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			At one pole of my being, I am one with sticks and stones. There I have to acknowledge the rule of universal law. That is where the foundation of my existence lies, deep down below. Its strength lies in its being held firm in the clasp of the comprehensive world, and in the fullness of its community with all things.

			But at the other pole of my being, I am separate from all. There I have broken through the cordon of equality and stand alone as an individual. I am absolutely unique, I am I, I am incomparable. The whole weight of the universe cannot crush out this individuality of mine. I maintain it in spite of the tremendous gravitation of all things. It is small in appearance but great in reality. For it holds its own against the forces that would rob it of its distinction and make it one with the dust. 

			—Rabindranath Tagore

		


		

		
			   

			INTRODUCTION

			Loving yourself is the best form of defense against mental suffering. It is not only a yardstick for measuring how much we should love others (i.e., “Love thy neighbor as thyself”), but it also appears to provide protection from psychological illnesses and is key to generating well-being and quality of life.

			Activating all your available self-esteem or loving your essence is the first step toward any kind of psychological growth and personal development. And I’m not referring to the dark side: arrogance, narcissism, and an obsession with the ego and feeling unique, special, and better than others; nor am I talking about a blind, insatiable crush on the “I” (egocentricity). I am referring to the genuine capacity to recognize, without fear or shame, the strengths and virtues we possess, to integrate them in our daily lives, and shower others with them effectively and compassionately. Loving yourself while looking down on or ignoring others is presumptuous and exclusive; loving others while you look down on yourself is a lack of self-love.

			“Fall in love with you” means “Love yourself sincerely,” persist in your own being (conatus), as Spinoza explained, in order to defend individual existence and bring out the best in each of us. Loving yourself is also fostering healthy self-preservation, as promoted by the Stoics, and seeking maximum pleasure and health, as pursued by Epicurus. Loving yourself is considering yourself to be worthy of the best; it is bolstering self-respect and giving yourself the opportunity to be happy for the sole reason that you are alive.

			

			Love starts at home. Your first love story is the one you have with yourself; in this first romance you will learn to love or hate existence. How can you open the doors of love to those around you if you belittle yourself or fail to accept your being, or if you are ashamed to exist? A patient crushed by depression used to say to me, “I’m sorry, but. . . I’m ashamed to be alive.” Could there be any greater form of decay? Just as you do not attack or shun those you love, don’t do it to yourself. Being your own friend is the first step toward having self-esteem. Love is looking for the best in others and enjoying it, and the same applies to self-love: If you don’t forgive yourself, if being with yourself annoys you, if you can’t bear yourself, and if you put yourself down, you don’t love yourself! Sometimes I get asked if it is possible to hate yourself, and my answer is unequivocal, “Of course, and with tremendous intensity!” Up to the point of wanting to fall off the face of the earth and acting accordingly to make that happen.

			We often take pleasure in self-inflicted pain. There’s a story about a woman on a train at three in the morning; while everyone else was asleep, she started complaining loudly, “My God, I’m so thirsty! My God, I’m so thirsty,” over and over again. Her persistence woke the other passengers and the man beside her went and brought her two glasses of water, saying, “Here you go, quench your thirst so that we can all go to sleep.” The woman quickly drank them, and everyone got comfortable again. Everything seemed to return to normal until, a few minutes later, the woman was heard saying, “My God, I was so thirsty! My God, I was so thirsty!” We incorporate psychological punishment into our lives from an early age without realizing it, and we adapt to it as if it were a normal facet—and even desirable. We delight in suffering or put it on a pedestal. At times we act as if self-punishment were a virtue because it “hardens the soul”; and while it is important to strive to achieve our personal goals, constructive self-criticism is not the same as the savage self-criticism that batters and buries us. It is one thing to accept useful and necessary suffering, and quite another to get used to the pain we masochistically inflict on ourselves to “cleanse us of guilt” or “try to be worthy” of someone loving us.

			Findings from the cognitive psychology field over the last twenty years clearly show that the negative view we hold of ourselves is a determining factor in the onset of psychological disorders such as phobias, depression, stress, anxiety, interpersonal insecurity, psychosomatic conditions, relationship problems, underperformance at school and work, substance abuse, body image disorders, inability to regulate emotions, and much more. The conclusion from specialists is clear: If our self-esteem is not sufficiently high, we will live poorly, we will be unhappy, and we will suffer from anxiety.

			This book is for people who don’t love themselves enough, who live isolated lives, cling to irrational rules, and are inconsiderate to themselves. It is also for those who once knew how to love themselves, but have forgotten in the intensity of daily life or the frenzied race for survival, which makes us put ourselves on the back burner, as if we were disposable. The aim of this book is both simple and complex: to show you how to fall in love with yourself; how to be brave; how to start a supportive relationship with yourself that will make you increasingly happy and resilient to daily struggles.

		

		


		

		
			
			chapter 1

			FALL IN LOVE WITH YOU

			Loving ourselves is perhaps the most important factor in guaranteeing our survival in a complex world that is increasingly harder to endure. Even so, it’s interesting that most of our social learning is geared toward penalizing or underestimating the value of self-love, maybe as a way of avoiding the clutches of vanity. If you decide to congratulate yourself with a kiss, it’s likely that those around you (including the psychologist on duty) will label your behavior as ridiculous, narcissistic, or smug. It is frowned upon to like ourselves too much or to be really happy with who we are (someone who is very happy with themselves and with the world can easily be diagnosed as having hypomania, according to some renowned psychiatric classifications). When we spend too much time involved with ourselves, when we indulge or praise ourselves, the warnings come flooding in: “Be careful with an excess of self-esteem!” or “Watch out for too much pride!” This is partly understandable given the havoc that can be wreaked by an inflated ego; however, it is one thing to be a narcissist (vainly obsessed with oneself), egotistical (selfish and incapable of loving others), or egocentric (incapable of recognizing different points of view), and totally another to be able to accept oneself honestly and genuinely without doing a song and dance about it. Humility is being aware of one’s own shortcomings, but this in no way implies being ignorant of one’s personal worth.

			The catchphrase “Love yourself, but not in excess,” meaning not irrationally or disproportionately (to avoid being entranced by your own self-image), is good advice because it makes us wary of the dark side of self-esteem. However, it’s best not to exaggerate this and to be aware that, in certain situations where our self-love is taking a beating, loving ourselves without apprehension or irrational fears can get us back on track and allow us to walk with our heads held high.

			Hiding and/or minimizing self-recognition and concealing our strengths causes more harm than good. The idea of not loving yourself “more than necessary” can turn into a kind of stifled and puny self-love. True, there’s no need to shout at the top of our lungs about how wonderful we are, or splash it across the front pages, but repressing it, denying it, or contradicting it ends up hurting us emotionally. By trying to shut out unrestrained selfishness, we often fail to let in self-love; to avoid the insufferable pedantry of the know-it-all, some people succumb to shame about who they are; to avoid squandering, we are stingy. If I feel bad about exercising my personal rights or if I simply ignore them or believe that I do not deserve them, maybe I’m lacking some self-respect.

			As we grow up, a strange insensitivity toward ourselves starts to take shape, leaving behind those glorious childhood days when the world seemed to revolve around us and we bounced happily from game to game. Back then, everything was gratifying and fanciful. At times, the self seemed to be enough on its own, giving itself pleasure and creating infinite universes at will (clearly, a child’s natural inclination is not to punish themselves, but to have the best possible time and survive while they’re at it). But good things don’t last forever and, as we grow up, we leave behind that wonderful world of the self (as no society would survive under such egocentricity) and we look outward more than inward; in other words, we “decenter” and reluctantly accept that loving our neighbor is more important, worthy, and commendable than loving ourselves.

			Current psychological findings on the issue of self- esteem are a warning worth heeding: We do not educate our children to love themselves, at least not in the organized and systematic way we teach them other things. From an early age, we are taught personal care habits regarding our physical self: brushing our teeth, bathing, cutting our nails, eating, controlling our bodily functions, dressing ourselves, and other similar activities, but what about psychological care and mental hygiene? Do we pay enough attention to that? Do we put it into practice? Do we highlight the importance of self-love?

			The four Pillars of Self-Esteem

			The image you have of yourself is not hereditary or genetic, it is learned. The human brain has an information processing system that can store an almost infinite amount of data. That information, shaped by the social experiences of our lives, is stored in our long-term memory in the form of beliefs and theories. This provides us with internal models of objects, the meaning of words, situations, types of people, social activities, and much more. This knowledge of the world, correct or not, allows us to make predictions and prepare ourselves to face what is coming. The future is stored in the past.

			The main source for creating your guiding worldview comes through contact with the people (friends, parents, teachers) from your immediate material and social surroundings. And the relationships you establish with your surrounding world develop within you an idea of how you believe you are. Successes and failures, fears and insecurities, physical sensations, pleasures and annoyances, the way you face problems, what people say to you and what they don’t say to you, punishments and rewards, perceived love and rejection—all of this comes together and forms an internal image of your own persona; your “I” or self-schema. You can think that you are beautiful, efficient, interesting, intelligent, and good, or entirely the opposite (ugly, inefficient, boring, stupid, and bad). Each one of these value judgments is the result of a history in which you have been developing a “theory” about yourself, which will guide your behavior in the future. If you think that you are a loser, you will not try to win. You will say to yourself, “Why bother trying? I can’t win” or “This isn’t for
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