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Introduction



THE BUSINESS OF CREATING OPPORTUNITIES FOR YOURSELF AND FOR OTHERS (WITHOUT STITCHING OTHER WOMEN UP)





‘Empowering women doesn’t come from selfishness but rather from selflessness’

Selene Kinder, founder of Empowering Women Now



Where does the idea of ‘lift as you climb’ come from? I wish I could pretend that I thought of it. But that would be a lie. The expression has been around for over a hundred years. Although the identity of the person who first used these words is not certain, we have a pretty good idea of who it might have been. Mary Church Terrell was an African American activist who championed racial equality and votes for women in the late nineteenth century. Known as ‘Mollie’ by her family, she was born in 1863 in Memphis and her parents were freed slaves. She was one of the first African American women to earn a college degree. Her degree was in classics and she went on to teach Latin and modern languages before devoting her life to political activism.

Terrell was an accomplished public speaker and gave her speeches excellent straight-talking titles like ‘In Union There Is Strength’ and ‘What It Means to Be Colored in the Capital of the US’. But the expression with which she is most closely associated was the motto of the National Association of Colored Women, of which she was the first president. It’s a great motto for life: ‘Lifting As We Climb’. The women in this association strongly believed that by elevating themselves they could elevate other women and entire communities. Terrell might not have come up with those precise words herself but she would definitely have been in the room. And she spoke many times of the importance of elevating others. Indeed, we should think of her as a one-woman elevator. Something we should surely all aspire to be.

Since this expression first surfaced in 1896, the idea of ‘lifting as you climb’ has been used regularly for inspiration in both the women’s movement and the human rights movement. It has frequently cropped up in corporate or philanthropic contexts, occasionally as a conference title or a T-shirt slogan. Maya Angelou referenced it regularly, sometimes overtly, sometimes with a touch of side-eye: ‘I’ve learned that you shouldn’t go through life with a catcher’s mitt on both hands; you need to be able to throw something back.’ More recently, the former US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright popularized a similar expression: ‘There is a special place in hell for women who don’t help each other.’ Albright explained that ‘women have an obligation to help one another’. In other words: if you don’t lift as you climb, you know where you’re going to end up.

The concept embodied by the twin ideas of ‘lifting as you climb’ and ‘the special place in hell’ has long been fascinating to me. We usually associate this sort of dutiful sisterhood with the rights and advancement of women. But, in the true spirit of Mary Church Terrell’s original motto, these ideas really apply to us all as a society. When an individual achieves alone, especially when they do this at the expense of others, this is not real progress. In recent times the necessity to move forward together – and change things, sometimes radically, without leaving anyone behind – has taken on an urgency, in part as a result of the activism behind #MeToo and Black Lives Matter, not to mention the economic chaos unleashed on women’s professional lives as a result of a global pandemic.

And yet it’s somehow threatening instead of motivating, isn’t it? To have the prospect of ‘the special place in hell’ held over you. It’s a strange notion, this idea that not only is there something wrong with you if you are a woman and you do not help other women but also that you should be actively punished for not helping because it makes you a traitor. By extension, this means it’s unnatural – immoral, even – for women to be ambitious only for themselves. They must be ambitious for all women or they will go to hell. As if this idea weren’t scary enough, it coexists with the fact that no one seems to demand the same of men. Because men are not obliged to help other men. No one threatens to send them to hell for being selfish and go-getting. No one tells them to lift as they do all the climbing that seems to have worked out so well for them over the past few thousand years.

Another point of concern is that whenever I’ve heard these expressions referenced over the years, it’s often by a woman who pays lip service to helping other women, loudly declaring herself ‘such a feminist – it’s my passion!’ at every available opportunity whilst doing as much as possible to promote her own cause and absolutely nothing to promote anybody else’s work. (Not you, former Secretary of State Albright. You are safe from the fires of hell, especially because you have an excellent collection of brooches.) So here’s the thing. These ‘lift as you climb’ ambitions appear to be positive and fabulous. But in fact they are steeped in hypocrisy, narcissism, judgement, veiled threats and a weird misogyny: that you are a hateful woman if you’re not enough of a sister.

When I first heard about the expression and began to look at how it relates to what I see around me, I started to worry about how this complex feminist intention can be defined, calibrated, measured. How much lifting is enough lifting? Does it count if you try to lift someone and you fail? What if the rung of the ladder that you are standing on snaps whilst you are trying to lift a sister up and you bring her down with you? Is there something a bit patronizing about trying to help other women who might be doing just fine on their own without your meddling help? Do you have to wait for someone to ask for your help or should you just offer it? What if someone asks you for help whom you find really annoying? Do you have to lift them too? As you can see, I have spent a lot of my time worrying about ending up in hell.

I was also acutely aware, when I was a little girl, that the one woman who did seem to have climbed as high as anyone possibly could and definitely had no fear of hell or any other place – Margaret Thatcher – made no secret of the fact that she did not believe in helping other women at all (terrible idea!) and that she did not expect anyone to help her either. I had the impression that if anyone did attempt to assist her in any way, she would bat them away with her handbag. The broadcaster Jenni Murray once recounted that in an interview with Mrs Thatcher she particularly pressed her on this point and the then Prime Minister replied: ‘A woman must rise through merit. There must be no discrimination.’ No lifting. Only climbing. Understood? When Murray tried to press her on how exactly she had held authority in situations where she was the only woman, Thatcher simply could not and would not respond. She often refused to acknowledge her gender and intimated that this stance was the definition of true equality. In the space between all these issues a certain mystery has taken hold as to what it means to be an ambitious woman who doesn’t risk heading for the special place in hell.

Let’s assume that most women agree broadly with Madeleine Albright and disagree with Margaret Thatcher. It would, of course, be great to think that everything happens on merit and there is no discrimination and only the best candidates rise to the top. If I were Margaret Thatcher (and for so many reasons, let’s thank the heavens that I’m not), I would very much want to think this. It’s interesting, isn’t it, that it’s often the people who reach the top who are most keen to say that it can’t possibly be by fluke or accident or luck or coincidence or by virtue of them having recruited the right people to help them or because they had a hairstyle that was really popular at the time. Their success must simply be because they are brilliant.

Thirty years after Margaret Thatcher left office, though, I think it’s safe to say that most of us recognize that success doesn’t just ‘happen’. It’s all part of a system. And it’s very hard to conquer that system on your own. I’m obviously not talking about getting ahead in politics here. Or rising to the top of the Conservative party. I’m talking about the system that is life. Most of us have at the very least a tacit acknowledgement that we are going to need some lifting as we climb. And that we would quite like to help others on our journey. But we rarely talk about what this actually looks like and how we can make it happen.

Why we need altruistic self-help

Yes, my fellow pedants, I realize that ‘altruistic self-help’ is a contradiction in terms, but it’s an idea that makes perfect sense when you start to think about what it means to lift as you climb. What’s the point of thinking about this concept? Why not just write a book about ambition and the best ways to screw everyone else over whilst building yourself a marble bathroom with gold taps, amassing the biggest collection of designer shoes and getting everyone to have sex with you and only you? Now that I’ve written it down, that does actually sound like a book I would like to read … But, no, I don’t think that is what any of us really want. I think we want to achieve things in life – all kinds of things, from the admirable and the philanthropic to the frivolous and the materialistic. But most of us do not want to achieve those things at the expense of others. And we definitely don’t want to risk going to hell. If recent history has taught us anything (hello, covid-19), then it is that we have so much more responsibility to each other than many of us perhaps ever imagined. This is about finding a way to stay fierce, committed and hopeful without using our ambition, focus and optimism to screw over other people as well as the planet. Maybe this is my lockdown-era inner Dalai Lama talking, but lately I’ve become convinced that for the past few decades working life was too much about quantity, speed and progress, and not enough about quality, long-lasting results and long-term consequences. I shudder when I think about the motto Mark Zuckerberg used to found Facebook: ‘Move fast and break things.’ What would it be like if we followed the advice of this African proverb instead? ‘If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.’

This, then, is self-help but with the eventual goal of helping others. Altruistic self-help, if you like. Or alternative self-help. Because ‘self-help’ is all very well and good, but the clue is in the word itself: it’s about helping your own little self, not anyone else. And ultimately there is something narcissistic, short-termist and – let’s be honest – selfish about that. It’s interesting how we don’t really question that very obvious connection between ‘selfish’ and ‘self-help’; we just ask whether a particular piece of advice is going to help us and help us right now. We don’t ask whether it is going to change us long term and simultaneously benefit others. But what is the point in changing (or ‘helping’) ourselves – and this is almost always not about help but about change – if it is not for the benefit of others too? We don’t try to understand our lives and make changes because we want to change in isolation and be the only amazing person in the world. We want to change in relation to, and alongside, our fellow humans. We are social animals. We want to rub along better with other people. We want to help others and know how to ask for help ourselves. All without being made to feel helpless and needy. That all sounds lovely and warm and fuzzy, doesn’t it? And it is. Helping others whilst helping yourself is a good thing.

But this plan is also about good old-fashioned individualistic self-help. It has to be. Because unless you can climb, by helping yourself, you cannot lift anyone else. That said, I personally don’t really like the idea of ‘climbing’ as a goal in itself. It suggests ‘climbing the greasy pole’ or ‘being a social climber’ or ‘working your way up the career ladder’, and all these things are ideas that make me want to start a hippy commune where I farm my own almond milk. But we have to be realistic and hold some of our reservations lightly. Before we can lift, we must know how to climb. You can’t separate the two. And if lifting and climbing are good enough for the ladies in Mary Church Terrell’s world, then lifting and climbing are good enough for me.

A space in between self-care and 
caring about others

Historically, until relatively recently, it was often unwise for women to be ambitious or out for themselves. At best, they would be harshly judged. At worst they would be ostracized. As Professor Mary Beard has pointed out in her work on power, until the last 150 years there were very few leadership roles women could publicly occupy. For many centuries, in the Western world the only prominent female role at the top of the ladder was that of the Queen. Also, for both men and women, until the twentieth century most people considered that the role (and class) they were born into was their lot in life. It was very difficult to transcend social class, especially for women. ‘Social mobility’ – still a contentious issue – is a modern phenomenon. Climbing was in and of itself perilous, and often pointless. There was simply too much that counted against you.

In the last century, however, a lot has changed. Education, literacy and feminism have exposed the outdated lie that ‘leadership is masculine’. Since the Second World War and in particular since the second wave of feminism in the 1960s, women in progressive societies have been taught to dismiss these old ideas and just go for it. You are now seen as a bit of a weakling if you don’t embrace your ambition. Any career hesitations you might be experiencing are written off as ‘imposter syndrome’. And yet. So many women – even those with a lot of advantages and privileges in terms of opportunity, talent and education – seem to feel held back and unable to pursue their ambition. A lot of us seem to feel uncomfortable around the idea of ‘ambition’ and ‘climbing’ and much of that has to do with the fact that we don’t talk openly about how to integrate the ‘lifting’ into our goals. And without the ‘lifting’ bit, many women don’t really want to do any of it – they’re simply not in the game. Not because we are scared to be out for ourselves. That criticism can just be written off as misogynistic. No. We get scared because no one really wants to do anything in isolation. First because it isn’t right; it doesn’t feel natural. And second because it’s lonely. What’s the point in getting to the top if you’re up there on your own? Defining a new kind of ambition, then, is about exploring the messy space in between what Gwyneth Paltrow might call ‘self-actualization’ (done for your own benefit) and what Greta Thunberg might call ‘social change’ (done for the benefit of all).

The first part of the altruistic self-help paradox is self-development, self-actualization, self-fulfilment – whatever you want to call it. It’s about defining your own ambition. Some people might call it working on your ‘personal brand’. The inverted commas are intentional. Clearly, ‘personal brand’ is a thing, but it doesn’t have to be a thing that we are entirely comfortable with. I don’t think ‘personal brand’ has to be completely toxic (and in some spheres it’s unavoidable) but I do think it’s something to be wary of. Naturally, women, as well as men, should strive for money and power and status and all these supposedly good things. But no human being should achieve those things at the expense of their humanity. And sometimes this ‘personal brand’ idea strays a long way towards people treating themselves like a commodity to be monetized. This can’t be healthy, and a lot of criticism is levelled at the self-help industry, the cult of personal branding and the fad for ‘self-care’. These phenomena are seen as self-serving, preening and self-absorbed. Some of this is justified. When we are focused only on ourselves we can be blind to the cares of others. But it’s also true that you cannot do anything for anyone else unless you are relatively stable yourself. The more at ease you are with your own problems, the more generous you are able to be with other people.

The second part of the paradox is an acknowledgement that there is no point in doing anything if you are only doing it for selfish reasons. It’s the reason to guard against becoming too much of a personal brand or becoming only a personal brand. Sure, climb. Find the most efficient and exciting way to climb. But think about lifting while you do it. There’s a lot to be said for pitching yourself between these two extremes. As Tolstoy said: ‘Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.’ The world is changed faster if we all change as individuals (‘climb’) and then take others with us (‘lift’).

In reality, these two extremes (egotism versus altruism) are not really opposites. They are part of a dance. Yes, this is a plea for more dancing. Who doesn’t need more dancing? The other bonus to this two-pronged approach – balancing your own goals with thinking about how you can serve other people – is that it’s a much more effective way of looking after yourself. The recent obsession with ‘self-care’ has led us away from the most obvious piece of advice for anyone who is feeling down or lonely: often the thing most likely to pull us out of a depressive or anxious episode is a conversation with someone else. Self-care does not have to mean locking yourself away and applying an organic clay mask. I always have a bit of a word with myself if ever I am feeling down about all the pressures of adult life: ‘Viv,’ I ask, ‘have you had any in-depth conversations with any of your friends lately?’ If the answer is no, then it’s time to go for a drink and a chat with the people who love you. Because if you scratch the surface, guess what? We’re all dealing with the same insecurities and difficulties. Sharing these concerns with others and working out a way forward is heartening. Step away from the clay mask. (Obviously, do apply the clay mask if you really want to. Just don’t imagine that it is really going to benefit your soul or your career.)

By concentrating less on self-care and more on other people, it’s surprisingly easy to find other people who also have sick elderly parents, stroppy teenagers and/or power-crazed, infantile bosses in their lives. And/or a massive mortgage. And/or an inability to get out of the horrible rental they’re living in. It amuses me that in all the advice that is given about ‘self-care’, no one ever advises that Schadenfreude (taking joy in others’ misery) is actually one of the best forms of medicine there is. A benign form of Schadenfreude can be really useful. It’s a reminder that there is always someone worse off than you. Gratitude lists are very popular these days, and I don’t dismiss the idea of writing down the things that you are thankful for – quite the opposite – because there is scientific evidence that counting your blessings does help with the balance of your mental health. But I often wonder about other methods that might be equally useful. Like keeping a list of people who are worse off than you. Cutting pictures out of the newspapers of car crashes that you weren’t involved in. Storing some screenshots on your phone of skin diseases that you don’t have. Perhaps you shouldn’t literally do these things. I have no medical qualifications to suggest that these things will benefit you. But you get what I’m saying. It’s helpful to focus on the positives.

Connection to others and recognizing where we are in the scheme of things is incredibly valuable. A simple example. Last summer whilst I was on holiday, on a beautiful sunny day sitting outside a cafe at a picture-perfect marketplace in Montpellier, I was feeling grumpy and sorry for myself because I had some really itchy mosquito bites and because I couldn’t spend the whole day relaxing as I had a small amount of work to do. (Yes, I know. Boo hoo.) Whilst I was thinking about how terrible this was for me and what a great burden I bear in this life, three women in a row walked past me with varying kinds of fractured wrists. Now that I think about it, the simple explanation is that I was near a fracture clinic. But still. At the time I took it as a sign: ‘What are you moaning about? At least you don’t have a fractured wrist.’ My next thought was: ‘Usually when someone thinks something like this, it’s just before they fall over and break their wrist.’ So I walked very slowly and carefully back to my holiday home and quietly settled down to my work, humbled and lively of wrist, mosquito bites gently throbbing. The more opportunities we have to feel slightly humbled without feeling completely broken and humiliated, the better.

This kind of feeling – being grateful to be alive – is the right kind of self-care. There’s much current talk of the flip side of the ‘be-good-to-yourself’ movement. Friends pulling out of arrangements because ‘my mental health comes first’. Yes, of course it should. But so should your friends’ mental health and the support they rely on from you. Friends not wanting to go out of their way to visit new mothers because ‘my weekends are precious’. Yes, so they should be. But so is your relationship with an old friend who might have the early stirrings of post-natal depression but can’t find a way to say that to you on WhatsApp or social media. We all need boundaries and time to ourselves and permission to be ‘selfish’. We cannot look after others unless we put our own needs first. But we also need to recognize that this is a very delicate and ever-changing balance. And that putting ourselves first is not the end goal. It is a means to an end. You put yourself first so that you can be sorted enough and generous enough and calm enough to do things for others.

Disclaimer: a word about the difference between attitude and mental health

The ideas in this book are designed to make you feel challenged, fired up and inspired to find your own version of lifting and climbing. I am a practitioner of tough love and I do my best to tell it like it is. My way of thinking about how to manage work and life is influenced by my own experiences in and around different workspaces, by my life as a freelancer for twenty years and by interviewing – on and off the record – thousands of people over twenty-five years in journalism. In my everyday life, the way I see things is affected by my marriage of twenty years, my three children and my experiences of mental health challenges in my own life and in the lives of people I grew up with. In the last five years I’ve spent time coaching and workshopping with hundreds of women (and a lot of men) across different industries, and my approach can be blunt: if you don’t change anything about yourself, nothing changes. There is no silver bullet. You have to get things wrong before you get them right. It’s great to learn from other people but you can only really learn from your own mistakes. That said, it’s very important to note that I am not a psychotherapist and I am not a doctor. I love encouraging people to pull themselves up by their bootstraps and get on with life. And I love reminding them that one of the most freeing things any of us can ever realize is that other people really do not care about us at all – in a good way. I mean this very much in the sense that they are not focused on us: they have their own concerns. I don’t mean that they mean to be neglectful towards us. All I mean is that we really don’t need to be so self-conscious, and we don’t need to be so scared of making mistakes, because no one else is watching in quite the way we think they are. They have their own stuff going on.

However, none of this happy-clappy stuff is relevant if you are suffering from poor mental health. If you are experiencing clinical anxiety, depression, stress or any other condition and you are really struggling with life day to day, then you need professional help. You must get that help. You cannot be thinking about doing any climbing or lifting of any kind if you are not in good health. Be honest and patient with yourself about what you need. Some of us know instinctively when we need to give ourselves a pep talk and a dose of inspiration, when we need to improve our attitude. And we know instinctively when it’s more serious and we need to consult a professional. Others need to ask friends or colleagues whether our judgement is sound. Saying something like this to someone you trust can go a long way: ‘This is how I am feeling at the moment. Does it seem like I’m coping OK? Or do I need more help?’

There is a huge difference between someone suffering from clinical anxiety (where medication and/or therapy is needed) and someone who feels anxious about their next work presentation or is stressed because they don’t think they have enough LinkedIn contacts. If you have any doubt about your feelings and how serious they are, go and talk to a doctor or a counsellor. Similarly – in the spirit of ‘lift as you climb’ – watch out for poor mental health in other people. Do you have a colleague with long-term anxiety that isn’t improving? Do you know if they have anyone to talk to? How can you take the pressure off other people around you who might be feeling stressed? I know from my own experiences that there are times when I need to improve my attitude and keep an eye on how I’m looking after myself (exercise, sleep, diet, avoiding overwork) and there are times when I need some other kind of intervention (in my case, therapy, which I have found incredibly useful).

This conversation about ambition is loosely designed to mimic career progression. The early chapters are about personal ambition and making your way in the world, with later chapters moving on to the idea of ‘lifting’ others once you’ve climbed a bit of a way yourself. Both aspects – climbing and lifting – require thought, practice and consideration. So at the end of each chapter I’ve included some ideas that should help you find solutions to the issues raised. Or at least give you a starting point and an outlet for your own feelings. You could go on to the next chapter without considering the points on the chapter you’ve just read. But in my experience of doing a lot of this kind of work and of self-reflection, it does help if you get your thoughts down on paper. If nothing else, you can have a good laugh at yourself further down the line. I find it hilarious – and depressing – to find ‘goals’ and ‘issues’ that I have written down to work on around ten years ago and compare them to what I might have written last week. It’s usually the same old ideas, and often in the exact same words. We can be very slow to move on. So anything that can move us forward a teeny bit faster is a good thing. Any decent therapist will tell you that this is normal: frequently, in therapy, we don’t sort out our issues until we have completely bored ourselves silly going over and over the same stuff.

I know that when I am not feeling great in myself, I am less able to help others or to even think about what I could do for someone else. This book is an exploration of what we can all do to find a balance in ourselves in order to be able to help each other. Because you cannot be generous to other people and help them climb if you are barely keeping your own head above water. You cannot be a role model, offer inspiration or show strength or leadership if your opinion of yourself is negative. You cannot be
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