

Such expectations may exist in the mind as subconscious or semi-
conscious visions of our future. Educational psychologist E. Paul Tor-
rance, commenting on the accumulating scientific evidence that our
implicit assumptions about the future powerfully affect motivation,
writes, “In fact, a person’s image of the future may be a better predictor of
future attainment than his past performances.”2 What we make an effort
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to learn and what we achieve is based, at least in part, on what we think is
possible and appropriate to us.

Self-esteem —bigh or low—tends to be a generator
of self-fulfilling propbecies.

While an inadequate self-esteem can severely limit an individual’s aspi-
rations and accomplishments, the consequences of the problem need not
be so obvious. Sometimes the consequences show up in more indirect
ways. The time bomb of a poor self-concept may tick silently for years
while an individual, driven by a passion for success and exercising genu-
ine ability, may rise higher and higher in his profession. Then, without real
necessity, he starts cutting corners, morally or legally, in his eagerness to
provide more lavish demonstrations of his mastery. Then he commits
more flagrant offenses still, telling himself that he is “beyorid good and
evil,” as if challenging the Fates to bring him down. Only at the end, when
his life and career explode in disgrace and ruin, can we see for how many
years he has been moving relentlessly toward the final act of an uncon-
scious life script he may have begun writing at the age of three. It is not
difficult to think of well-publicized figures who might fit this description.

Self-concept is destiny. Or, more precisely, it tends to be. Our self-
concept is who and what we consciously and subconsciously think we
are—our physical and psychological traits, our assets and liabilities,
possibilities and limitations, strengths and weaknesses. A self-concept
contains or includes our level of self-esteem, but is more global. We
cannot understand a person’s behavior without understanding the self-
concept behind it.

In less spectacular ways than in the story above, people sabotage
themselves at the height of their success all the time. They do so when
success clashes with their implicit beliefs about what is appropriate to
them. It is frightening to be flung beyond the limits of one’s idea of who
one is. If a self-concept cannot accommodate a given level of success,
and if the self-concept does not change, it is predictable that the person
will find ways to self-sabotage.

Here are examples from my psychotherapy practice:

“I was on the verge of getting the biggest commission of my career,” an
architect says, “and my anxiety shot through the roof—because this
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project would have lifted me to a level of fame beyond anything I could
have handled. I hadn't taken a drink in three years. So I told myself it
was safe to have one drink—to celebrate. I ended up smashed, in-
sulted the people who would have given me= the assignment, lost it of
course, and my partner was so enraged he quit on me. I was devas-
tated, but I was back in ‘safe territory’ again, struggling to rise but not
yet breaking through. I'm comfortable there.”

“I was determined,” says a woman who owns a small chain of bou-
tiques, “not to be stopped by my husband or anyone else. I did not fault
my husband because he earned less than I did, and I would not allow
him to fault me for earning more than he did. But there was this voice
inside saying I was not supposed to be this successful—no woman
was. [ didn't deserve it—no woman could. I became careless. Ne-
glected important phone calls. Became irritable with staff—and cus-
tomers. And kept getting angrier and angrier with my husband, without
ever naming the real issue. After a particularly bad fight with him, I was
having lunch with one of our buyers, and something she said set me
off, and there was this great big blowup, right there in the restaurant. I
lost the account. I began making inexcusable mistakes. . . . Now, three
years and a lot of nightmares later, I'm trying to build the business back
up again.” '

“] was in line for a promotion I had wanted for a long time,” says an
executive. “My life was in perfect order. A good marriage; healthy kids
doing well in school. And it had been years since I'd fooled around
with another woman. If there was a problem, it was only that I really
wanted more’money, and now [ seemed all set to get it. It was anxiety
that tipped me over. I woke up in the middle of the night, wondering if I
‘were having a heart attack, but the doctor said it was just anxiety. Why
it came, who knows? Sometimes I feel I'm just not meant to be too
happy. It feels wrong. [ don't think I've ever felt I deserved it. Whatever
it was, the anxiety kept building, and one day, at an cffice party, I came
on to the wife of one of my bosses—stupidly and clumsily. It’s a
miracle I wasn't fired; when she told her husband, I expected to be. 1
didn’t get the promotion, and the anxiety died down.”

What is the common element in these stories? Happiness anxiety;
success anxiety. The dread and disorientation that persons with poor
self-esteem experience when life goes well in ways that conflict with
their deepest view of themselves and of what is appropriate to them.
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Regardless of the context in which self-destructive behavior occurs, or
the form it takes, the motor of such behavior is the same: poor self-
esteem. It is poor self-esteem that places us in an adversarial relationship
to our well-being.

Self-Esteem as a Basic Need

If the power of self-esteem derives from the fact that it is a profound
need, what precisely is a need?

A need is that which is required for our effective functioning. We do
not merely want food and water, we need them; without them, we die.
However, we have other nutritional needs, such as for calcium, whose
impact is less direct and dramatic. In some regions in Mexico the soil
contains no calcium; the inhabitants of these regions do not perish
outright, but their growth is stunted, they are generally debilitated, and
they are prey to many diseases to which the lack of calcium makes them
highly susceptible. They are impaired in their ability to function.

Self-esteem is a need analogous to calcium, rather than to food or
water. Lacking it to a serious degree, we do not necessarily die, but we
are impaired in our ability to function.

To say that self-esteem is a need is to say:

That it makes an essential contribution to the life process.
L]
That it is indispensable to normal and healthy development.

That it has survival value.

We should note that sometimes lack of self-esteem does eventuate in
death in fairly direct ways—for example, by a drug overdose, defiantly
reckless driving of an automobile, remaining with a murderously abusive
spouse, participating in gang wars, or suicide. However, for most of us
the consequences of poor self-esteem are subtler, less direct, more cir-
cuitous. We may need a good deal of reflection and self-examination to
appreciate how our deepest view of ourselves shows up in the ten
thousand choices that add up to our destiny.

An inadequate self-esteem may reveal itself in a bad choice of mate, a
marriage that brings only frustration, a career that never goes anywhere,
aspirations that are somehow always sabotaged, promising ideas that die
stillborn, a mysterious inability to enjoy successes, destructive eating and
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living habits, dreams that are never fulfilled, chronic anxiety or depres-
sion, persistently low resistance to illness, overdependence on drugs, an
insatiable hunger for love and approval, children who learn nothing of
self-respect or the joy of being. In brief, a life that feels like a long string of
defeats, for which the only consolation, perhaps, is that sad mantra, “So
who’s happy?”

When self-esteem is low, our resilience in the face of life’s adversities is
diminished. We crumble before vicissitudes that a healthier sense of self
could vanquish. We are far more likely to succumb to a tragic sense of our
existence and to feelings of impotence. We tend to be more influenced by
the desire to avoid pain than to experience joy. Negatives have more
power over us than positives. If we do not believe in ourselves—neither
in our efficacy nor in our goodness—the universe is a frightening place.

High-self-esteem people can surely be knocked down
by an excess of troubles, but they are quicker
to pick themselves up again.

For this reason I have come to think of positive self-esteem as, in effect,
the immune system of consciousness, providing resistance, strength, and
a capacity for regeneration. Just as a healthy immune system does not
guarantee that one will never become ill, but makes one less vulnerable
to disease and better equipped to overcome it, so a healthy self-esteem
does not guarantee that one will never suffer anxiety or depression in the
face of life’s difficulties, but makes one less susceptible and better
equipped to cope, rebound, and transcend. High-self-esteem people can
surely be knocked down by an excess of troubles, but they are quicker to
pick themselves up again.

That self-esteem has more to deal with resilience than with imper- -
viousness to suffering needs be emphasized. I am reminded of an experi-
ence some years ago while writing Honoring the Self. For reasons that are
irrelevant here, I had great difficulty in the writing of that book; while I
am happy with the final result, it did not come easily. There was one
week that was very bad; nothing my brain produced was right. One
afternoon my publisher dropped by for a visit. I was feeling tired, de-
pressed, and a bit irritable. Sitting opposite him in my living room, I
remarked, “This is one of those days when I ask myself whatever made
me imagine I know how to write a book. Whatever made me think I
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know anything about self-esteem? Whatever made me think I had any-
thing to contribute to psychology?” Just what a publisher likes to hear
from his author. As I had written six books by then and been lecturing on
self-esteem for many years, he was understandably dismayed. “What?”
he exclaimed. “Natbhaniel Brander has such feelings?” The expression of
disorientation and astonishment on his face was comical—so much so
that 1 burst out laughing. “Well, of course,” 1 answered. “The only
distinction I'll claim is that I have a sense of humor about it. And that I
know these feelings will pass. And that whatever I think, say, or feel this
week, I know that in the end the book will be good.”

Too Much Self-Esteem?

The question is sometimes asked, “Is it possible to have too much self-
esteem?”’ No, it is not; no more than it is possible to have too much
physical health or too powerful an immune system. Sometimes self-
esteem is confused with boasting or bragging or arrogance; but such
traits reflect not too much self-esteem, but too little; they reflect a lack of
self-esteem. Persons of high self-esteem are not driven to make them-
selves superior to others; they do not seek to prove their value by
measuring themselves against a comparative standard. Their joy is in
being who they are, not in being better than someone else. I recall
reflecting on this issue one day while watching my dog playing in the
backyard. She was running about, sniffing flowers, chasing squitrels,
leaping into the air, showing great joy in being alive (from my anthro-
pomorphic perspective). She was not thinking (I am sure) that she was
more glad to be alive than was the dog next door. She was simply
delighting in her own existence. That image captures something essential
of how I understand the experience of healthy self-esteem.

People with troubled self-esteem are often uncomfortable in the pres-
ence of those with higher self-esteem and may feel resentful and declare,
“They have too much self-esteem.” But what they are really making is a
statement about themselves.

Insecure men, for instance, often feel more insecure in the presence of
self-confident women. Low-self-esteem individuals often feel irritable in
the presence of people who are enthusiastic about life. If one partnerin a
marriage whose self-esteem is deteriorating sees that the partner’s self-
esteem is growing, the response is sometimes anxiety and an attempt to
sabotage the growth process.
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The sad truth is, whoever is successful in this world runs the risk of
being a target. People of low achievement often envy and resent people
of high achievement. Those who are unhappy often envy and resent
those who are happy.

And those of low self-esteem sometimes like to talk about the danger
of having “too much self-esteem.”

When Nothing Is “Enough”

As 1 observed above, a poor self-esteem does not mean that we will
necessarily be incapable of achieving any real values. Some, of us may
have the talent, energy, and drive to achieve a great deal, in spite of
feelings of inadequacy or unworthiness—like the highly productive
workaholic who is driven to prove his worth to, say, a father who
predicted he would always be a loser. But it does mean that we will be
less effective and less creative than we have the power to be; and it
means that we will be crippled in our ability to find joy in our achieve-
ments. Nothing we do will ever feel like “enough.”

If my aim is to prove I am “enough,” the profect goes
on to infinity— because the battle was already lost on
the day I conceded the issue was debatable.

While poor self-esteem often undercuts the capacity for real accom-
plishment, even among the most talented, it does not necessarily do so.
What is far more certain is that it undercuts the capacity for satisfaction.
This is a painful reality well known to many high achievers. “Why,” a
brilliantly successful businessman said to me, “is the pain of my failures
so much more intense and lasting than the pleasure of my successes,
even though there have been so many more successes than failures? Why
is happiness so fleeting and mortification so enduring?” A few minutes
later he added, “In my mind I see the face of my father mocking me.” The
subconscious mission of his life, he came to realize, was not to express
who he was but to show his father (now deceased for over a decade) that
he could amount to something.

When we have unconflicted self-esteem, joy is our motor, not fear. It is
happiness that we wish to experience, not suffering that we wish to
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avoid. Our purpose is self-expression, not self-avoidance or seif-
justification. Our motive is not to “prove” our worth but to live our
possibilities.

If my aim is to prove I am “enough,” the project goes on to infinity—
because the battle was already lost on the day I conceded the issue was
debatable. So it is always “one more” victory—one more promotion, one
more sexual conquest, one more company, one more piece of jewelry, a
larger house, a more expensive car, another award—yet the void within
remains unfilled.

In today’s culture some frustrated people who hit this impasse an-
nounce that they have decided to pursue a “spiritual” path and renounce
their egos. This enterprise is doomed to failure. An ego, in the mature and
healthy sense, is precisely what they have failed to attain. They dream of
giving away what they do not possess. No one can successfully bypass
the need for self-esteem.

A Word of Caution

If one error is to deny the importance of self-esteem, another is to
claim too much for it. In their enthusiasm, some writers today seem to
suggest that a healthy sense of self-value is all we need to assure happi-
ness and success. The matter is more complex than that. Self-esteem is
not an all-purpose panacea. Aside from the question of the external
circumstances and opportunities that may exist for us, a number of
internal factors clearly can have an impact—such as energy level, intel-
ligence, and achievement drive. (Contrary to what we sometimes hear,
this last is not correlated with self-esteem in any simple or direct way, in
that such a drive can be powered by negative motivation as well as by
positive, as, for example, when one is propelled by fear of losing love or
status rather than by the joy of self-expression.) A well-developed sense
of self is a necessary condition of our well-being but not a sufficient
condition. Its presence does not guarantee fulfillment, but its lack guar-
antees some measure of anxiety, frustration, or despair.*

Self-esteem is not a substitute for a roof over one’s head or food in

* One difficulty with much of the research concerning the impact of self-esteem, as I said in the
Introduction, is that different researchers use different definitions of the term and are not
necessarily measuring or reporting on the same phenomenon. Another difficulty is that self-
esteem does not operate in a vacuum; it can be hard to track in isolation; it interacts with other
forces in the personality.
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one’s stomach, but it increases the likelihood that one will find a way to
meet such needs. Self-esteem is not a substitute for the knowledge and
skills one needs to operate effectively in the world, but it increases the
likelihood that one will acquire them.

In Abraham Maslow’s famous “hierarchy of needs,” he places self-
esteem “above” (that is, as coming after) core survival needs such as for
food and water, and there is one obvious sense in which this is valid. At
the same time, it is a misleading oversimplification. People sometimes
relinquish life itself in the name of issues crucial to their self-esteem. And
surely his belief that being “accepted” is a more basic need than self-
esteem must also be challenged.?

Self-esteem is not a substitute for a roof over one’s
bead or food in one’s stomach, but it increases
the likelibood that one will find a way
to meet such needs.

The basic fact remains that self-esteem is an urgent need. It proclaims
itself as such by virtue of the fact that its (relative) absence impairs our
ability to function. This is why we say it has survival value.

The Challenges of the Modern World

The survival value of self-esteem is especially evident today. We have
reached a moment in history when self-esteem, which has always beena
supremely important psychological need, has also become a supremely
important economic need—the attribute imperative for adaptiveness to
an increasingly complex, challenging, and competitive world.

In the past two or three decades, extraordinary developments have
occurred in the American and global economies. The United States has
shifted from a manufacturing society to an information society. We have
witnessed the transition from physical labor to mind work as the domi-
nant employee activity. We now live in a global economy characterized
by rapid change, accelerating scientific and technological break-
throughs, and an unprecedented level of competitiveness. These devel-
opments create demands for higher levels of education and training
than were required of previous generations. Everyone acquainted with
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business culture knows this. What is not understood is that these devel-
opments also create new demands on our psychological resources.
Specifically, these developments ask for a greater capacity for innova-
tion, self-management, personal responsibility, and self-direction. This
is not just asked at the top. It is asked at every level of a business
enterprise, from senior management to first-line supervisors and even
to entry-level personnel.

We bave reached a moment in bistory when self-
esteem, which bas always been a supremely
important psychological need, bas also become
a supremely i}nportant economic need.

As an example of how the world has changed, here is Fortune maga-
zine's description of the position of manufacturing production operator
at Motorola, an entry-level job: “Analyze computer reports and identify
problems through experiments and statistical process control. Communi-
cate manufacturing performance metrics to management, and under-
stand the company’s competitive position.”4

A modern business can no longer be run by a few people who think
and many people who do what they are told (the traditional military,
command-and-control model). Today, organizations need not only an
unprecedentedly higher level of knowledge and skill among all those
who participate but also a higher level of independence, self-reliance,
self-trust, and the capacity to exercise initiative—in a word, self-esteem.
This means that persons with a decent level of self-esteem are now
needed economically in large numbers. Historically, this is a new phe-
nomenon.

The challenge extends further than the world of business. We are freer
than any generation before us to choose our own religion, philosophy, or
moral code; to adopt our own life-style; to select our own criteria for the
good life. We no longer have unquestioning faith in “tradition.” We no
longer believe that government will lead us to salvation—nor church,
nor labor unions, nor big organizations of any kind. No one is coming to
rescue us, not in any aspect of life. We are thrown on our own resources.

We have more choices and options than ever before in every area.
Frontiers of limitless possibilities now face us in whatever direction we
look. To be adaptive in such an environment, to cope appropriately, we
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have a greater need for personal autonomy—Dbecause there is no widely
accepted code of rules and rituals to spare us the challenge of individual
decision making. We need to know who we are and to be centered
within ourselves. We need to know what matters to us; otherwise it is
easy to be swept up and swept along by alien values, pursuing goals that
do not nourish who we really are. We must learn to think for ourselves, to
cultivate our own resources, and to take responsibility for the choices,
values, and actions that shape our lives. We need reality-based self-trust
and self-reliance.

The greater the number of choices and decisions we need to make at a
conscious level, the more urgent our need for self-esteem.

In response to the economic and cultural developments of the past few
decades, we are witnessing a reawakening of the American self-help
tradition, a great proliferation of mutual-aid groups of every kind, private
networks to serve any number of different needs and purposes, a grow-
ing emphasis on “learning as a way of life,” a new emphasis on self-
reliance that expresses itself, for instance, in an attitude of greater
personal responsibility for health care and an increasing tendency to
question authority.

If we lack adequate self-esteem, the amount of choice
offered to us today can be frightening.

The entrepreneurial spirit has been stimulated not only in business but
also in our personal lives. Intellectually, we are all challenged to be
“entrepreneurs”’—to produce new meanings and values. We have been
flung into what T. George Harris has called “the era of conscious
choice.”> The choice of this religion or that religion or none. The choice
to marry or simply to live together. To have children or not to. To work
for an organization or for oneself. To enter any one of a thousand new
careers that did not even exist a few decades ago. To live in the city, the
suburbs, or the country—or to move abroad. On a simpler level, there
are unprecedented choices in clothing styles, foods, automobiles, new
products of every kind—all demanding that we make a decision.

If we lack adequate self-esteem, the amount of choice offered to us
today can be frightening, something like the anxiety of a Soviet citizen on
first encountering an American supermarket. And just as some visitors
elected to run back to the “security” of a dictatorship, some of us seek
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escape in the “security” of cults, or religious fundamentalism, or “cor-
rect” political, social, or cultural subgroups, or brain-destroying sub-
stances. Neither our upbringing nor our education may have adequately
prepared us for a world with so many options and challenges. This is why
the issue of self-esteem has become so urgent.
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The Meaning of Self-Esteem

Self-esteem has two interrelated components. One is a sense of basic
confidence in the face of life’s challenges: self-efficacy. The other is a
sense of being worthy of happiness: self-respect.

I do not mean to imply that a person of high or healthy self-esteem
consciously thinks in terms of these components, but rather that if
we look closely at the experience of self-esteem, we inescapably find
them.

Self-efficacy means confidence in the functioning of my mind, in my
ability to think, understand, learn, choose, and make decisions; confi-
dence in my ability to understand the facts of reality that fall within the
sphere of my interests and needs; self-trust; self-reliance.

Self-respect means assurance of my value; an affirmative attitude to-
ward my right to live and to be happy; comfort in appropriately asserting
my thoughts, wants, and needs; the feeling that joy and fulfillment are my
natural birthright.

We will need to consider these two ideas in more detail, but for the
moment consider the following: If an individual felt inadequate to face
the challenges of life, if an individual lacked fundamental self-trust,
confidence in his or her mind, we would recognize a self-esteem defi-
ciency, no matter what other assets he or she possessed. Or, if an
individual lacked a basic sense of self-respect, felt unworthy or undeserv-
ing of the love or respect of others, unentitled to happiness, fearful of
asserting thoughts, wants, or needs—again we would recognize a self-
esteem deficiency, no matter what other positive attributes he or she
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exhibited. Self-efficacy and self-respect are the dual pillars of healthy
self-esteem; absent either one, self-esteem is impaired. They are the
defining characteristics of the term because of their fundamentality. They
represent not derivative or secondary meanings of self-esteem but its
essence.

The experience of self-efficacy generates the sense of control over
one’s life that we associate with psychological well-being, the sense of
being at the vital center of one’s existence—as contrasted with being a
passive spectator and a victim of events.

‘The experience of self-respect makes possible a benevolent, non-
neurotic sense of community with other individuals, the fellowship of
independence and mutual regard—as contrasted with either alienated
estrangement from the human race, on the one hand, or mindless sub-
mergence into the tribe, on the other.

Within a given person, there will be inevitable fluctuations in self-
esteem levels, much as there are fluctuations in all psychological states.
We need to think in terms of a person’s average level of self-esteem. While
we sometimes speak of self-esteem as a conviction about oneself, it is
more accurate to speak of a disposition to experience oneself a particular
way. What way?

To sum up in a formal definition: Self-esteem is the disposition to
experience oneself as competent to cope with the basic challenges of life
and as worthy of bappiness.

Note that this definition does not specify the childhood environmental
influences that support healthy self-esteem (physical safety, nurturing,
and so forth); nor the later internal generators (the practice of living
consciously, self-acceptingly, self-responsibly, and so on); nor emotional
or behavioral consequences (compassion, willingness to be accountable,
openness to new experience, and the like). 1t merely identifies what the
self-evaluation concerns and consists of.

In Part III, Chapter 17, we will examine the idea of self-esteem in the
context of culture, but for the moment let me stress one point. The
concept of “competence” as used in my definition is metaphysical, not
“Western.” That is, it pertains to the very nature of things—to our funda-
mental refationship to reality. It is not the product of a particular cultural
“value bias.” There is no society on earth, no society even conceivable,
whose members do not face the challenges of fulfilling their needs—
who do not face the challenges of appropriate adaptation to nature and
to the world of human beings. The idea of efficacy in this fundamental
sense is not, as I have heard suggested, a “Western artifact.” I believe this
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will become still clearer when we explore in depth what self-efficacy and
self-respect mean and entail.

It would be unwise to dismiss definitions as “mere semantics” or a
concern with exactitude as pedantry. The value of a precise definition is
that it allows us to distinguish a particular aspect of reality from all others
so that we can think about it and work with it with clarity and focus. If we
wish to know what self-esteem depends on, how to nurture it in our
children, support it in schools, encourage it in organizations, strengthen
it in psychotherapy, or develop it in ourselves, we need to know what
precisely we are aiming at. We are unlikely to bit a target we cannot see.
If our idea of self-esteem is vague, the means we adopt will reflect this
vagueness. If our enthusiasm for self-esteem is not matched by appropri-
ate intellectual rigor, we run the risk not only of failing to produce
worthwhile results but also of discrediting the field.

To bave bigh self-esteem is to feel confidently
appropriate to life.

Am I suggesting that the definition of self-esteem I offer is written in
stone and can never be improved on? Not at all. Definitions are contex-
tual; they relate to a given level of knowledge; as knowledge grows,
definitions tend to become more precise. I may find a better, clearer,
more exact way to capture the essence of the concept during my lifetime.
Or someone else may. But within the context of the knowledge we now
possess, 1 can think of no alternative formulation that identifies with
more precision the unique aspect of human experience we are exploring
in this book.

To have high self-esteem, then, is to feel confidently appropriate to
life, that is, competent and worthy in the sense [ have indicated. To have
low self-esteem is to feel inappropriate to life; wrong, not about this issue
or that, but wrong as a person. To have average self-esteem is to fluctuate
between feeling appropriate and inappropriate, right and wrong as a
person; and to manifest these inconsistencies in behavior, sometimes
acting wisely, sometimes acting foolishly—thereby reinforcing the un-
certainty about who one is at one's core.
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The Root of Our Need for Self-Esteem

We saw in the previous chapter that self-esteem is a basic need. But
why is this so? We cannot fully understand the meaning of self-esteem
apart from understanding what about us as a species gives rise to such a
need. (I have the impression that this question has been almost entirely
neglected.) This discussion, then, is intended to illuminate further what
self-esteem ultimately means.

The question of the efficacy of their consciousness or the worthiness of
their beings does not exist for lower animals. But human beings wonder:
Can [ trust my mind? Am I competent to think? Am I adequate? Am I
enough? Am I a good person? Do I have integrity, that is, is there
congruence between my ideals and my practice? Am I worthy of respect,
love, success, happiness?

Our need for self-esteem is the result of two basic facts, both intrinsic
to our species. The first is that we depend for our survival and our
successful mastery of the environment on the appropriate use of our
consciousness; our life and well-being depend on our ability to think.
The second is that the right use of our consciousness is not automatic, is
not “wired in” by nature. In the regulating of its activity, there is a crucial
element of choice—therefore, of personal responsibility.

Like every other species capable of awareness, we depend for our
survival and well-being on the guidance of our distinctive form of con-
sciousness, the form uniquely human, our conceptual faculty—the fac-
ulty of abstraction, generalization, and integration: our mind.

The right use of our consciousness is not
automatic, s not “wired in” by nature.

Our human essence is our ability to reason, which means to grasp
relationships. It is on this ability—ultimately—that our life depends.
Think of what it took to bring to your table the food you ate today; to

" produce the clothes you are wearing; to build the home that protects you
from the elements; to build the industry in which you earn your living; to
give you the experience of a great symphony in your living room; to
develop the medicines that restore your health; to create the light by
which you may now be reading. All that is the product of mind.

Mind is more than immediate explicit awareness. It is a complex
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architecture of structures and processes. It includes more than the verbal,
linear, analytic processes popularly if misleadingly described sometimes
as “lefi-brain” activity. It includes the totality of mental life, including the
subconscious, the intuitive, the symbolic, all that which sometimes is
associated with the “right brain.” Mind is all that by means of which we
reach out to and apprehend the world.

To learn to grow food, to construct a bridge, to harness electricity, to
grasp the healing possibilities of some substance, to allocate resources so
as to maximize productivity, to see wealth-producing possibilities where
they had not been seen before, to conduct a scientific experiment, to
create—all require a process of thought. To respond appropriately to the
complaints of a child or a spouse, to recognize that there is a disparity
between our behavior and our professed feelings, to discover how to
deal with hurt and anger in ways that will heal rather than destroy—all
require a process of thought. Even to know when to abandon conscious
efforts at problem solving and turn the task over to the subconscious, to
know when to allow conscious thinking to stop or when to attend more
closely to feelings or intuition (subconscious perceptions or integrations)
require a process of thought, a process of rational connection.

We are the one species that can formulate
a vision of what values are worth pursuing —
and then pursue tbe opposite.

The problem and the challenge is that, although thinking is a necessity
of successful existence, we are not programmed to think automatically.
We have a choice.

We are not responsible for controlling the activities of our heart, lungs,
liver, or kidneys; they are all part of the body’s self-regulating system
(although we are beginning to learn that some measure of control of
these activities may be possible). Nor are we obliged to supervise the
homeostatic processes by which, for instance, a constant temperature is
maintained. Nature has designed the organs and systems of our bodies to
function automatically in the service of our life without our volitional
intervention. But our minds operate differently.

Our minds do not pump knowledge as our hearts pump blood, when
and as needed. Our minds do not automatically guide us to act on our
best, most rational and informed understanding, even when such under-
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standing would clearly be beneficial. We do not begin to think “instinc-
tively” merely because nonthinking, in a given situation, would be dan-
gerous to us. Consciousness does not “reflexively” expand in the face of
the new and unfamiliar; sometimes we contract it instead. Nature bas
given us an extraordinary responsibility: the option of turning the
searchlight of consciousness brighter or dimmer. This is the option of
seeking awareness or not bothering to seek it or actively avoiding it. The
option of thinking or not thinking. This is the root of our freedom and our
responsibility. '

We are the one species that can formulate a vision of what values are
worth pursuing—and then pursue the opposite. We can decide that a
given course of action is rational, moral, and wise—and then suspend
consciousness and proceed to do something else. We are able to monitor
our behavior and ask if it is consistent with our knowledge, convictions,
and ideals—and we are also able to evade asking that question. The
option of thinking or not thinking.

Our free will pertains to the choice we make about the operation of our
consciousness in any given situation—to focus it with the aim of expand-
ing awareness or unfocus it with the aim of avoiding awareness. The
choices we make concerning the operations of our consciousness have
enormous ramifications for our life in general and our self-esteem in
particular.

Consider the impact on our life and on our sense of self entailed by the
following options:

Focusing versus nonfocusing.

Thinking versus nonthinking.

Awareness versus unawareness.

Clarity versus obscurity or vagueness.
Respect for reality versus avoidance of reality.
Respect for facts versus indifference to facts.
Respect for truth versus rejection of truth.

Perseverance in the effort to understand versus abandonment of the
effort.

Loyalty in action to our professed convictions versus disloyalty—the
issue of integrity.

Honesty with self versus dishonesty.



3¢ SELF-ESTEEM: BASIC PRINCIPLES

Self-confrontation versus self-avoidance.
Receptivity to new knowledge versus closed-mindedness.
Willingness to see and correct efrors versus perseverance in error.

Concern with congruence (consistency) versus disregard of contradic-
tions.

Reason versus irrationalism; respect for logic, consistency, coherence,
and evidence versus disregard or defiance of these.

Loyalty to the responsibility of consciousness versus betrayal of that
responsibility.

If one wishes to understand what self-esteem depends on, this list is a
good place to begin.

No one could seriously suggest that our sense of our competence to
cope with the challenge of life or our sense of our goodness could remain
unaffected over time by the pattern of our choices in regard to the above
options.

A disservice is done to people if they are offered “feel
good” notions of self-esteem that divorce it
Jrom questions of consciousness, responstbility,
and moral choice.

The point is not that our self-esteem *“should” be affected by the
choices we make but rather that by our natures it must be affected. If we
develop habit patterns that cripple or incapacitate us for effective func-
tioning and that cause us to distrust ourselves, it would be irrational to
suggest that we “should” go on feeling just as efficacious and worthy as
we would feel if our choices had been better. This would imply that our
actions have or should have nothing to do with how we feel about
ourselves. It is one thing to caution against identifying oneself with a
particular behavior; it is another to assert that there should be 7o connec-
tion between self-assessment and behavior. A disservice is done to peo-
ple if they are offered “feel good” notions of self-esteem that divorce it
from questions of consciousness, responsibility, and moral choice. There
is great joy in self-esteem, and often joy in the process of building or
strengthening it, but this should not obscure the fact that more is required
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than blowing oneself a kiss in the mirror (or numerous other strategies
that have been proposed, of equal profundity).

The level of our self-esteem is not set once and for all in childhood. It
can grow as we mature, or it can deteriorate. There are people whose
self-esteem was higher at the age of ten than at the age of sixty, and the
reverse is also true. Self-esteem can rise and fall and rise again over the
course of a lifetime. Mine certainly has.

I can think back over my history and observe changes in the level of
my self-esteem that reflect choices I made in the face of particular
challenges. I can recall instances when I made choices I am proud of and
others I bitterly regret—choices that strengthened my self-esteem and
others that lowered it. We all can.

With regard to choices that lower self-esteem, I think of times when
(never mind the “reasons”) I was unwilling to see what I saw and know
what I knew—times when I needed to raise awareness and instead 1
lowered it; when I needed to examine my feelings and instead I dis-
owned them; when I needed to announce a truth and instead I clung to
silence; when I needed to walk away from a relationship that was
harming me and instead I struggled to preserve it; when I needed to
stand up for my deepest feelings and assert my deepest needs and
instead I waited for a miracle to deliver me.

Any time we have to act, to face a challenge, to make a moral decision,
we affect our feelings about ourselves for good or bad—depending on
the nature of our response and the mental processes behind it. And if we
avoid action and decisions in spite of their obvious necessity, that, too,
affects our sense of self.

Our need for self-esteem is the need to know we are functioning as our
life and well-being require.

Competence

I have given the name self-efficacyto that experience of basic power or
competence that we associate with healthy self-esteem, and self-respect
to the experience of dignity and personal worth. While their meaning is
clear in a general way, I want to examine them more closely.

First, self-efficacy.

To be efficacious (in the basic, dictionary sense) is to be capable of
producing a desired result. Confidence in our basic efficacy is confidence
in our ability to learn what we needto learn and do what we need to do in
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order to achieve our goals, insofar as success depends on our own efforts.
Rationally we do not judge our competence, in the sense meant here, by
factors outside our control. The experience of self-efficacy does not
require omniscience or omnipotence.

Self-efficacy is not the conviction that we can never make an error. It is
the conviction that we are able to think, to judge, to know-—and to
correct our errors. It is trust in our mental processes and abilities.

Self-efficacy is not the certainty that we will be able to master any and
every challenge that life presents. It is the conviction that we are capable
in principle of learning what we need to learn and that we are committed
to doing our rational and conscientious best to master the tasks and
challenges entailed by our values.

Self-efficacy is deeper than confidence in our specific knowledge and
skills, based on past successes and accomplishments, although it is
clearly nurtured by them. It is confidence in what made it possible for us
to acquire knowledge and skills and to achieve successes. It is confi-
dence in our ability to think, in our consciousness and how we choose to
use it. Again, trust in our processes—and, as a consequence, a disposi-
tion to expect success for our efforts.

To be lacking in the experience of self-efficacy, to anticipate defeat
rather than victory, is to be interrupted or undermined or paralyzed (to
varying degrees) in our efforts to cope with the tasks and challenges life
presents to us. “Who am I to think? Who am I to master challenges? Who
am I to choose—decide—leave the comfort of the familiar—persevere
in the face of obstacles—fight for my values?”

In a world in which the total of buman knowledge is
doubling about every ten years, our security
can rest only on our ability to learn.

As far as our upbringing is concerned, one of the roots of self-efficacy
is a home environment that is sufficiently sane, rational, and predictable
as to allow us to believe understanding is possible and that thinking is not
futile. As far as our own actions are concerned, one of its roots is the will
to efficacy itself—a refusal to surrender to helplessness, persistence in
the quest to understand even in the face of difficulties.

The distinction between trust in our processes and trust in some
particular area of knowledge is of the highest importance in virtually
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every sphere of endeavor. In a world in which the total of human
knowledge is doubling about every ten years, our security can rest only
on our ability to learn. To clarify the distinction I am making, let us
consider the following example.

Let us say that a businessman has acquired specific knowledge and a
specific set of skills in the field in which he has worked for twenty years.
Then he leaves that company and assumes leadership of an entirely
different kind of enterprise with different requirements, rules, and prob-
lems. If he lacks a healthy sense of self-efficacy, the danger is that he will
be overattached to what he already knows and inadequately adaptive to
the new context. The consequence is that he will perform poorly and his
feelings of inefficacy will be confirmed and reinforced. Alternatively, if
he does experience healthy self-efficacy, his security lies less in what he
knows than in his confidence in his ability to learn. The consequence is
that he is likely to master the new context and perform well, and his
feelings of self-efficacy will be confirmed and reinforced.

High-performing salespersons, accountants, engineers, and the like,
are often promoted to the position of manager. But the skills needed to
be a good manager are different from those needed to be competent in
sales, accounting, or engineering. How well the person will do in his or
her new job depends in part on the training for the new role provided by
the company; but it also will be affected by the level of the individual’s
self-efficacy. Low self-efficacy tends to produce discomfort with the new
and unfamiliar and overattachment to yesterday’s skills. Higher self-
efficacy makes it easier to move up from an earlier level of knowledge
and development and to master new knowledge, skills, and challenges.
Companies that understand this can build a self-esteem component into
their training. They can inspire employees to value the virtues of con-
sciousness, responsibility, curiosity, openness to change, above particu-
lar kinds of mastery that may. no longer be relevant.

A woman who was promoted to manager consulted me because of
feelings of panic about her ability to handle the new opportunity.
Among the questions I invited her to explore were the following:

Why were you successful in your previous job?

What specifically did you do in the early months of that job that helped
you to develop your skills so effectively?

What attitude of mind did you bring to the new things you had to learn?
As you progressed in the job, what other things did you do?
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How did you adapt to changes in job requirements?
What allowed you to be so flexible?

From what you have learned about yourself and your success in your
previous job, what insights do you have that you can use in this new
position?

What is it in your inner attitudes and processes that could lead you to
just as great a success in the future, even though the actual skills
required will be different?

What can you do that will assure your success?

What is it about you—about the way your mind works—that will allow
you to do it?

Such questions helped her isolate the basic inner sources of her past
success as differentiated from particular skills. They focus on process
rather than content. They distinguish fundamental efficacy from any of
its particular manifestations.

I want to stress again that no one can expect to be equally competent
in all areas—and no one needs to be. Our interests, values, and circum-
stances determine the areas in which we are likely to concentrate.

When I say that self-efficacy pertains to confidence in one’s ability to
cope with the basic challenges of life, what do I mean by “basic chal-
lenges’? For one, being able to support one’s existence, that is, to earn a
living; to take independent care of oneself in the world—assuming the
opportunity to do so exists. (Wives and homemakers are not exempt. It
does not serve a woman's interest to have developed no skills by which
she can support herself and to be frightened of the marketplace.) For
another, being able to function effectively in interactions with other
human beings—being capable of giving and receiving benevolence,
cooperation, trust, friendship, respect, love; being able to be responsibly -
self-assertive and to accept the self-assertiveness of others. For yet an-
other, resilience in coping with misfortune and adversity—the opposite
of passive surrender to pain; the ability to bounce back and regenerate
oneself. Simple fundamentals that define our humanity.

In the examples above I focus on the workplace, but of course efficacy
applies also to intimate relationships, as the preceding paragraph makes
clear. No experience of efficacy can be complete if it does not include
that of feeling competent in our human dealings. If I am unable to create
personal and professional relationships that will be experienced as posi-
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tive by both me and the other party (which is what “competence” in the
human realm essentially means), then I am lacking at a very basic level; I
am without efficacy in a vital sphere. And this reality is reflected in my
‘self-esteem.

Sometimes people who feel fear in the human realm drop to a very low
level of consciousness in their relationships and seek the safety and
security of competence in the impersonal word of machines, mathema-
tics, or abstract thought. No matter what heights they may attain profes-
sionally, their self-esteem remains flawed. We cannot with impunity run
from so important an aspect of life.

Worthiness

Now the second component of self-esteem: self-respect.

Just as self-efficacy entails the expectation of success as natural, so self-
respect entails the expectation of friendship, love, and happiness as
natural, as a result of who we are and what we do. (We can isolate the two
components conceptually, for the sake of analysis, but in the reality of
our daily experience they constantly overlap and involve each other.)

Self-respect is the conviction of our own value. It is not the delusion
that we are “perfect” or superior to everyone else. It is not comparative or
competitive at all. It is the conviction that our life and well-being are
worth acting to support, protect, and nurture; that we are good and
worthwhile and deserving of the respect of others; and that our happi-
ness and personal fulfiliment are important enough to work for.

Self-respect entails the expectation of friendsbip, love,
and bappiness as natural, as a result of
who we are and what we do.

As far as our upbringing is concerned, one of its roots is the experience
of being treated with respect by parents and other family members. As far
as our own actjons are concerned, one of its roots is satisfaction with our
moral choices—wbich is a particular aspect of satisfaction with our
mental processes. (Indeed, a simple and informal self-esteem “test,”
though far from infallible, is to inquire of people whether they feel proud
of and satisfied with their moral choices. To turn right or left at a street
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corner is not ordinarily a moral choice; to tell the truth or not to tell the
truth, to honor one’s promises and commitments or not, is.)

Not uncommonly we meet a person who is far more sure of his or her
competence, at least in some areas, than of the right to be happy. Some
aspect of self-respect is missing. Such an individual may achieve a great
deal but lack the capacity to enjoy it. The feeling of personal worth that
would support and sanction enjoyment is, if not entirely absent, then
wounded and impaired.

We sometimes encounter this problem among successful businessper-
sons who are anxious away from their desks. For such persons, vacations
are often more a source of stress than of pleasure. They are limited in
their ability even to enjoy their families, much as they may feel they love
them. They do not feel entitied. They feel they must continually prove
and justify their worth through achievement. They are not devoid of self-
esteem, but it is tragically flawed.

To appreciate why our need for self-respect is so urgent, consider
the following: To live successfully, we need to pursue and achieve
values. To act appropriately, we need to value the beneficiary of our
actions. We need to consider ourselves worthy of the rewards of our
actions. Absent this conviction, we will not know how to take care of
ourselves, protect our legitimate interests, satisfy our needs, or enjoy
our own achievements. (Thus, our experience of self-efficacy also will
be impaired.)

Recently I counseled a brilliant lawyer who was self-effacing almost to
the point of seif-destruction. She continually allowed others to take
credit for her achievements in the law firm where she worked. Her boss
took billing credit for hours that were hers. Associates took credit for
many of her ideas. She remained cheerful to everyone and insisted she
did not mind, while inwardly she was burning with resentment. She
wanted to be liked, and she believed that self-abasement was the way
to assure it, avoiding thoughts about the cost to her self-respect. Her
one act of assertion and rebellion had been to become a lawyer, against
the skepticism of her family, who had always minimized her worth. To
become highly successful was beyond her view of what was possible
or appropriate to her. She had the knowledge and the skill; she did not
have the self-esteem. The low level of her self-respect was like a
gravitational pull forbidding her to rise. What she learned in therapy
was that bringing more consciousness to her choices, taking more
responsibility for her self-sabotaging behavior, and acting against that
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gravitational pull—standing up for herself, in spite of fear—was the
way to build her self-respect.

Three basic observations: (1) If we respect ourselves, we tend to act in
ways that confirm and reinforce this respect, such as requiring others to
deal with us appropriately. (2) If we do not respect ourselves, we tend to
act in ways that lower our sense of our own value even further, such as
accepting or sanctioning inappropriate behavior toward us by others,
thereby confirming and reinforcing our negativity. (3) If we wish to raise
the level of our self-respect, we need to act in ways that will cause it to
rise—and this begins with a commitment to the value of our own person,
which is then expressed through congruent behavior.

The need to see ourselves as good is the need to experience self-
respect. It emerges very early. As we develop from childhood, we
progressively become aware of the power to choose our actions. We
become aware of our responsibility for the choices we make. We acquire
our sense of being a person. We experience a need to feel that we are
right—right as a person—right in our characteristic way of functioning.
This is the need to feel that we are good.

We learn the concept from adults, from whom we first hear the words
“good,” “bad,” “right,” “wrong,” but the need is inherent in our nature. It
istied to the issue of survival: Am I appropriate to life? To be right asa per-
son is to be fit for success and happiness; to be wrong is to be threatened
by pain. When a client in therapy says, “I don't feel entitled to be happy or
successful,” the meaning is, “I don’t feel worthy as a human being.”

A concern with right and wrong is not merely the
Droduct of social conditioning. A concern with
morality.or etbics arises naturally in
the early stages of our development.

The need for self-respect is basic and inescapable. Inherent in our
existence and humanity are such questions as: What kind of being
should 1 seek to become? By what principles should I guide my life?
What values are worth pursuing? 1 say “inherent in our existence”
because a concern with right and wrong is not merely the product of
social conditioning. A concern with morality or ethics arises naturally in
the early stages of our development, much as our other intellectual

i
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abilities develop, and progresses in step with the normal course of our
maturation. When we assess our own activities, inevitably our moral
attitudes are part of our implicit context.

It is impossible to escape the realm of values and value-judgments
because they are demanded by the very nature of life. “Good for me” or
“bad for me” ultimately translates to “for my life and well-being” or
“against them.” Further, and essential to an understanding of self-
esteem, we cannot exempt ourselves from the realm of values and value
judgments. We cannot be indifférent to the moral meaning of our
actions, although we may try to be or pretend to be. At some level, their
value significance irresistibly registers in the psyche, leaving positive
feelings about the self in their wake or negative ones. Whether the
values by which we explicitly or implicitly judge ourselves are con-
scious or subconscious, rational or irrational, life serving or life
threatening, everyone judges himself or herself by some standard.
To the extent that we fail to satisfy that standard, to the extent there
is a split between ideals and practice, self-respect suffers. Thus, per-
sonal integrity is intimately related to the moral aspect of self-esteem.
For the optimal realization of our possibilities, we need to trust our-
selves and we need to admire ourselves, and the trust and admiration
need to be grounded in reality, not generated out of fantasy and self-
delusion.

Pride

.1 want to say a few words about pride, as distinguished from self-
esteem. Pride is a unique kind of pleasure.

Pride is the emotional reward of achievement. It {s
not a vice to be overcome but a value to be attained.

If self-esteem pertains to the experience of our fundamental compe-
tence and value, pride pertains to the more explicitly conscious pleasure
we take in ourselves because of our actions and achievements. Self-
esteem contemplates what needs to be done and says “I can.” Pride
contemplates what has been accomplished and says “I did.”

Authentic pride has nothing in common with bragging, boasting, or
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arrogance. It comes from an opposite root. Not emptiness but satisfaction
is its wellspring. It is not out to “prove” but to enjoy.

Nor is pride the delusion that we are without flaws or shortcomings (as
religionists sometimes suggest). We can take pride in what we have done
or what we have made of ourselves while acknowledging our errors and
imperfections. We can feel pride while owning and accepting what
Jungians call our “Shadow.” In short, pride in no way entails oblivious-
ness to reality.

Pride is the emotional reward of achievement. It is not a vice to be
overcome but a value to be attained. (In a philosophical or moral con-
text, when pride is considered not as an emotion or experience but as a
virtue, an action commitment, 1 define it differently—as moral ambi-
tiousness, the dedication to achieving one’s highest potential in one’s
character and in one’s life. I discuss this idea in The Psychology of Self-
Esteem.)

Does achievement always result in pride? Not necessarily, as the fol-
lowing story illustrates.

The head of a medium-sized company consulted me because, he said,
although he had made a great success of his business, he was de-
pressed and unhappy and could not understand why. We discovered
that what he had always wanted to be was a research scientist but that
he had abandoned that desire in deference to his parents, who pushed
him toward a career in business. Not only was he unable to feel more
than the most superficial kind of pride in his accomplishments but he
was wounded in his self-esteem. The reason was not difficult to iden-
tify. In the most important issue of his life he had surrendered his mind
and values to the wishes of others out of the wish to be “loved” and to
“belong.” Clearly a still earlier self-esteem problem motivated such a
capitulation. His depression reflected a lifetime of performing bril-
liantly while ignoring his deepest needs. While he operated within that
framework, pride and satisfaction were beyond his reach. Until he was
willing to challenge that framework, and to face the fear of doing so, no
solution was possible.

This is an important point to understand, because we sometimes hear
people say, “I have accomplished so much. Why don't I feel more proud
of myself?” Although there are several reasons why someone may not
enjoy his or her achievements, it can be useful to ask, “Who chose your
goals? You, or the voice of some ‘significant other’ inside you?” Neither
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pride nor self-esteem can be supported by the pursuit of secondhand
values that do not reflect who we really are.

But does anything take more courage—is anything more challenging
and sometimes frightening—than to live by our own mind, judgment,
and values? Is not self-esteem a summons to the hero within us? These
questions will shortly lead us to the six pillars of self-esteem.



The Face of Self-Esteem

What does self-esteem look like?

There are some fairly simple and direct ways in which self-esteem
manifests itself in ourselves and others. None of these items taken in
isolation is a guarantee, but when all are present together, self-esteem
seems certain.

Self-esteem expresses it itself in a face, manner, and way of talking and
moving that projects the pleasure one takes in being alive.

It expresses itself in an ease in talking of accomplishments or short-
comings with directness and honesty, since one is in friendly relationship
to facts. ’

It expresses itself in the comfort one experiences in giving and receiv-
ing compliments, expressions of affection, appreciation, and the like.

It expresses itself in an openness to criticism and a comfort about
acknowledging mistakes, because one’s self-esteem is not tied to an
image of “being perfect.”

It expresses itself when one’s words and movements tend to have a
quality of ease and spontaneity, reflecting the fact that one is not at war
with oneself.

It expresses itself in the harmony between what one says and does and
how one looks, sounds, and moves.

It expresses itself in an attitude of openness to and curiosity about new
ideas, new experiences, new possibilities of life.

It expresses itself in the fact that feelings of anxiety or insecurity, if they
appear, will be less likely to intimidate or overwhelm, since accepting
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them, managing them, and rising above them rarely feel impossibly
difficult.

It expresses itself in an ability to enjoy the humorous aspects of life, in
oneself and others.

It expresses itself in one’s flexibility in responding to situations and
challenges, since one trusts one’s mind and does not see life-as doom or
defeat.

It expresses itself in one’s comfort with assertive (not belligerent)
behavior in oneself and others.

It expresses itself in an ability to preserve a quality of harmony and
dignity under conditions of stress.

Then, on the purely physical level, we can observe characteristics such
as these:

We see eyes that are alert, bright, and lively; a face that is relaxed and
(barring illness) tends to exhibit natural color and good skin vibrancy; a
chin that is held naturally and in alignment with one’s body; and a
relaxed jaw.

We see shoulders relaxed yet erect; hands that tend to be relaxed and
graceful; arms that tend to hang in an easy, natural way; a posture that
tends to be unstrained, erect, well-balanced; a walk that tends to be
purposeful (without being aggressive and overbearing).

Relaxation implies that we are not biding from
ourselves and are not at war with who we are.

We hear a voice that tends to be modulated with an intensity appropri-
ate to the situation and with clear pronunciation.

Notice that the theme of relaxation occurs again and again. Relaxation
implies that we are not hiding from ourselves and are not at war with who
we are. Chronic tension conveys a message of some form of internal split,
some form of self-avoidance or self-repudiation, some aspect of the self
being disowned or held on a very tight leash.

Self-Esteem in Action

In the beginning of this book I said that healthy self-esteem is signifi-
cantly correlated with rationality, realism, intuitiveness, creativity, inde-
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pendence, flexibility, ability to manage change, willingness to admit (and
correct) mistakes, benevolence, and cooperativeness. If we understand
what self-esteem actually means, the logic of these correlations becomes
fairly obvious.

Rationality. This is the exercise of the integrative function of con-
sciousness—the generation of principles from concrete facts (induc-
tion), the application of principles to concrete facts (deduction), and the
relating of new knowledge and information to our existing context of
knowledge. Itis the pursuit of meaning and an understanding of relation-
ships. Its guide is the law of noncontradiction—nothing can be true and
not true (A and non-A) at the same time and in the same respect. Its base
is respect for facts.

Rationality should not be confused, as it so often is, with compulsive
rule following or unreflective obedience to what the people of a given
time or place have proclaimed to be “reasonable.” On the contrary,
rationality often must challenge what some group calls “reasonable.”
(When a particular notion of the “reasonable” has been overthrown by
new evidence, it is that notion and not reason that has been vanquished.)
The quest of reason is for the noncontradictory integration of experi-
ence—which implies openness and availability to experience. It is the
servant neither of tradition nor consensus.

High self-esteem is intrinsically reality oriented.

It is very far from that odd notion of rationality that identifies it with the
unimaginative, narrowly analytic, accounting mentality, as we find, for
instance, in Peters and Waterman's In Search of Excellence, where “ratio-
nality” is characterized in this way and then criticized. Rationality is
consciousness operating in its explicitly integrative mode.

Thus understood, we see that a commitment to rationality and the
practice of living consciously entail each other.

Realism. In this context the term simply means a respect for facts, a
recognition that what is, is, and what is not, is not. No one can feel
competent to cope with the challenges of life who does not treat seri-
ously the distinction between the real and the unreal; obliviousness to
that distinction is incapacitating. High self-esteem is intrinsically reality
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oriented. (Good reality orientation, in conjunction with effective self-
discipline and self-management, is what psychologists mean by the
concept of “ego strength.”)

In tests, low-self-esteem individuals tend to underestimate or overesti-
mate their abilities; high-self-esteem individuals tend to assess their abili-
ties realistically.

Intuitiveness. Very often—especially, for example, in making com-
plex decisions—the number of variables that need to be processed and
integrated are far more than the conscious mind can handle. Complex,
superrapid integrations can occur beneath conscious awareness and
present themselves as “intuitions.” The mind can then scan data for
supporting or conflicting evidence. Men and women who have a context
of being highly conscious and highly experienced sometimes find them-
selves relying on these subconscious integrations, since a record of
success has taught them that in doing so they succeed more often than
they fail. However, when and if that pattern of success shifts and they find
themselves making mistakes, they go back to more explicit and con-
scious forms of rationality. Because the intuitive function often allows
them to make unexpected leaps that ordinary thinking may be slower to
arrive at, they experience intuition as central to their process; high-level
business executives sometimes credit intuition for many of their achieve-
ments. A mind that has learned to trust itself is more likely to rely on this
process (and manage it effectively with appropriate reality testing) than
one that has not. This is equally true in business, athletics, the sciences,
the arts—in most complex human activities. Intuition is significant rela-
tive to self-esteem only insofar as it expresses high sensitivity to, and
appropriate regard for, internal signals. Early in this century Carl Jung
stressed the importance of this respect for internal signals to creativity.
More recently Carl Rogers linked it to self-acceptance, authenticity, and
psychological health.

Creativity. Crealive persons listen to and trust their inner signals
more than the average. Their minds are less subservient to the belief
systems of others, at least in the area of their creativity. They are more
self-sufficient. They may learn from others and be inspired by others.
But they value their own thoughts and insights more than the average
person does.

Studies tell us that creative people are far more likely to record interest-
ing ideas in a notebook; spend time nursing and cultivating them; put
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energy into exploring where they might lead. They value the productions
of their mind.

Persons of low self-esteem tend to discount the productions of their
mind. It is not that they never get worthwhile ideas. But they do not value
them, do not treat them as potentially important, often do not even
remember them very long—rarely follow through with them. In effect,
their attitude is, “If the idea is mine, how good can it be?”

Independence. A practice of thinking for oneself is a natural corol-
lary—both a cause and a consequence—of healthy self-esteem. So is the
practice of taking full responsibility for one’s own existence—for the
attainment of one’s goals and the achievement of one’s happiness.

A mind that trusts itself is light on its feel.

Flexibility. To be flexible is to be able to respond to change without
inappropriate attachments binding one to the past: A clinging to the past
in the face of new and changing circumstances is itself a product of
insecurity, a lack of self-trust. Rigidity is what animals sometimes mani-
fest when they are frightened: they freeze. It is also what companies
sometimes manifest when faced with superior competition. They do not
ask, “What can we learn from our competitors?” They cling blindly to
what they have always done, in defiance of evidence that it is no longer
working. (This has been the response of too many business leaders and
workers to the challenge of the Japanese since the 1970s.) Rigidity is often
the response of a mind that does not trust itself to cope with the new or
master the unfamiliar—or that has simply become complacent or even
slovenly. Flexibility, in contrast, is the natural consequence of self-
esteem. A mind that trusts itself is light on its feet, unemcumbered by
irrelevant attachments, able to respond quickly to novelty because it is

open to seeing.

Able to manage change. Self-esteem does not find change frighten-
ing, for the reasons stated in the preceding paragraph. Self-esteem flows
with reality; self-doubt fights it. Self-esteem speeds up reaction time; self-
doubt retards it. (For this reason alone, in a global economy as fast-
moving as ours, the business community will need to examine how
principles of self-esteem can be incorporated into training programs as
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well as into an organization’s culture. And schools will need these same
principles to prepare students for the world they will be entering and in
which they will have to earn a living.) The ability to manage change is
thus correlated with good reality orientation, mentioned above, and thus
with ego strength.

Willingness to admit (and correct) mistakes. A basic characteristic of
healthy self-esteem is a strong reality orientation. Facts are a higher
priority than beliefs. Truth is a higher value than having been right.
Consciousness is perceived as more desirable than self-protective uncon-
sciousness. If self-trust is tied to respect for reality, then correcting an
error is esteemed above pretending not to have made one.

Healthy self-esteem is not ashamed to say, when the occasion warrants
it, “I was wrong.” Denial and defensiveness are characteristics of inse-
curity, guilt, feelings of inadequacy, and shame. It is low self-esteem that
experiences a simple admission of error as humiliation and even self-
damnation.

Benevolence and cooperativeness. Students of child development
know that a child who is treated with respect tends to internalize that
respect and then treat others with respect—in contrast to a child who is
abused, internalizes self-contempt, and grows up reacting to others out
of fear and rage. If I feel centered within myself, secure with my own
boundaries, confident in my right to say yes when I want to say yes and
no when [ want to say no, benevolence is the natural result. There is no
need to fear others, no need to protect myself behind a fortress of
hostility. If I am secure in my right to exist, confident that I belong to
myself, unthreatened by certainty and self-confidence in others, then
cooperation with them to achieve shared goals tends to develop sponta-
neously. Such a response clearly is to my self-interest, satisfies a variety of
needs, and is not obstructed by fear and self-doubt.

Empathy and compassion, no less than benevolence and cooperative-
ness, are far more likely to be found among persons of high self-esteem
than among low; my relationship to others tends to mirror and reflect my
relationship to myself. Commenting on the admonition to love thy neigh-
bor as thyself, longshoreman-philosopher Eric Hoffer remarks some-
where that the problem is that this is precisely what people do: Persons
who hate themselves hate others. The killers of the world, literally and
figuratively, are not known to be in intimate or loving relationship to their
inner selves.



The Tllusion of Self-Esteem

When self-esteem is low, we are often manipulated by fear. Fear of
reality, to which we feel inadequate. Fear of facts about ourselves—or
others—that we have denied, disowned, or repressed. Fear of the col-
lapse of our pretenses. Fear of exposure. Fear of the humiliation of failure
and, sometimes, the responsibilities of success. We live more to avoid
pain than to experience joy.

If we feel that crucial aspects of reality with which we must deal are
hopelessly closed to our understanding; if we face the key problems of
life with a basic sense of helplessness; if we feel that we dare not pursue
certain lines of thought because of the unworthy features of our own
character that would be brought to light—if we feel, in any sense what-
ever, that reality is the enemy of our self-esteem (or pretense at it)—these
fears tend to sabotage the efficacy of consciousness, thereby worsening
the initial problem.

If we face the basic problems of life with an attitude of “Who am I to
know? Who am I to judge? Who am I to decide?”’—or “It is dangerous to
be conscious”—or “It is futile to try to think or understand”—we are
undercut at the outset. A mind does not struggle for that which it regards
as impossible or undesirable.

Not that the level of our self-esteem determines our thinking. The
causation is not that simple. What self-esteem affects is our emotional
incentives. Our feelings tend to encourage or discourage thinking, to
draw us toward facts, truth, and reality, or away from them—toward
efficacy or away from it.
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That is why the first steps of building self-esteemn can be difficult: We
are challenged to raise the level of our consciousness in the face of
emotional resistance. We need to challenge the belief that our interests
are best served by blindness. What makes the project often difficult is our
feeling that it is only our unconsciousness that makes life bearable. Until
we can dispute this idea, we cannot begin to grow in self-esteem.

The danger is that we will become the prisoners of our negative self-
image. We allow it to dictate our actions. We define ourselves as medi-
ocre or weak or cowardly or ineffectual and our performance reflects this
definition.

While we are capable of challenging and acting contrary to our nega-
tive self-image—and many people do so, at least on some occasions—
the factor that tends to stand in the way is our resignation to our own
state. We submit to feelings of psychological determinism. We tell our-
selves we are powerless. We are rewarded for doing so, in that we do not
have to take risks or awaken from our passivity.

We are challenged to raise the level of our conscious-
ness in the face of emotional resistance.

Poor self-esteem not only inhibits thought, it tends to distort it. If we
have a bad reputation with ourselves, and attempt to identify the motiva-
tion of some behavior, we can react anxiously and defensively and twist
our brains not to see what is obvious—or, out of a sense of guilt and
generalized unworthiness, we can be drawn not to the most logical
explanation of our behavior but to the most damaging, to that which
puts us in the worst light morally. Only self-condemnation feels appro-
priate. Or, if we are confronted with unjust accusations from others, we
may feel disarmed and incapable of confuting their claims; we may
accept the charges as true, paralyzed and exhausted by a heavy feeling of
“How can | decide?”

The base and motor of poor self-esteem is not confidence but fear. Not
to live, but to escape the terror of life, is the fundamental goal. Not
creativity, but safety, is the ruling desire. And what is sought from others
is not the chance to experience real contact but an escape from moral
values, a promise to be forgiven, to be accepted, on some level to be
taken care of.

If low self-esteem dreads the unknown and unfamiliar, high self-
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esteem seeks new frontiers. If low self-esteem avoids challenges, high
self-esteem desires and needs them. If low self-esteem looks for a chance
to be absolved, high self-esteem looks for an opportunity to admire.

In these opposite principles of motivation we have a guide to the
health of the mind or spirit. We can say that an individual is healthy to the
extent that the basic principle of motivation is that of motivation by
confidence (love of self, love of life); the degree of motivation by fear is
the measure of underdeveloped self-esteem.

Pseudo Self-Esteem

Sometimes we see people who enjoy worldly success, are widely
esteemed, or who have a public veneer of assurance and yet are deeply
dissatisfied, anxious, or depressed. They may project the appearance of
self-efficacy and self-respect—they may have the persona of self-
esteem—but do not possess the reality. How might we understand
them?

We have noted that to the extent we fail to develop authentic self-
esteem, the consequence is varying degrees of anxiety, insecurity, and
self-doubt. This is the sense of being, in effect, inappropriate to existence
(though of course no one thinks of it in those terms; perhaps, instead,
one thinks something is wrong with me or I am lacking something
essential). This state tends to be painful. And because it is painful, we are
often motivated to evade it, to deny our fears, rationalize our behavior,
and create the appearance of a self-esteem we do not possess. We may
develop what I have termed pseudo self-esteem.

I can project an image of assurance and poise that
Jools almost everyone and yet secretly tremble
with a sense of my inadequacy.

Pseudo self-esteem is the illusion of self-efficacy and self-respect with-
out the reality. It is a nonrational, self-protective device to diminish
anxiety and to provide a spurious sense of security—to assuage our need
for authentic self-esteem while allowing the real causes of its lack to
remain unexamined.

It is based on values unrelated to that which genuine self-efficacy and
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self-respect require, although sometimes the values are not without merit
in their own context. For example, a large house can certainly represent a
legitimate value, but it is not an appropriate measure or proof of personal
efficacy or virtue. On the other hand, acceptance into a gang of criminals
is not normally a rational value; nor does it strengthen authentic self-
esteem (which is not to say it may not provide a temporary illusion of
security or sense of having a “home” or of “belonging”).

Nothing is more common than to pursue self-esteem by means that will
not and cannot work. Instead of seeking self-esteem through conscious-
ness, responsibility, and integrity, we may seek it through popularity,
material acquisitions, or sexual exploits. Instead of valuing personal au-
thenticity, we may value belonging to the right clubs, or the right church,
or the right political party. Instead of practicing appropriate self-assertion,
we may practice uncritical compliance to our particular group. Instead of
seeking self-respect through honesty, we may seek it through philan-
thropy—I must be a good person, I do “good works.” Instead of striving
for the power of competence (the ability to achieve genuine values), we
may pursue the “power” of manipulating or controlling other people. The
possibilities for self-deception are almost endless—all the blind alleys
down which we can lose ourselves, not realizing that what we desire
cannot be purchased with counterfeit currency.

Self-esteem is an intimate experience; it resides in the core of one's
being. It is what Ithink and feel about myself, not what someone else
thinks or feels about me. This simple fact can hardly be overemphasized.
I can be loved by my family, my mate, and my friends, and yet not love
myself. I can be admired by my associates and yet regard myself as
worthless. I can project an image of assurance and poise that fools almost
everyone and yet secretly tremble with a sense of my inadequacy. I can
fulfill the expectations of others and yet fail my own; I can win every
honor and yet feel I have accomplished nothing; I can be adored by
millions and yet wake up each morning with a sickening sense of fraudu-
lence and emptiness. To attain “success” without attaining positive
self-esteem is to be condemned to feeling like an impostor anxiously
awaiting exposure.

The acclaim of others does not create our self-esteem. Neither does
erudition, material possessions, marriage, parenthood, philanthropic en-
deavors, sexual conquests, or face-lifts. These things can sometimes
make us feel better about ourselves temporarily or more comfortable in
particular situations. But comfort is not self-esteem.

The tragedy of many people’s lives is that they look for self-esteem in
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every direction except within, and so they fail in their search. In this book
we shall see that positive self-esteem is best understood as a spiritual
attainment, that is, as a victory in the evolution of consciousness. When
we begin to understand self-esteem in this way, we appreciate the
foolishness of believing that if we can only manage to make a positive
impression on others we will then enjoy good self-regard. We will stop
telling ourselves: If only I get one more promotion—if only I become a
wife and mother—if only I am perceived to be a good provider—if only I
can afford a bigger car—if I can write one more book—acquire one
more company—one more lover—one more award—one more ac-
knowledgment of my “selflessness”’—then I will really feel at peace with
myself.

If self-esteem is the judgment that I am appropriate to life, the experi-
ence of competence and worth—if self-esteem is self-affirming con-
sciousness, a mind that trusts itself—no one can generate and sustain this
experience except myself.

Unfortunately, teachers of self-esteem are no less impervious to the
worship of false gods than anyone else. I recall listening to a lecture by
a man who offers self-esteem seminars to the general public and to
corporations. He announced that one of the best ways to raise our self-
esteem is to surround ourselves with people who think highly of us. 1
thought of the nightmare of low self-esteem in persons surrounded by
praise and adulation—like rock stars who have no idea how they got
where they are and who cannot survive a day without drugs. I thought
of the futility of telling a person of low self-esteem, who feels lucky if he
or she is accepted by anyone, that the way to raise self-esteem is to seek
the company only of admirers.

The ultimate source of self-esteem is and can only be internal—in
what we do, not what others do. When we seek it in externals, in the
actions and responses of others, we invite tragedy.

Certainly it is wiser to seek companions who are the friends of our self-
esteem rather than its enemies. Nurturing relationships are obviously
preferable to toxic ones. But to look to others as a primary source of our
self-value is dangerous: first, because it doesn’t work; and second, be-
cause it exposes us to the danger of becoming approval addicts.

I do not wish to suggest that a psychologically healthy person is
unaffected by the feedback he or she receives from others. We are social
beings and certainly others contribute to our self-perceptions, as we will
discuss. But there are immense differences among people in the relative
importance to their self-esteem of the feedback they receive—persons
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for whom it is almost the only factor of importance and persons for
whom the importance is a good deal less. This is merely another way of
saying there are immense differences among people in the degree of
their autonomy.

Innovators and creators are persons who can to a
bigher degree than average accept the
condition of aloneness.

Having worked for many years with persons who are unhappily
preoccupied with the opinions af others, [ am persuaded that the most
effective means of liberation is by raising the level of consciousness one
brings to one’s own experience: The more one turns up the volume on
one’s inner signals, the more external signals tend to recede into proper
balance. As I wrote in Honoring the Self, this entails learning to listen to
the body, learning to listen to the emotions, learning to think for

oneself. In subsequent chapters we shall say more about how this can
be done.

Independence

The alternative to excessive dependence on the feedback and valida-
tion of others is a well-developed system of internal support. Then, the
source of certainty lies within. The attainment of this state is essential to
what I understand as proper human maturity.

Innovators and creators are persons who can to a higher degree than
average accept the condition of aloneness—that is, the absence of sup-
portive feedback from their social environment. They are more willing to
follow their vision, even when it takes them far from the mainland of the
human community. Unexplored spaces do not frighten them—or not, at
any rate, as much as they frighten those around them. This is one of the
secrets of their power—the great artists, scientists, inventors, industrial-
ists. Is not the hallmark of entrepreneurship (in art or science no less than
in business) the ability to see a possibility that no one else sees—and to
actualize it? Actualizing one’s vision may of course require the collabora-
tion of many people able to work together toward a common goal, and
the innovator may need to be highly skillful at building bridges between
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one group and another. But this is a separate story and does not affect my
basic point.

That which we call “genius” has a great deal to do with independence,
courage, and daring—a great deal to do with nerve. This is one reason
we admire it. In the literal sense, such “nerve” cannot be taught; but we
can support the process by which it is learned. If human happiness, well-
being, and progress are our goals, it is a trait we must strive to nurture—
in our child-rearing practices, in our schools, in our organizations, and
first of all in ourselves.



] |

Internal Sources
of Self-Esteem




The Fbcus on Action

We begin not with the environment but with the individual. We begin
not with what others choose to do but with what the individual chooses
to do.

This requires an explanation. It might appear more logical to start with
how the family environment positively or negatively influences the
slowly emerging self of the child. Possible biological factors aside,
surely this is where the story begins, it would seem. But for our pur-
poses—no.

We begin by asking, What must an individual do to generate and
sustain self-esteem? What pattern of actions must be adopted? What is the
responsibility of you and me as adults?

In answering this, we have a standard by which to answer the ques-
tion, What must a child learn to do if he or she is to enjoy self-esteem?
What is the desirable path of childhood development? And also, What
practices should caring parents and teachers seek to evoke, stimulate,
and support in children?

Until we know what practices an individual must master to sustain
self-esteem, until we identify what psychologically healthy adulthood
consists of, we lack criteria by which to assess what constitutes a
favorable or unfavorable childhood influence or experience. For exam-
ple, we know that, as a species, our mind is our basic tool of survival
and of appropriate adaptation. A child’s life begins in a condition of
total dependency, but an adult’s life and well-being, from the attain-
ment of the simplest necessities to the most complex values depend on
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the ability to think. Consequently, we recognize that childhood experi-
ences that encourage and nurture thinking, self-trust, and autonomy are
to be valued. We recognize that families in which reality is often denied
and consciousness often punished place devastating obstacles to self-
esteem; they create a nightmare world in which the child may feel that
thinking is not only futile but dangerous.

In approaching the roots of self-esteem, why do we put our focus on
practices, that is, on (mental or physical) actions? The answer is that
every value pertaining to life requires action to be achieved, sustained, or
enjoyed. In Ayn Rand'’s definition, life is a process of self-generated and
self-sustaining action. The organs and systems within our body support
our existence by continuous action, We pursue and maintain our values
in the world through action. As 1 discuss in some detail in The Psychology
of Self-Esteem, it is in the very nature of a value that it is the object of an
action. And this includes the value of self-esteem.

What determines the level of self-esteem 1s
what the individual does.

If a child grows up in an appropriately nurturing home environment,
the likelihood is increased that he or she will learn the actions that
support self-esteem (although there is no guarantee). If a child is ex-
posed to the right kind of teachers, the likelihood is increased that self-
“esteem-supporting behaviors will be learned. If a person experiences
successful psychotherapy, in which irrational fears are dissolved and
blocks to effective functioning are removed, a consequence is that he or
she will manifest more of the kind of actions that support self-esteem. But
itis a person’s actionsthat are decisive. What determines the level of self-
esteem is what the individual does, within the context of his or her
knowledge and values. And since action in the world is a reflection of
action within the mind of the individual, it is the internal processes that
are crucial.

We shall see that “the six pillars of self-esteem”—the practices indis-
pensable to the health of the mind and the effective functioning of the
person—are all operations of consciousness. All involve choices. They
are choices that confront us every hour of our existence.

Note that “practice” has connotations that are relevant here. A “prac-
tice” implies a discipline of acting in a certain way over and over again—
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consistently. It is not action by fits and starts, or even an appropriate
response to a crisis. Rather it is a way of operating day by day, in big
issues and small, a way of behaving that is also @ way of being.

Volition and Its Limits

Free will does not mean omnipotence. Volition is a powerful force in
our lives, but it is not the only force. Neither for a young person nor for an
adult is our freedom absolute and unlimited. Many factors can make the
appropriate exercise of consciousness easier or harder. Some of these
factors may be genetic, biological. Focused thinking may come more
easily to some individuals than to others because of factors that precede
any life experiences. There is reason to suspect that we may come into
this world with certain inherent differences that may make it easier or
harder to attain healthy self-esteem—differences pertaining to energy,
resilience, disposition to enjoy life, and the like. Furthermore, we may
come into this world with significant differences in our predisposition to
experience anxiety or depression, and these differences again may make
it easier or harder to develop self-esteem.

Then there are developmental factors. The environment can support
and encourage the healthy assertion of consciousness, or it can oppose
and undermine it. Many individuals suffer so much damage in the early
years, before the self is fully formed, that it is all but impossible for
healthy self-esteem to emerge later without intense psychotherapy.

Parenting and Its Limits

Research suggests that one of the best ways to have good self-esteem
is to have parents who have good self-esteem and who model it, as is
made clear in Stanley Coopersmith’s The Antecedents of Self-Esteem. In
addition, if we have parents who raise us with love and respect; who
allow us to experience consistent and benevolent acceptance; who give
us the supporting structure of reasonable rules and appropriate expec-
tations; who do not assail us with contradictions; who do not resort tc
ridicule, humiliation, or physical abuse as means of controlling us; who
project that they believe in our competence and goodness—we have a
decent chance of internalizing their attitudes and thereby of acquiring
the foundation for healthy self-esteem. But no research study has ever
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found this result to be inevitable. Coopersmith’s study, for one, clearly
shows that it is not. There are people who appear to have been raised
superbly by the standards indicated above and yet are insecure, self-
doubting adults. And there are people who have emerged from appall-
ing backgrounds, raised by adults who did everything wrong, and yet
they do well in school, form stable and satisfying relationships, have a
powerful sense of their value and dignity, and as aduits satisfy any
rational criterion of good self-esteem. As children, these individuals
seem to know how to extract nourishment from an environment that
others find hopelessly barren; they find water where others see only a
desert. Baffled psychologists and psychiatrists sometimes describe this
group as “the invulnerables.”

Nonetheless, it is safe enough to say that if one lives in a sane human
environment in which reality is respected and people’s behavior is con-
gruent, it is far easier to persevere in efforts to be rational and productive
than if the signals are always switching, nothing seems real, facts are
denied, and consciousness is penalized. Families that create such de-
structive environments are described as dysfunctional. Just as there are
dysfunctional families, there are dysfunctional schools and dysfunctional
organizations. They are dysfunctional because they place obstacles in the
path of the appropriate exercise of mind.

Inner Blocks

Within an individual’s psyche itself, there may be obstructions to
thinking. Subconscious defenses and blocks may make us oblivious even
to the need to think about a-particular issue. Consciousness is a contin-
uum; it exists on many levels. An unresolved problem at one level may
subvert operations at another. For example, if I block my feelings about
my parents—if I cut off access to those feelings through denial, disown-
ing, and repression—and then try to think about my relationship with my
boss, I may have disconnected myself from so much pertinent material
that I can easily become muddled and discouraged and give up. Or, if I
block major negative feelings about some assignment my manager has
given me and find that my interactions with my team are persistently and
mysteriously abrasive, I may experience great difficulty in thinking how
to resolve the abrasiveness as long as I remain unconscious of the deeper
source of the disturbance. Even so, my self-esteem will be affected by
whether I ¢ry to bring consciousness to my problem.
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What We Do Know

While we may not know all the biological or developmental factors
that influence self-esteem, we know a good deal about the specific
(volitional) practices that can raise or lower it. We know that an honest
commitment to understanding inspires self-trust and that an avoidance of
the effort has the opposite effect. We know that people who live mind-
fully feel more competent than those who live mindlessly. We know that
integrity engenders self-respect and that hypocrisy does not. We “know”
all this implicitly, although it is astonishing how rarely such matters are
discussed (by professionals or anyone else).

As adults, we cannot regrow ourselves, cannot relive our childhoods
with different parents. We may, of course, need to consider psycho-
therapy. But that option aside, we can ask: What can I do today to raise
the level of my self-esteem?

We will see that, whatever our histories, if we understand the nature of
self-esteem and the practices it depends on, most of us can do a great
deal. This knowledge is important for two reasons. First, if we wish-to
work on our own self-esteem, we need to know what specific practices
have the power to raise it. Second, if we are working with others and
wish to support their self-esteem, to inspire and bring out the best in
them, we need to know what specific practices we aim to nurture or
facilitate.

We must become what we wish to teach.

As an aside to parents, teachers, psychotherapists, and managers who
may be reading this book to gain insight on how to support the self-
esteem of others, I want to say that the place to begin is still with oneself.
If one does not understand how the dynamics of self-esteem work
internally—if one does not know by direct experierice what lowers or
raises one’s own self-esteem—one will not have that intimate under-
standing of the subject necessary to make an optimal contribution to
others. Also, the unresolved issues within oneself set the limits of one’s
effectiveness in helping others. It may be tempting, but it is self-deceiving
to believe that what one says can communicate more powerfully than
what one manifests in one’s person. We must become what we wish to
teach.
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There is a story I like to tell psychotherapy students. In India, when a
family encounters a problem, they are not likely to consult a psycho-
therapist (hardly any are available); they consult the local guru. In one
village there was a wise man who had helped this family more than once.
One day the father and mother came to him, bringing their nine-year-old
son, and the father said, “Master, our son is a wonderful boy and we love
him very much. But he has a terrible problem, a weakness for sweets that
is ruining his teeth and health. We have reasoned with him, argued with
him, pleaded with him, chastised him—nothing works. He goes on
consuming ungodly quantities of sweets. Can you help us?’ To the
father’s surprise, the guru answered, “Go away and come back in two
weeks.” One does not argue with a guru, so the family obeyed. Two
weeks later they faced him again, and the guru said, “Good. Now we can
proceed.” The father asked, “Won't you tell us, please, why you sent us
away for two weeks. You have never done that before.” And the guru
answered, “I needed the two weeks because I, too, have had a lifelong
weakness for sweets. Until 1 had confronted and resolved that issue
within myself, I was not ready to deal with your son.”

Not all psychotherapists like this story.

Sentence-Completion Work

In the course of this book I give many examples of how sentence-
completion exercises can be used to strengthen self-esteem. Sentence-
completion work is a tool both of therapy and of research. Having begun
working with it in 1970, I have found increasingly more extensive and
illuminating ways to use it to facilitate self-understanding, melt repressive
barriers, liberate self-expression, activate self-healing—and continually
test and retest my own hypotheses. The essence of the method is that the
client (or subject) is given a sentence stem, an incomplete sentence, and
asked to repeat the stem over and over again, each time providing a
different ending. Then another stem is given, and then another, allowing
one to explore a particular area at deeper and deeper levels. This work
may be done verbally or in writing.

Sentence-completion work plays a vital role in determining what
things people do that raise or lower self-esteem. When certain patterns of
endings show up again and again with different kinds of populations in
different parts of the country and in different countries throughout the
world, it is clear that fundamental realities are being illuminated.
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In the chapters that follow I include many examples of the kind of
sentence completions I use, for two reasons. One is to give readers an
opportunity to carry the work further themselves if they wish to integrate
the ideas of “the six practices” into their daily lives. The other is to
provide a means by which psychologists and psychiatrists can test out the
ideas of this book and see for themselves whether [ have in fact identified
the most important behaviors on which self-esteem depends.

The Six Practices

Since self-esteem is a consequence, a product of internally generated
practices, we cannot work on self-esteem directly, neither our own nor
anyone else’s. We must address ourselves to the source. If we understand
what these practices are, we can commit to initiating them within our-
selves and to dealing with others in such a way as to facilitate or
encourage them to do likewise. To encourage self-esteem in the schools
or in the workplace, for instance, is to create a climate that supports and
reinforces the practices that strengthen self-esteem.

What then, in briefest essence, does healthy self-esteem depend on?
What are the practices of which I speak? I wiil name six that are demon-
strably crucial. Working with people in psychotherapy to build self-
efficacy and self-respect, I am persuaded for reasons I shall explain that
these are the key issues. I have found no others of comparable funda-
mentality. That is why I call them “the six pillars of self-esteem.” It will
not be difficult to see why any improvements in these practices generate
unmistakable benefits.

Once we understand these practices, we have the power to choose
them, to work on integrating them into our way of life. The power to do
50 is the power to raise the level of our self-esteem, from whatever point
we may be starting and however difficult the project may be in the early
stages.

One does not have to attain “perfection” in these practices. One only
needs to raise one’s average level of performance to experience growth
in self-efficacy and self-respect. I have often witnessed the most extraor-
dinary changes in people’s lives as a result of relatively small improve-
ments in these practices. In fact, I encourage clients to think in terms of
small steps rather than big ones because big ones can intimidate (and
paralyze), while small ones seem more attainable, and one small step
leads to another.
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Here are the six pillars of self-esteem:

The practice of living consciously
The practice of self-acceptance
The practice of self-responsibility
The practice of self-assertiveness
The practice of living purposefully

The practice of personal integrity

In the next six chapters we shall examine each of them in turn.



The Practice of Living
Consciously

In virtually all of the great spiritual and philosophical traditions of the
world there appears some form of the idea that most human beings are
sleepwalking through their own existence. Enlightenment is identified
with waking up. Evolution and progress are identified with an expansion
of consciousness.

We perceive consciousness as the highest manifestation of life. The
higher the form of consciousness, the more advanced the form of life.
Moving up the evolutionary ladder from the time consciousness first
emerges on the planet, each life-form has a more advanced form of
consciousness than that of the life-form on the rung below.

Among our own species, we carry this same principle further: We
identify increasing maturity with wider vision, greater awareness, higher
consciousness.

Why is consciousness so important? Because for all species that pos-
sess it, consciousness is the basic tool of survival—the ability to be aware
of the environment in some form, at some level, and to guide action
accordingly. I use consciousness here in its primary meaning: the state of
being conscious or aware of some aspect of reality. We also may speak of
consciousness as a faculty—the attribute of being able to be aware. To
the distinctively buman form of consciousness, with its capacity for
concept formation and abstract thought, we give the name mind.

As we have discussed, we are beings for whom consciousness (at the
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conceptual level) is volitional. This means that the design of our nature
contains an' extraordinary option—that of seeking awareness or not
bothering (or actively avoiding it), seeking truth or not bothering (or
actively avoiding it), focusing our mind or not bothering (or choosing to
drop to a lower level of consciousness). In other words, we have the
option of exercising our powers or of subverting our means of survival
and well-being. This capacity for self-management is our glory and, at
times, our burden.

Our mind #s our basic tool of survival.
Betray it and self-esteem suffers.

If we do not bring an appropriate level of consciousness to our activ-
ities, if we do not live mindfully, the inevitable penalty is a diminished
sense of self-efficacy and self-respect. We cannot feel competent and
worthy while conducting our lives in a mental fog. Our mind is our basic
tool of survival. Betray it and self-esteem suffers. The simplest form of
this betrayal is the evasion of discomfiting facts. For example:

“I know I am not giving my job my best, but I don’t want to think
about it.”

“I know there are signs our business is falling into worse and worse
trouble, but what we've done worked in the past, didn't it? Anyway the
whole subject is upsetting, and maybe if I sit tight the situation will
resolve itself—somebow.”

“ ‘Legitimate grievances? What ‘legitimate grievances? My spouse has
been influenced by those crazy women's libbers. That's why she’s
beating up on me.”

“I know my children suffer from having so little of me, I know I am
causing hurt and resentment, but one day-—somebow—Tll change.”

“What do you mean, I drink too much? I can stop anytime 1 want.”
“I know the way I eat is wrecking my health, but—"
“I know I'm living beyond my means, but—"

“I know I'm phony and lie about my accomplishments, but—"
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Through the thousands of choices we make between thinking and
nonthinking, being responsible toward reality or evading it, we establish
a sense of the kind of person we are. Consciously, we rarely remember
these choices. But deep in our psyche they are added up, and the sum is
that experience we call “self-esteem.” Self-esteem is the reputation we
acquire with ourselves.

We are not all equal in intelligence, but intelligence is not the issue.
The principle of living consciously is unaffected by degrees of intel-
ligence. To live consciously means to seek to be aware of everything that
bears on our actions, purposes, values, and goals—to the best of our
ability, whatever that ability may be—and to bebave in accordance with
that which we see and know.

The Betrayal of Consciousness

This last point bears emphasis. Consciousness that is not translated
into appropriate action is a betrayal of consciousness; it is mind invalidat-
ing itself. Living consciously means more than seeing and knowing; it
means acting on what one sees and knows. Thus, I can recognize that I
have been unfair and hurtful to my child (or my spouse or my friend) and
need to make amends. But I don't want to admit I made a mistake, so |
procrastinate, claiming that I am still “thinking” about the situation. This
is the opposite of living consciously. At a fundamental level, it is an
avoidance of consciousness—avoidance of the meaning of what I am
doing; avoidance of my motives; avoidance of my continuing cruelty.

Possible Misunderstandings

Let me anticipate and address possible misunderstandings about the
application of the principle of living consciously.

1. Itis in the nature of human learning that we automate new knowl-
edge and skills, such as speaking a language or driving an automobile, so
that they do not continue to require of us the level of explicit awareness
that was necessary during the learning stage. As mastery is attained, they
drop into the accumulated repertoire of the subconscious—thus freeing
the conscious mind for the new and unfamiliar. Living consciously does
not mean that we retain in explicit awareness everything we ever
learned, which would be neither possible nor desirable.
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2. To be operating consciously—to be in appropriate mental
focus—does not mean that we must be engaged in some task of
problem solving every moment of our waking existence. We may
choose to meditate, for example, emptying our mind of all thought to
make ourselves available to new possibilities of relaxation, rejuvena-
tion, creativity, insight, or some form of transcendence. This can be an
entirely appropriate mental activity—in fact, in some contexts, a highly
desirable one. And, of course, there are still other alternatives to prob-
lem solving, such as creative daydreaming or-abandonment to physical
playfulness or erotic sensation. In matters of mental functioning, con-
text determines appropriateness. To operate consciously does not mean
always to be in the same mental state but rather to be in the state
appropriate to what I am doing. If, for example, I am tumbling on the
floor with a child, my mental state will obviously be very different from
what it is when I am working on a book. But that I am operating
consciously will show up in the fact that no matter how playfully silly 1
may become, part of my mind is monitoring the situation to see that the
child remains physically safe. If, in contrast, I am oblivious to the fact
that I am playing too hard and hurting the child, my level of conscious-
ness is inadequate to the situation. The point is that the issue of the
appropriateness of my state of consciousness can only be determined
relative to my purposes. There is no “right” or “wrong” state in a
vacuum.

3. Given the countless number of things in our world of which it is
theoretically possible to be conscious, awareness clearly involves a
process of selection. In choosing to attend here, I implicitly choose not
to attend elsewhere—at least in this moment. Sitting at my computer
and writing this book, 1 am relatively oblivious to the rest of my
environment. If T shift my focus, 1 become aware of the sound of
passing automobiles, the sound of a child shouting and a dog barking.
In another instant all that will be lost to conscious awareness and my
mind will be absorbed by the words on my computer screen and the
words forming in my mind. My purpose and values dictate the standard
of selection. )

When I am writing, I am often in a state of such concentration as to be
trancelike; a ruthless process of selection is at work, but within that
context I would say I am operating at a high level of consciousness.
However, if, without changing my state, still preoccupied with my
thoughts and oblivious to my external environment, I were to drive my
automobile, I could be charged with operating at a dangerously low level
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of consciousness because I had not adapted to the change of context and
purpose. To say it once more: Only context can determine what mind-
state is appropriate.

Being Responsible Toward Reality

Living consciously implies respect for the facts of reality. This means
the facts of our inner world (needs, wants, emotions) as well as of the
outer world. This contrasts with that disrespect for reality contained in an
attitude that amounts to, “If I don't choose to see it or acknowledge it, it
doesn’t exist.”

Whben we live consciously we do not imagine that our
Seelings are an infallible guide to truth.

[y

Living consciously is living responsibly toward reality. We do not
necessarily have to like what we see, but we recognize that that which is,
is, and that which is not, is not. Wishes or fears or denials do not alter
facts. If I desire a new outfit but need the money for rent, my desire does
not transform reality and make the purchase rational. If I fear an opera-
tion my physician assures me is necessary to save my life, my fear does
not mean I will live equally well without the operation. If a statement is
true, my denying it will not make it false. '

Thus, when we live consciously we do not confuse the subjective
with the objective. We do not imagine that our feelings are an infallible
guide to truth. We can learn from our feelings, to be sure, and they may
even point us in the direction of important facts, but this will entail
reflection and reality testing, and this entails the participation of
reason.

This understood, let us look more closely at what the practice of
living consciously includes.
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The Specifics of Living Consciously

Living consciously entails:

A mind that is active rather than passive.

An intelligence that takes joy in its own function.

Being “in the moment,” without losing the wider context.

Reaching out toward relevant facts rather than withdrawing from them.

Being concerned to distinguish among facts, interpretations, and
emotions.

Noticing and confronting my impulses to avoid or deny painful or
threatening realities. '

Being concerned to know “where [ am” relative to my various (per-
sonal and professional) goals and projects, and whether I am succeed-
ing or failing.

Being concerned to know if my actions are in alignment with my
purposes.

Searching for feedback from the environment so as to adjust or correct
my course when necessary.

Persevering in the attempt to'understand in spite of difficulties.

Being receptive to new knowledge and willing to reexamine old as-
sumptions.

Being willing to see and correct mistakes.

Seeking always to expand awareness—a commitment to learning—
therefore, a commitment to growth as a way of life.

A concern to understand the world around me.

A concern to know not only external reality but also internal reality, the
reality of my needs, feelings, aspirations, and motives, so thatl am not a
stranger or a mystery to myself.

A concern to be aware of the values that move and guide me, as well as
their roots, so that I am not ruled by values I have irrationally adopted
or uncritically accepted from others.

Let us look at each of these items in turn.
A mind that is active ratber than passive. Here we deal with the most
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fundamental act of self-assertion: the choice to think, to seek awareness,
understanding, knowledge, clarity.

Implicit in this orientation is another self-esteem virtue, that of self-
responsibility. Since I am responsible for my own existence and hap-
piness, I choose to be conscious and to be guided by the clearest
understanding of which I am capable. I do not indulge in the fantasy that
someone else can spare me the necessity of thought or make my deci-
sions for me.

An intelligence that takes joy in its own function. The natural inclina-
tion of a child is to take pleasure in the use of mind no less than of body.
The child’s primary business is learning. It is also the primary entertain-
ment. To retain that orientation into adulthood, so that consciousness is
not a burden but a joy, is the mark of a successfully developed human
being.

Of course, as adults we cannot chooseto feel pleasure in the assertion
of consciousness if for one reason or another we associate it with fear,
pain, or exhausting effort. But anyone who has persevered, overcome
such barriers, and learned to live more consciously will say that such
learning becomes an increasingly greater source of satisfaction.

Being “in the moment,” without losing the wider context. Contained
in the idea of living consciously is that of being present to what one is
doing. If I am listening to the complaint of a customer, being presentto
the experience. If I am playing with my child, being present to the
activity. If Tam working with a psychotherapy client, being with the client
and not somewhere else. Doing what I am doing while I am doing it.

This does not mean that my awareness is reduced only to immediate
sensory experience, disconnected from the wider context of my knowl-
edge. IfI cannot remain related to that wider context, my consciousness is
impoverished. I wish to be inthe moment but not trappedin the moment.
This is the balance that allows me to be in the most resourceful state,

Reaching out toward relevant facts ratber than withdrawing from
tbem. What determines “relevance” is my needs, wants, values, goals,
and actions. Do I stay alert to and curious about any information that
might cause me to modify my course or correct my assumptions, or do I
proceed on the premise that there is nothing new for me to learn? Do I
continually seek out new data actively that might be helpful, ordo I close
my eyes to it even when it is presented? We do not have to ask which
option is the more empowering.

Being concerned to distinguish among facts, interpretations, and
emotions. | see you frowning; | interpret this to mean you are angry with
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me; I feel hurt or defensive or wronged. In reality, [ may be correct or
incorrect in my interpretation. I may be appropriate or inappropriate in
the feeling with which I respond. In any event, separate and distinct
processes are involved. If I am not conscious of this, I tend to treat my
feelings as the voice of reality, which can lead me to disaster.

Fear and pain should be treated as signals not to
close our eyes but to open them wider.

Or again, I bearthat physicists are struggling with a problem they find
insurmountable (let us assume this is so); I interpret this to mean that
reason and science have failed; I feel disheartened and disturbed, or
elated and triumphant (depending on my other philosophical beliefs). In
reality, all that is established is that physicists say they are stuck on a
problem, The rest is what my mind makes of it, which may be rational or
irrational, but which in either case says more about me than about
external reality.

To live consciously, I need to be sensitive to these distinctions. What I
perceive, what [ interpret it to mean, and how I feel about it are three
separate questions. If I do not distinguish among them, my grounding in
reality becomes the first casualty. Which means my efficacy becomes the
first casualty.

Noticing and confronting my impulses to avotd or deny painful or
threatening realities. Nothing is more natural than to avoid what evokes
fear or pain. Since this includes facts our self-interest requires us to face
and consider, we may have to override avoidance impulses. But this
requires that we be aware of such impulses. What we need then is an
orientation of self-examination and self-awareness—of consciousness
directed inward as well as outward. Part of living consciously is being on
guard against the sometimes seductive pull of unconsciousness; this asks
for the most ruthless honesty of which we are capable. Fear and pain
should be treated as signals not to close our eyes but to open them wider,
not to look away but to look more attentively. This is far from an easy or
effortless task. It is unrealistic to imagine that we will always execute it
perfectly. But there will be great differences among us with regard to the
sincerity of our intention; and degrees matter. Self-esteem asks not for
flawless success but for the earnest intention to be conscious.

Being concerned to know “wbere I am” relative to my various (per-
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sonal and professional) goals and projects, and whether I am suc-
ceeding or fasling. If one of my goals is to have a successful and satis-
fying marriage, what is the present state of my marriage? Do I know?
Would my pastner and I answer the same way? Are my partner and I
happy with each other? Are there frustrations and unresolved issues? If
so, what am I doing about them? Do I have an action plan, or am I merely
hoping that “somehow” things will improve? If one of my aspirations is
one day to have my own business, what am I doing about it? Am I closer
to that goal than I was a month ago or a year ago? Am I on track or off? If
one of my ambitions is to be a professional writer, where am I at present
relative to the fulfillment of that ambition? What am 1 doing to actualize it?
Will I be closer to fulfillment next year than this year? If so, why? Am [
bringing as much consciousness to my projects as I need to?

Being concerned to know if my actions are in alignment with my
purposes. This issue is closely related to the preceding one. Sometimes
there was great lack of congruence between what we say our goals or
purposes are and how we invest our time and energy. That which we
profess to care about most may get least from us in attention—whereas
that which we say matters much less receives far more from us. So living
consciously entails monitoring my actions relative to my goals, looking
for evidence of alignment or misalignment. If there is misalignment,
either my actions or my goals need to be rethought.

Searching for feedback from the environment so as to adfust or
correct my course when necessary. When a pilot flies from Los Angeles
to New York, he or she is always slightly off course. This information,
called feedback, is relayed back via instruments so that continuing ad-
justments are made to keep the plane on the right path. In the conduct of
our life and the pursuit of our goals, we cannot safely set our course once
and remain blind thereafter. The potential always exists that new infor-
mation will require an adjustment of our plans and intentions.

A business leader who operates at a bigh level of
consciousness plans for tomorrow’s market.

If we are operating a business, perhaps we need to revise our advertis-
ing strategy. Perhaps the manager we counted on is proving unable to do
the job. Perhaps the product that seemed like a brilliant idea when first
conceived has been made obsolete by a competitor. Perhaps the sudden
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emergence of new competitors from other countries obliges us to rethink
our global strategy. Perhaps recently reported changes in demographics
has future implications for our business that we need to be examining
now and relating to our present projections. How quick we will be to
note such developments and respond appropriately has everything to do
with the level of consciousness at which we operate.

A business leader who operates at a high level of consciousness plans
for tomorrow’s market; a leader operating at a more modest level thinks
in terms of today’s; a leader operating at a low level may not realize that
he is still thinking in terms of yesterday’s.

On a more personal level, suppose I would like certain new behaviors
from my spouse. I take certain actions aimed at evoking these changes.
Do I persist in these actions without noting whether they produce a
desired result? Do my spouse and I have the identical conversation forty
times? Or, if I see that what I am doing is not working, do [ try something
else? In other words, do I operate mechanically or consciously?

Persevering in the attempt to understand in spite of difficulties. In
my pursuit of understanding and mastery I sometimes encounter diffi-
culties. When this happens, I have a choice: to persevere or give up.
Students face this alternative in their school studies. Scientists face it in
struggling with research problems. Executives face it in the thousand
challenges of everyday business. Everyone faces it in personal relation-
ships.

If we persevere in the will to efficacy yet seem stopped by a barrier
we cannot move through, we may take a rest or try a new approach,
but we do not surrender to despair or resign ourselves to defeat. In
contrast, if we give up, withdraw, fall into passivity, or go through the
motions of trying without meaning it, we shrink the level of our
consciousness—to escape the pain and frustration that accompanied
our efforts. The world belongs to those who persevere. I am reminded
of a story told about Winston Churchill. He was invited to address a
graduating class at a school, and the students waited .expectantly
through the laudatory introduction he received, eager for what the great
man would say. Finally, Churchill stood up, looked down at the class,
and thundered, “Never-never-never-never-never-never-never give up!”
Then he sat down.

Of course, sometimes we may rationally choose to discontinue our
efforts to understand or master something because, in the context of
our other values and concerns, a further expenditure of time, energy,
and resources is unjustified. But that is a different issue and off our imme-
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diate point, except to note that the decision to discontinue should be
CONScious.

Being receptive to new knowledge and willing to reexamine old
assumptions. We are not operating at a high level of consciousness if we
are absorbed totally by what we believe we already know and are
uninterested in, or closed to, new information that might bear on our
ideas and convictions. Such an attitude excludes the possibility of
growth.

The alternative is not to hold everything we think in doubt but rather to
maintain an openness to new experience and knowledge—because
even when we are not mistaken to begin with, even when our starting
premises are valid, new clarifications, amendments, and improvements
in our understanding are always possible. And sometimes our premises
are mistaken and need to be revised. Which leads to-the next point.

Being willing to see and correct mistakes. When we accept certain
ideas or premises as true, it is almost inevitable that over time we become
attached to them. The danger then becomes that we may not wish to
recognize evidence that we are mistaken.

It is said of Charles Darwin that any time he encountered some fact that
seemed to militate against his theory of evolution, he wrote it down
immediately because he did not trust his memory to retain it.

Living consciously implies that my first loyalty is to truth, not to making
myself right. All of us are wrong some of the time, all of us make
mistakes, but if we have tied our self-esteem (or our pseudo self-esteem)
to being above error, or if we have become overattached to our own
positions, we are obliged to shrink consciousness in misguided seif-
protection. To find it humiliating to admit an error is a certain sign of
flawed self-esteem.

Seeking always to expand awareness—a commitment to
learning—therefore, a commitment to growth as a way of life. In the
second half of the nineteenth century the head of the U.S. Patent Office
announced, “Everything of importance that can be invented has been
invented.” This was the prevailing viewpoint throughout almost all hu-
man history. Until very recently, for the hundreds of thousands of years
that Homo sapiens has existed on this planet, people saw existence as
essentially unchanging. They believed that the knowledge possible to
humans was already known. The idea of human life as a process of
advancing from knowledge to new knowledge, from discovery to
discovery—Ilet alone of one scientific and technological breakthrough
following another with exhilarating and disorienting speed—is only a
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couple of seconds old, measured in evolutionary time. In contrast to all
the centuries behind us, we are living in an age when the total of human
knowledge doubles about every ten years.

Only a commitment to lifelong learning can allow us to remain adap-
tive to our world. Those who believe they have “thought enough” and
“learned enough” are on a downward trajectory of increasing uncon-
sciousness. The resistance of many people to becoming computer liter-
ate is a simple example. I recall a vice-president in a brokerage firm
saying to me, “Having to struggle with learning a computer was devastat-
ing to my self-esteem. I didn't wantto learn. Yet I had no choice—it was
necessary. But what a battle!”

To find it bumiliating to admit an error is a certain
sign of flawed self-esteem.

A concern to understand the world around me. All of us are affected,
in more ways than we can know, perhaps, by the world in which we
live—physically, culturally, socially, economically, politically. The phys-
ical environment has consequences for our health. The cultural environ-
ment affects our attitudes, values, and the pleasure we take (or don’t
take) in what we see, hear, and read. The social environment may have
an impact on the serenity or turbulence of our existence. Economic
factors affect our standard of living. Political factors affect the measure of
our freedom and the extent of our control over our lives. Some would
add to this list of the significant constituents of our context the cosmic or
religious or spiritual dimension, however one interprets those words. In
any event, this list is clearly an oversimplification and is offered only to
point in a direction.

To be oblivious to such forces, to imagine that we operate in a vacuum,
is truly to live as a sleepwalker. Living consciously entails a desire to
understand our full context.

Obviously a person of high intelligence with a philosophical disposi-
tion may carry this concern farther than a person of more limited intel-
lect. But even among persons of modest powers we can discern
differences in interest level with regard to these matters—differences in
curiosity, thoughtfulness, awareness that there is something about which
to think. And again, since we are neither omniscient nor infallible, it is
our intention and its expression in action that is of primary importance.
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A concern to know not only external reality but also internal reality,
the reality of my needs, feelings, asptrations, and motives, so that I am
not a stranger or a mystery to myself. In the course of my work as a psy-
chotherapist I have met many people who are proud of their knowledge
of the universe, from physics to political philosophy to aesthetics to the
most recent information about Saturn to the teachings of Zen Buddhism—
and yet who are blind to the operations of the private universe within. The
wreckage of their personal life is a monument to the magnitude of their
unconsciousness concerning the internal world of the self. They deny and
disown their needs, rationalize their emotions, intellectualize (or “spiritu-
alize”) their behavior—while moving from one unsatisfactory relation-
ship to another or remaining for a lifetime in the same one without doing
anything practical to improve it. I am not living consciously if my con-
sciousness is used for everything but self-understanding.

Sometimes our efforts at self-examination hit an impasse for which we
require the assistance of a guide, teacher, or psychotherapist. My focus
here, again, is on an underlying intention, an orentation: a concern
to know the inner world of needs, feelings, motives, mental processes.
As contrasted with what? That condition of self-estrangement and self-
alienation that to varying degrees is the state of most people (and about
which I wrote in The Disowned Self).

This intention or concern shows up in such simple questions as: Do I
know what I am feeling at any particular moment? Do I recognize the
impulses from which my actions spring? Do I notice if my feelings and
actions are congruent? Do I know what needs or desires I may be trying
to satisfy? Do I know what I actually want in a particular encounter with
another person (not what I think I “should” want)? Do I know what my
life is about? Is the “program” I am living one I accepted uncritically from
others, oris it genuinely of my own choosing? Do I know what I am doing
when I particularly like myself and what I am doing when I don't? These
are the kind of questions that intelligent self-examination entails.

Do I know what I am doing when I particularly like
myself and what I am doing when I don’t?

Note that this is entirely different from a morbid self-absorption that
consists of taking one’s emotional temperature every ten minutes. [ am
not recommending obsessive self-preoccupation. I do not even like to
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talk about “introspection” in this context because it suggests something
far more technical and remote from the average person’s experience. 1
prefer to talk about “the art of noticing.” Noticing the feelings in my
body. Noticing my emotions during an encounter with someone. Notic-
ing patterns in my behavior that may not be serving me. Noticing what
excites me and what drains me. Noticing Whether the voice inside my
head is truly my own or belongs to someone ejse—perhaps my mother.
To notice, I have to be interested. I have to think the practice worthwhile.
I have to believe there is value in knowing myself. I may have to be
willing to look at.troublesome facts. I have to be convinced that, long-
term, I have more to gain from consciousness than unconsciousness.

Why do we need to notice bodily feelings? Well, to offer only one of
many possibilities, this would be very useful to a driven individual who
would prefer to avoid a heart attack and who would thus benefit from
advance warnings of stress. Why do we need to notice our emotions
during an encounter with someone? To better understand our actions and
reactions. Why do we need to notice our patterns of behavior? To know
which actions are producing desired results and which aren’t, and to
discover what patterns need to be challenged. Why do we need to notice
what is exciting and what is draining? To do more of the first and less of
the second (a correction that by no means happens automatically or
“instinctively”). Why might it be worth our efforts to identify the different
voices speaking within? To recognize alien influences with alien agendas
(the voice of a parent or a religious authority, for example), to learn how
to distinguish one’s own true voice from all others, to operate one’s life as
an autonomous human being.

A concern to be aware of the values that move and guide me, as well
as their roots, so that I am not ruled by values I bave irrationally
adopted or uncritically accepted from others. This point is closely related
to the foregoing. One of the forms that living unconsciously takes is
obliviousness to the values guiding one’s actions and even indifference to
the question. All of us sometimes draw mistaken or irrational conclusions
from ourexperience on the basis of which we may form values harmful to
our well-being. All of us absorb values from the world around us—from
family, peers, and culture—and these values are not necessarily rational
or supportive of our true interests; often, in fact, they are not.

A young person may see many examples of dishonesty and hypocrisy
while growing up, may conclude, in effect, “This is the way the world
works, and I must adapt to it,” and may as a consequence disvalue
honesty and integrity.
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A man may be socialized to identify personal worth with income; a
woman may be socialized to identify personal worth with the status of
the man she marries.

Such values subvert healthy self-esteem, and almost inevitably lead to
self-alienation and to tragic life decisions. Living consciously, therefore,
entails reflecting on and weighing in the light of reason and personal
experience the values that set our goals and purposes.

A Note on Addictions

The avoidance of consciousness is clearly evident in problems of addic-
tion. When we become addicted to alcohol or drugs or destructive rela-
tionships, the implicit intention is invariably to ameliorate anxiety and
pain—to escape awareness of one’s core feelings of powerlessness and
suffering. What we become addicted to are tranquilizers and anodynes.
Anxiety and pain are not extinguished, they are merely rendered less
conscious. Since they inevitably resurface with still greater intensity,
larger and larger doses of poison are needed to keep consciousness at
bay.

Self-destruction is an act best performed in the dark.

When we become addicted to stimulants, we are avoiding the exhaus-
tion or depression they are intended to mask. Whatever else may be
involved in a particular case, what is always involved is the avoidance of
consciousness. Sometimes what is avoided are the implications of a life-
style that requires stimulants to be sustained.

To the addict, consciousness is the enemy. If I have reason to know
that alcohol is dangerous to me and I nonetheless take a drink, I must first
turn down the light of awareness. If I know that cocaine has cost me my
last three jobs and I nonetheless choose to take a snort, I must first blank
out my knowledge, must refuse to see what I see and know what I know.
If I recognize that I am in a relationship that is destructive to my dignity,
ruinous for my self-esteem, and dangerous to my physical well-being,
and if [ nonetheless choose to remain in it, I must first drown out the
voice of reason, fog my brain, and make myself functionally stupid. Self-
destruction is an act best performed in the dark.
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A Personal Example

All of us can look back over our life and think of times when we did not
bring to some concern as much consciousness as was needed. We tell
ourselves, “If only I had thought more!” “If only I hadn’t been so impul-
sive!” “If only I had checked the facts more carefully!” “If only I had
looked ahead a bit!”

I think of my first marriage, when [ was twenty-two years old. I think of
all the signs (apart from our youth) that we were making a mistake: the
numerous conflicts between us, the incompatibilities in some of our
values, the ways in which at the core we were not each other’s “type.”
Why, then, did I proceed? Because of our shared commitment to certain
ideas and ideals. Because of sexual attraction. Because I desperately
wanted to have a woman in my life. Because she was the first person
from whom I did not feel alienated—and I lacked the confidence that
another would come along. Because I naively imagined that marriage
could solve all the problems between us. There were “reasons,” to
be sure.

Still, if someone had said to me (or if I had somehow thought to say to
myself), “If you were to bring a higher level of consciousness to your
relationship with Barbara, and to do so steadily, day after day, what do
you suppose might happen?” I have to wonder what I might have been
led to face and come to grips with. To a mind that is receptive, so simple
yet provocative a question can have astonishing potency.

The fact was, I examined neither the feelings driving me toward
marriage nor the feelings signaling danger. I did not confront the logical
and obvious questions: Why marry now? Why not wait until more is
resolved between you? And because of what { did not do, my self-
esteem suffered a subtle wound—some part of me knew I was avoid-
ing awareness—although it would be years before I fully understood
this.

There is an exercise that I give to therapy clients today that [ wish I had
known about then. The course of my life over the next decade or so
might have been different. I will discuss this exercise and others like it
below, but for the moment let me say this. If for two weeks I had sat at my
desk each morning and wrote the following incomplete sentence in my
notebook: “If I bring a higher level of consciousness to my relationship
with Barbara—" and then wrote six to ten endings as rapidly as I could,
without rehearsing, censoring, planning, or “thinking,” I would have
found myself making more and more conscious, explicit, and inescap-
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able all the deep reservations I had about this relationship as well as my
process of avoidance and denial.

I have given this exercise to clients who are confused or conflicted
about some relationship, and the result almost invariably is major clari-
fication. Sometimes the relationship radically improves; sometimes it
ends.

Had I known to use this technique, I would have had to face the fact
that loneliness was-driving me more than admiration. If Barbara had
done a similar exercise, she would have realized that she was no more
rational than I in what we were preparing to do. Whether we would have
had the courage and wisdom to stay at this higher level of awareness is
something I can only speculate about now. That one wakes up for a time
is no guarantee that one will remain awake. Still, judging from the
experience of my clients, it would have been extraordinarily difficult for
us to persist blindly on our course because we would no longer have
been blind, and opening one door clears the way to opening another and
then another.

Consciousness and the Body

It was the achievement of Wilhelm Reich to bring the body into
psychotherapy—in other words, to make clinicians aware that when
feelings and emotions are blocked and repressed, the process of imple-
mentation is physical: Breathing is restricted and muscles are contracted.
When this happens repeatedly, the blocks become part of the body
structure—“the body armor,” in Reich’s phrase—and what began as the
psychological becomes somaticized. Breathing may be so habitually
shallow and muscles so little contracted that the flow of feeling is ob-
structed and consciousness is diminished accordingly. When body thera-
pists work to release the breathing and open areas of tight muscular
contraction, the person feels more and is more aware. Body work can
liberate blocked consciousness.

This is true in all the schools of body work that have gone beyond
Reich to a more advanced understanding of the interactions between
psyche and soma. Freeing the body contributes to freeing the mind.

In the early 1970s I went through a program of “rolfing” (named after
founder Ida Rolf), more formally called “structural integration.” This
process involves deep massage and manipulation of the muscle fascia to
realign the body in more appropriate relation to gravity, to correct imbal-
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ances caused by entrenched muscular contractions, and to open areas of
blocked feeling and energy.

I was fascinated by the response of my clients. Many said they saw
changes, week by week: ] became more sensitive and more perceptive in
my work. As my own body seemed to open to me and somehow to
become more “available,” I found that I could more expertly “read” the
bodies of others. I saw how a client was sitting, standing, or moving, and
I instantly knew volumes about his or her inner life. Spontaneously I had
shifted to a much higher level of consciousness in my work through a
process that began as increased consciousness of my own body.

When I reported this enthusiastically to the man who was rolfing me,
he said that not everyone had that experience and that it was the result
not of the rolfing alone but also of the high level of awareness with which
I participated in the process. “It’s like psychotherapy,” he explained.
“Clients who bring a lot of consciousness to the work do better than
clients who are more passive, who just show up and expect the therapist
to do everything.”

The point I am making is that if one’s goal is to operate at a high level of
consciousness, a body armored against feeling is a serious impediment.

Sentence Completions to Facilitate the Art of
Living Consciously

Sentence-completion work is a deceptively simple yet uniquely pow-
erful tool for raising self-understanding, self-esteem, and personal effec-
tiveness. It rests on the premise that all of us have more knowledge than
we normally are aware of—more wisdom than we use, more potentials
than typically show up in our behavior. Sentence completion is a tool for
accessing and activating these “hidden resources.”

Sentence completion can be used in many ways. Here I will describe a
way I find particularly effective.

The essence of this procedure is to write an incomplete sentence, a
sentence stem, and to keep adding different endings—the sole require-
ment being that each ending be a grammatical completion of the
sentence. We want a minimum of six endings.

We should work as rapidly as possible-—no pauses to “think,” invent-
ing if we get stuck, without worrying if any particular ending is true,
reasonable, or significant. Any ending is fine, just keep going.

When doing sentence completion this way, we work with a notebook,
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typewriter, or computer. (An acceptable alternative is to do the sentence
completions into a tape recorder, in which case you keep repeating the
stem into a recorder, each time completing it with a difference ending.
You play the work back later to reflect on it.)

Sentence-completion work can be used for many different purposes.
Some of them will be examined in the course of this book. Right now,
how might we use the technique to facilitate the process of learning to
live more consciously?

First thing in the morning, before proceeding to the day’s business, sit
down and write the following stem:

Living consciously to me means—

Then, as rapidly as possible, without pausing for reflection, write as
many endings for that sentence as you can in two or three minutes {never
fewer than six, but ten is enough). Do not worry if your endings are
literally true, make sense, or are “profound.” Write anything, but write
something.

Then, go on to the next stem:

If I bring 5 percent more awareness to my activities today —

(Why only 5 percent? Let us proceed in small, nonintimidating, “bite-
size chews.” Besides, most of the time 5 percent is plenty!)

Then:

If 1 pay more attention to how I deal with people today —

Then:
If 1 bring 5 percent more awareness to my most important
relationships—

Then:

If 1 bring 5 percent more awareness to (fill in a particular problem you
are concerned about—for example, your relationship with someone,
or a barrier you've hit at work, or your feelings of anxiety or
depression) —

When you are finished, proceed with your day’s business.

At the end of the day, as your last task before dinner, do six to ten
endings each for the following stems:

When I reflect on how 1 would feel if I lived more consciousty—
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When I reflect what happens when I bring 5 percent more aware-
ness to my activities—

When I reflect on what happens when I bring 5 percent more
awareness to my most important relationships —

When I reflect on what happens when I bring 5 percent more
awareness to (whatever you've filled in)—

Do this exercise every day, Monday through Friday for the first week.

Do not read what you wrote the day before. Naturally there will be
many repetitions. But also, new endings will inevitably occur. You are
energizing all of your psyche to work for you.

Sometime each weekend, reread what you have written for the week,
and then write a minimum of six endings for this stem:

If any of what I wrote this week is true, it would be heipful if I—

In doing this work, the ideal is to empty your mind of any expectations
concerning what will happen or what is “supposed” to happen. Do not
impose any demands on the situation. Try to empty your mind of expec-
tations. Do the exercise, go about your day’s activities, and merely notice
any differences in how you feel or how you operate. You will discover
that you have set in motion forces that make it virtually impossible for
you to avoid operating more consciously.

An average session should not take longer than ten minutes. If it takes
much longer, you are “thinking” (rehearsing, calculating) too much.

Notice that the second set of stems of the day relate to the morning’s
work. I call this the “bookend” approach to sentence completion. The
knowledge that those stems are waiting to be completed later in the day
energizes the motivation to be more conscious throughout the day.

The technique can be thought of as a procedure for learning to man-
age our attention—more broadly, to manage the mind’s “spontaneous”
activities. There is a discipline 