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Preface



 

 

This all began when a word popped into my head, as I was writing about mental health. Persevilience. That’s the word. The word went from my head, via my pen, onto a blank page. And now the word has become a book. Why? Because I think the word means something, and what it means matters. It matters, certainly, to our mental health and wellbeing, but it matters to a lot more besides. It matters, dare I say, to our politics. It matters to how, both as individuals and societies, we engage with the world, and how we face up to the various elements that combine to create what we now commonly call a polycrisis.

Language evolves, you see. New words come along, and some of them endure; old words fade, and some of them die. Polycrisis is a good example of the former. It started life in French, as la polycrise, in a book co-written in 1993 by philosopher Edgar Morin and science and literary critic Anne Brigitte Kern, called Terre-Patrie. My first recollection of polycrise entering the political lexicon was 2016 – the year of Brexit and Donald Trump’s first election to the White House – in the mouth of then European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker. Brexit and Trump – polycrisis indeed. Both trigger me still. Economic historian Adam Tooze popularized the word further; the World Economic Forum adopted it as the basis for debate and discussion on how governments and business leaders should address simultaneously the climate crisis, a deadly pandemic and the economic fallout from both. Its adoption into the dictionaries of the world followed as its usage became common, though it is not to be confused with ‘permacrisis’, which was Collins Dictionary’s Word of the Year for 2022.

I have high hopes that persevilience may make a similar reverse journey, picking up an acute accent or two en route from English to French, persevilience to pérsevilience, or perhaps persévilience, or even pérsévilience. I leave the exact placing of accents to the French.

The reason I began to think there was a need for this word was because, as I started to use it, and sought to explain it, two things struck me: first, that it didn’t need much explanation for a basic understanding, but nor did it take long to persuade people there was more to persevilience than perseverance + resilience; and second, more importantly, that people began to apply it to themselves and their own lives… headteachers in schools I was visiting wondering how to develop persevilience in the children they taught, or the teachers sometimes struggling to teach them; a businessman who said he needed a persevilience audit on his staff and his supply chains; charities and campaigns questioning their own persevilience because it was taking so long to reach their goals. And individuals, maybe individuals above all, asking: am I persevilient? If not, would my life be better if I were? And how do I make that happen?

You may know me best as a political animal, so expect to find plenty of politics and politicians in the pages ahead. But, as the word morphed into a book, I found myself heading in all manner of directions, as I reflected on myself, my friends, the people closest to me and the things I care about. The book has thus become much more personal than I intended it to be when I first sat down with the idea, especially when I headed down the routes of setback, grief, breakdown, friendship, family and love.

I hope you enjoy assessing your own persevilience as much as I enjoyed thinking about mine.




Part 1

What is persevilience and who has it?




Why the world needs this word, and this book!

I have three main objectives for Persevilience (that’s Persevilience the book, not persevilience the thing).

First, to entertain, inform and hopefully inspire readers to develop a very different mindset to the one that may be holding them – you? – back.

Second, to explain what persevilience is and why I believe the word and the concept are what we need right now, as individuals and as societies, as we seek to navigate an ever more complicated, alarming and dangerous world.

Third – vanity alert – to persuade the editors of the Oxford English Dictionary that it should be included in their next edition.

Here, in case the OED, or any other dictionary, takes up my offer, is a first draft of the definition:


Persevilience (noun): the ability of an individual, group or organization to turn any situation, setback or meaningful experience into a positive opportunity to grow, to advance and secure their core interests and beliefs.

Persevilient (adjective): qualities pertaining to the pursuit and delivery of persevilience, whether by individuals, groups or organizations.

Persevilient (noun): a person, group or organization which displays qualities of persevilience.



As I freely acknowledge above, there is an element of vanity attached to the third of my objectives, this desire for dictionary recognition. In an average year around one thousand new words are deemed fit for inclusion in the foremost English language dictionary, and I would love to be responsible for just one of them. But vanity is only an element. I genuinely believe that this is the word, and the concept, that we need right now. At a time of rising mental health issues, especially among the young, and a hideous collection of crises facing the world – climate change, war, famine, migration flows, nuclear proliferation, far-right populism and the deliberate destruction of truth- and fact-based debate, the breakdown of international order and institutions, AI and a possibly existential fight between its opportunities and threats, not least to millions of jobs – we need to instil in ourselves and in each other, individually and societally, not just a tougher mindset but a more positive one. One that believes all problems are solvable, even if we can’t solve them all at the same time; that sees a challenge not as insurmountable, or from which we feel compelled to turn away, but one which has to be met; that sees a crisis as an opportunity to get out of it, and get the world to a better place. More persevilient people will help create a more persevilient world, provided the persevilience is matched by sincerely held beliefs and good values.




So what is it?

You do not need to hold a master’s degree in the English language to work out that the main constituent parts of persevilience are perseverance and resilience (perhaps with a little bit of persistence and patience thrown in). But it is much more than a marriage of other words, important though the qualities of perseverance, resilience, persistence and patience may be. Let’s turn to the dictionary…


Perseverance (noun): the quality of continuing to try to achieve a particular aim despite difficulties.

Resilience (noun): the ability of people or things to recover quickly after something unpleasant, such as shock, injury, etc.; the ability of a substance to return to its original shape after it has been bent, stretched or pressed.

Persistence (noun): the fact of continuing to try to do something despite difficulties, especially when other people are against you and think that you are being annoying or unreasonable.

Patience (noun): the ability to stay calm and accept a delay or something annoying without complaining; the ability to spend a lot of time doing something difficult that needs a lot of attention and effort.*



Let me start with the last of these. With apologies to the fourteenth-century poet William Langland, who coined the phrase ‘patience is a virtue’, I am not sure I agree, when ‘patience’ is defined as above. Staying calm, I agree, can have a role in persevilience, because it is vital to the maintenance of perspective. But accepting something annoying ‘without complaining’ strikes me as a route to terrible complacency. Complacency is a killer of a persevilient mindset.

Persevilience is about dealing with challenges, problems and setbacks, not taking them lying down, without complaint, never uttering those dread words ‘it is what it is’, because whatever it is, it can always be improved. All right, I accept that if the it, the annoying thing, is a traffic jam, or a queue in a shop, where the shopkeeper is prattling needlessly to a customer, then yes, be patient, because there is nothing you can do to hurry things up (short of honking your horn – pointless – or shouting at the chatterboxes by the till – rude and almost certainly counterproductive).

But, to take another example of annoyance, I find the climate crisis really annoying, life-threateningly, terrifyingly annoying. I find the debate around it annoying, when even amid deadly wild fires, typhoons and floods we blather more about ‘the weather’ than climate change realities. Climate change deniers are among the most annoying – and dangerous – people on the planet. In addition, it is precisely because they never stopped complaining about the policies and practices needed to address the climate crisis, that they successfully shifted the dial backwards and put the planet in further existential peril. So no, I really do not think we should all calmly sit around, patiently waiting for the world to apocalypse* to extinction while we drill, baby, drill, and burn, baby, burn. When urgency of action is required, in the face of relentless opposition, it is persevilience, not patience, that is a virtue.

As for persistence, yes, it has a role to play at times. However, I think the dictionary is right – people who are just persistent, rather than persevilient, can tend to be annoying or unreasonable. They are usually persisting because they are obsessively trying to persuade you to do something you’ve already made clear you really don’t want to do, or they are just wrong.

Persevilience takes in perseverance, resilience, patience and persistence, but builds them into something bigger, better, more positive, more productive.

Just go back and look at the dictionary definitions of all four of those words again. So dour, so bloody worthy. All about ‘difficulties’ and ‘delays’. Dealing with people, events and things which are ‘annoying or unreasonable’. Acceptance of things even when you know they are wrong. Where is the positive forward momentum in any of them?

To repeat my persevilience definition (repetition is an essential element of persevilient communications and a persevilient mindset):


Persevilience (noun): the ability of an individual, group or organization to turn any situation, setback or meaningful experience into a positive opportunity to grow, to advance and secure their core interests and beliefs.



Positive is the key word. What is positive about perseverance? It is just the art of keeping going. But it is essentially a negative concept, which portrays life as little more than a never-ending struggle, like no end is ever in sight.

It’s why you never hear anyone say ‘I read a great novel on holiday; I persevered to the end. Then I went to a brilliant film and persevered all the way through to the credits.’ If the book or the film or the concert are brilliant, perseverance is the last quality called upon. You just enjoy them. No perseverance required. Because perseverance has little sense of enjoyment or achievement attached to it. It’s joyless. It takes you nowhere beyond the path you’ve been on for too long already.

Likewise, it is very fitting that resilience applies both to people and to objects, such as a man and a wall; the man can show his resilience by banging his head against the wall, and not seeking hospital treatment for his troubles, and the wall can show its resilience by not falling down despite the man banging his head constantly against it. It is all so grim. Perseverance. Grim. Resilience. Grim. Persistence. Such a struggle. Patience. Boring, complacent, in many instances not a virtue at all.

Persevilience is not about endurance, though endurance may be part of it. It is about advance and achievement. It is a perspective which turns every setback into an opportunity, every step backward as an inspiration to move forward, any failure as the springboard to success. It builds on the expectation – the reality in all of our lives – that on any meaningful journey things will go wrong as well as right, and what matters is how you react, what you learn, how you use
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