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Preface

The Successful Self is my sixth book, and is another stage in the journey of exploration and understanding which began for me as a small child when I puzzled about why my beautiful mother (I have a clear memory of her when I was tiny and she a young woman) behaved in such a way that she caused herself and her family such pain. Now I know why, and this is what I write about.

After the manuscript of my last book, Beyond Fear, had been delivered to my publishers, my editor, Michael Fishwick, and I started talking about ideas for the next book. Michael was intrigued with my notions about extraverts and introverts, especially when he discovered after I ‘laddered’ him that, having spent his life thinking he was an introvert, he was really a shy extravert. At first we talked about doing a snappy little book on extraverts and introverts, the ‘people persons’ and the ‘what-have-I-achieved-today persons’, but decided that the subject matter was too complex and too important for that. Moreover, I wanted to look more closely at the way people cope, or fail to cope, with their lives.

I have spent years observing and talking with copers and non-copers, and can describe the difference simply. People who cope with their lives value themselves and are optimistic, while people who do not cope with their lives do not value themselves and are pessimistic.

However, dividing people into copers and non-copers, or the sane and the mad, overlooks the fact that among the copers or the sane are some very dangerous people, a great many dangerous people.

Our society is made up of people engaged in doing one of three kinds of things, namely:


(1) Believing that they are intrinsically bad and unacceptable, they feel so threatened that they have to defend themselves with depression and any of the other defences which psychiatrists call the symptoms of mental illness. They do not cope very well with their lives.

OR

(2) Accepting and valuing themselves, they feel secure in themselves, neither burdened nor driven, being freely themselves. They are the Successful Selves.

OR

(3) Working hard at being good and overcoming, to some extent, their sense of intrinsic badness, they assume a multitude of obligations with their attendant guilts and shames. They are driven and burdened, and worry about how well they are coping. When they take great pride in their goodness and obligations they become dangerous to other people, because, while they claim to be sensitive and caring, they in their blindness and ignorance inflict pain on others, and because they believe they know what is best for others they do what they can to prevent other people becoming independent adults, that is, Successful Selves.



People engaged in this third category of activity are sometimes totally unaware both of the damage they are doing and of their own misery. There are many men who pride themselves on their achievements and on the strong, manly person that they are, and who feel that it is most unjust that they should be burdened with a wife who is depressed and children whose behaviour leaves much to be desired. There are many women who are so enthralled with themselves as good wives and mothers that they fail to see any connection between the criticism they lavish on their husband and children and the fact that their husband has withdrawn from them, and their children are disturbed or delinquent.

I meet these men and women regularly as the husband, wife, or parents of my clients. They take no responsibility for my client’s predicament, and if they are paying my client’s fees, it is on the understanding that I convert my client into the kind of person they want their relative to be. They have better things to do with their time than read my books.

However, there are many people engaged in this third category of activity who are, dimly or quite clearly, aware that there is something not quite right with their lives, that they are not as happy and fulfilled as they could be, that they are lonely, and that they may be hurting the people they love. This book is for them, and for the people who are not coping. The Successful Selves might like to read it to tell me where I have gone wrong.

The words and lives of many people are recorded in this book. Some of them were pleased to appear as themselves, and so their names and occupations are given in full. Others preferred to appear anonymously and so chose a first name for themselves when they read what I had written. They chose anonymity not so much to protect themselves as to protect their families. To all these people I give my grateful thanks.

Dorothy Rowe

Sheffield

January, 1988
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Constructing the Self: the Hope and the Threat

One day, when I was seventeen, I stood outside the glass doors that led into Manning House, the Women’s Union at Sydney University, and could not bring myself to enter. I had every right to do so. I had been admitted to the university as an undergraduate. I had even won an Exhibition, a scholarship, to go there. I should have been able to enter that door proudly and confidently.

But I could not do so. I hovered there in the garden and finally turned away.

It would be easy to explain my behaviour in terms of my being young and shy. I had grown up in a country town in a family descended from Irish convicts and goldseekers and Scottish miners. There was a tradition of respect for education but no understanding of what education was beyond the basics needed to get a steady job. My father and I, loving and close when I was a child, had drifted apart, while my mother and sister were, as ever, long on criticism and short – non-existent – on praise. I was torn between knowing myself to have the capacity to achieve much and feeling myself to be fat, clumsy, incompetent and stupid.

It would indeed be easy to explain my hovering outside that door in terms of my youth and inexperience. But I knew, even as I hovered there, that something more was there, holding me back.

It was that going up to that door, opening it, and going through it meant acting upon the world outside me, and the problem was that I had no trust in the world outside me, that world which, years later, as a clinical psychologist, I learned to call my external reality.

Years later I came to realize that not only were there many people who were like me, doubting their external reality, but there were many people who doubted their internal reality. Their external reality, the world they lived in, was solid and true. But that reality inside them could become vague, shifting, strange and empty. They would say to me, ‘I don’t know who I am,’ and while one part of me would be thinking, ‘How stupid. You must know who you are. I know who I am,’ another part of me would be recognizing the panic and desolation that comes when the less real of our two realities falls away into distance and strangeness.

Now I am fifty-six I know why some of us stand hesitant to act upon the world and remain inside the only security they know, and why others of us scurry around in the hard brightness of the world, fearing and denying the darkness within. I also know why some of us go forth confidently. These are the people who have confronted their unreal reality. If the world outside them seemed unreal, they acted as if it was real, and, lo, it became real. If the reality within themselves was dense and dark, they journeyed into it and made it light. They took their little, frightened self, standing hesitant upon the threshold of an unreal reality and made the unreal real. Thus they created for themselves The Successful Self.

Such people lead successful lives. This does not necessarily mean that they are successful in terms of fame, wealth and power, though many are, but that they are successful in terms of their own values and aims. Given that life is a chancy business, they are secure, and given that relationships are always complicated, they live comfortably with themselves and others.

Real success, that success which does not turn eventually into emptiness and lonely bitterness, is based upon the creation of the Successful Self. Such a creation is possible for all of us.

OUR TWO REALITIES

All of us, all the time, are aware of two realities, external reality and internal reality.

External reality is around us, outside us. We act in and upon our external reality. We share external reality with other people, but other people do not necessarily see our external reality in the way that we do.

Internal reality is inside us. Here we think, feel, imagine, and keep our secrets. In our internal reality we are always alone. No one else can enter, no one else can know, though some may try to guess, the nature of our internal reality. Our internal reality is both a refuge and a prison.

HOW REAL IS REAL?

Because we know both realities we might expect that the two realities would appear to be equally real. But in fact they do not.

For some of us external reality is more real than internal reality. ‘Reality’ means for these people external reality, the world and what goes on in it. This is what is, and even though external reality may, at times, be confusing, it is always real. It is internal reality which seems less real, an unknown and unknowable territory. Such people think and feel and imagine passionately, but all their thoughts, feelings and fantasies are directed outwards, to what they see as the real world. They do not entirely trust their internal reality, and under stress they rush into external reality to act and to talk to others. Internal reality can become for them a dangerous, unknown emptiness.

For some of us internal reality is more real than external reality. Such people know that the word ‘reality’ is often used to mean the world and what goes on in it, but they do not entirely trust external reality. As they experience it, external reality is not as it appears to be, it is not solid and definitely defined, and it can change at any time. (If you are one of these people you know exactly what I mean here. If you aren’t, you won’t.) What for them is real and eternally existing is their internal reality, and it is into this reality that they withdraw when stressed and confused.

Many of the people who find their external reality less than totally real spend much of their lives trying to ascertain just how real external reality is. Prince Hans-Adam, Crown Prince of Liechtenstein, told me, ‘Until I was about 19 or 20 I was not so optimistic. I was brought up Catholic and I didn’t much believe in the church and all this kind of thing, the meaning of life, etcetera, etcetera. So then I tried to think things out. I tried to do it all logically, and then I saw that everywhere I had to accept belief in something. So I tried to cut down the beliefs. I came to the point where I said there is only one thing I can say with logic and that is, “I think, therefore I am – cogito, ergo sum.” That is the only thing we can have with logic. All the rest we have to assume a certain probability. That means that I look at everything only with a certain probability that it might be like this. I don’t have beliefs really. I just think that there’s only a fifty-fifty chance that it is like this. I think I don’t take things so seriously. You can die tomorrow, or there’s a chance that the world will explode tomorrow. Probably there’s a universe and that we go on, perhaps it will not explode. Perhaps it’s only in my head that it will explode. That’s the way I thought. I think out everything with logic, but also knowing that it’s something where there’s only a fifty-fifty chance that it exists. I have thought if I can think, I exist. I still can think, even if I perhaps don’t exist in my body here. It’s an interesting experience going on. I think that life is an interesting experience whatever happens.’

By contrast, when I was talking to Jean Hale, an extremely successful lawyer, writer and artist in Boston, Massachusetts, I described how, for some people, external reality seems, as it does for Prince Hans-Adam, not entirely real. She said, ‘I don’t know quite what you’re talking about there, about external reality. Does that make sense, that I don’t? So what should be my deficit?’

As we went on talking I explained how for her it was internal reality which seemed less than real.

She said, ‘That’s what I said to you, I’m very pragmatic. If something’s wrong it’s much less interesting to me as to why it’s wrong or how it might not have gone wrong. It’s much more likely that I’ll look at how I can fix it. I like problem solving. Finding causes is somewhat less interesting to me. Is that because – internal reality – it’s scary?’

‘Yes.’

She turned her question into a statement. ‘Because it’s scary. That makes sense. But if you look inside you might not like what you see and you don’t want to get into that. Messy. That’s interesting. That makes sense. I think I’m that way.’

All of us belong in one of these two groups. However, some of us have the wisdom to recognize that to cope with living we need to strive to make our two realities equally real.

To do this we have to feel good about ourselves, for if we don’t each of our realities will contain dangers, internally the sense of our own badness and externally criticism and rejection by others, from which we have to protect ourselves by staying within the one reality we can trust. Feeling good about yourself means having confidence in yourself, valuing yourself, accepting yourself, being yourself.

FEELING GOOD ABOUT YOURSELF

Babies are born feeling good about themselves. They come into the world being themselves. They don’t have to work hard at valuing themselves and accepting themselves, for they have not yet encountered the people who will not value and accept them as they are. They know how to be themselves because no one has yet taught them that it is wrong to be yourself.

This is how we all came into the world. We all know how to be ourselves because this is how we began. But even though we know, we may not dare to let ourselves know that we know. We were taught, sometimes within weeks of our birth, that we could not be ourselves because we were not good enough. The messages from others came through loud and clear.

Who did we think we were, assuming that just because we had been born we had the right to exist?

Who did we think we were, expecting to be fed when we were hungry?

Who did we think we were, expecting to be cuddled when we were lonely?

Who did we think we were, complaining when we were cold and wet?

Didn’t we realize that we were dirty and disgusting and that we had to learn how to be clean?

Didn’t we realize that we had no right to get angry?

Didn’t we realize that we weren’t as important as adults?

Didn’t we realize that we had to obey adults?

Didn’t we realize that we ought to be grateful to adults, especially our parents?

No, as babies we didn’t realize these things, but by the time we were two or three we did realize all these things, even though we weren’t always successful in showing to our parents’ satisfaction that we did. We couldn’t put our realizations into words, but we knew all this because we had lost our innocent self-acceptance. We had been taught the concepts good and bad, and we knew that we were bad, or certainly not good enough, and had to spend the rest of our lives working hard at being good.

And so the sense that we were imperfect, unsatisfactory became the part of that structure which later in our lives we called our self.1

STRUCTURING OURSELVES AND
OUR WORLD

Over the centuries many of those people who found their external reality less real than their internal reality turned their private obsession to public use and became scientists and philosophers who studied questions like ‘What is reality?’ and ‘How do we know what we know?’

Out of all of this has come the understanding that whatever exists, what we usually call ‘reality’, or what Douglas Adams calls ‘Life, the Universe, and Everything,’2 is not something we can ever know directly. We can only catch distorted glimpses of it through the structures we create. For instance, the world to most of us looks to be full of colour. But it looks like that only if you have the right kinds of physical apparatus inside your retina. Colour isn’t out there. It is in the structure of our eyes.

The language that we speak structures the reality that we know. Arabic speakers have a keen eye for a camel – some four thousand words are needed to make the discriminations they find necessary – but to us English speakers a camel is a camel. At present I am but to us English speakers a camel is a camel. At present I am engaged in creating a garden and am trying to learn how to distinguish hundreds of kinds of plants, shrubs and trees, each with its own special name. If I were a gaucho in Argentina I would find that four names would be adequate to cover the entire plant world. Just as they make a fuss about gardening, the English have always made a fuss about privacy – ‘an Englishman’s home is his castle,’ as they say – but the Russians are so little concerned about privacy they don’t even have a word for it. Could this explain why Communism took root in Russia but not in England?

Even where we share the same language, the way we use our language creates a different structure to reflect ‘reality’. Sometimes when I am in America I feel that I delude myself when I think I understand American English.

It is not just different words for things – ‘apartment’ for ‘flat’, ‘sidewalk’ for ‘pavement’ and so on. It is the values that are placed on things. Something which came out again and again in the interviews I did and about which I have written further on in this book is the different way that Americans and Europeans talk about self-confidence and success.

The differences in the way we use our language are not merely national. They are individual. We each speak what the linguists call an ‘idiolect’, an individual language which is made not just of words but of attitudes, values, opinions and beliefs. All these attitudes, values, opinions and beliefs form the structure which is our self and our individual world.3

THE STRUCTURE OF THE SELF

The innocent self-acceptance with which we arrived at birth was a self-acceptance without an awareness of a self. Our self was something which we had to construct.

The first of the structures that made up our self are images without words, for when we created them we were too young to have language. There are images of being held close and warm, and images of being cold, struggling and unsupported. There are images of being fed and comfortably satiated, and images of screaming with the pain of hunger. There are images of friendly, loving, welcoming faces, and images of terrifying emptiness. The images we acquire create our expectancy of what life will be, and for the rest of our lives they haunt our fantasies and our dreams.

As soon as we are born we look around eagerly to engage people in conversation, and if we are lucky they respond. When people talk to babies they usually tell the babies about themselves. ‘Aren’t you a big boy?’ they say, or, ‘What a dear little girl you are!’ This information becomes for the infant the second kind of structure of the self, the definitions and values which other people impose on us.

Thus, we learn not just that we are a boy or a girl but how the people around us value boys and girls. ‘Not another boy in the family!’ greets one baby boy. ‘What a pity you’re not a boy’, a little baby girl is told, while in other families boys are welcomed as boys and girls as girls.

In our hearing our supposed similarities to past and present members of the family are discussed. We may find ourselves being praised for being as pretty as our mummy, or deplored for having Uncle George’s ears. Some of us are told that we are as intelligent as our clever father, and some of us are seen as having a distressing resemblance to the grandfather who was the mad one, the odd one out in the family.

We gradually become aware of other definitions and values being imposed on us. ‘You’re an American and America is the greatest country in the world.’ ‘You’re lucky you’re an Australian.’ ‘You’re English and you must be kind to that little West Indian boy because he hasn’t the advantages you have.’ We learn, too, that we have been born into the One True Faith, whichever it may be, and that we are different from those who do not share our beliefs. Again, we learn of our ancestors and what race, or races, defines our appearance and place in society. We learn whether we belong to the upper, middle or working class, whether we are rich or poor, and whether such characteristics make us feel good or make us despise and denigrate ourselves.

When we are small we usually accept without question the definitions and values which adults impose on us because we believe that adults know what reality and truth is. As we get older we discover that adults make mistakes and do not always tell the truth. Then, if we wish, we can, with relative ease, discard or modify those structures of our self which derived from such definitions and values. We can learn that we don’t have to accept the labels that other people put on us.

It is the third kind of structure which is less easy to change. This is the structure which came from the conclusions we drew from our experience.

When I was four years old I went into hospital with suspected diphtheria. In those days children died of diphtheria, and so my parents were very worried when they handed me over to the nurse. I remember looking back at their anxious faces as the nurse carried me up the stairs, and I cried. She put me in bed in a strange ward and said, ‘The sooner you stop crying, the sooner you’ll go home.’

I was a logical child. I stopped crying immediately, but I did not go home, not for a long while. I drew a conclusion from this. I had already discovered that my mother, often depressed and with an unpredictable and violent temper, and my sister, six years older and much disposed to teasing, were not to be trusted. From this experience with the nurse who lied I drew the conclusion that all women were untrustworthy. I knew I could trust my father, and I generalized this belief, foolishly as it turned out, to all men. I was in my late thirties before I modified my belief in the untrustworthiness of women, and then only because I had known the consistent loyalty of one woman friend and I had encountered the enlightenment of the Women’s Movement.

Each of us has stories like mine, some far worse and some much happier. From these events, some of which we remember and some we don’t, we drew the conclusions which became the rules by which we organize our life and make our decisions, that is, important parts of the structure of our self.

All these parts, trivial preferences and vanities and the major moral principles by which we live, all interrelate, and all depend upon one basic and essential structure, how we experience our existence.

EXPERIENCING OUR EXISTENCE

Everything we know comes to us in the form of a contrast. If there isn’t a contrast, we can’t know. We know hot because there is cold, happy because there is sad, perfection because there is imperfection, life because there is death. Some of these contrasts simply provide an interesting variety. Others pose constant dilemmas in our lives.

One such contrast and dilemma is being a member of a group as against being an individual. We all want to belong in a group with our family, or our friends, or our colleagues, while at the same time each of us wants to be an individual. Meeting these contrasting and competing needs is a constant problem in living.

However, for each of us the need to be an individual and the need to be a member of a group are not evenly balanced. Each of us has a preference, and this preference relates to how we experience our existence.

Later in this book I shall explain how to discover, or, at least, to put into words, how you experience your existence. You have known this since your moment of birth. You just may not have ever put this knowledge into words. Here, to explain what this book is about, I shall simply describe the two ways in which we experience our existence. Each of us experiences our existence in one of these two ways.

We experience our existence as being a member of a group, as the relationship, the connection, between our self and others.
OR

We experience our existence as the progressive development of our individuality in terms of clarity, achievement and authenticity.

Each of these ways of experiencing our existence has a contrast. If we know self we know not-self, and the threat of not-self is the greatest danger we can ever know.4

THE THREAT OF THE ANNIHILATION
OF THE SELF

I always use the word ‘annihilation’ to refer to the destruction of the self, rather than ‘death’, for the destruction of the self is to us far worse than bodily death. We can come to terms with bodily death by imagining how some part of our self will continue on in our soul or spirit, or in our children, or in our work, or in the loving memories held by friends. But if our self is destroyed, we have vanished, like a wisp of smoke in the wind or chalk off a blackboard. We become an emptiness or crumble into dust.

We feel the fear of this threat whenever someone treats us like an object of no value, or we are rejected or criticized by someone whose love or approval we need, or whenever we fail at something important to us, or lose control of something crucial which we thought we could control, or whenever we cringe in shame or guilt.

Just as we know how we experience our existence so we know how we see the threat to the annihilation of the self.

Those of us who experience our self as being a member of a group, as the relationship, the connection between our self and others, see the threat of the annihilation of the self as complete isolation, being left totally, utterly and forever alone, thus withering, fading away, disappearing into nothingness.

Those of us who experience our self as the progressive development of our individuality in terms of clarity, achievement and authenticity see the threat of the annihilation of the self as losing control of your self and your life and falling apart, falling into chaos, fragmenting, crumbling to dust.

Two friends, each talking to me at a low point in their lives, illustrate these different ways of experiencing the sense of existence and the threat of annihilation.

Stephanie Alexander, a writer in South Africa, whose letters to me I cherish, wrote, ‘I still have the feeling, though not as strongly as I used to, that I disappear. I knew – was certain despite all evidence of their care and forethought – that when I was not in the room, or, at least, in the house with my parents I had vanished from their world altogether. Now, though I have a stronger sense of being me, I often feel in low moments that the only time I am really real is when my little black cat comes to me. She is the only one of my cats who chooses to be with me (and prefers it to being with anyone else, or even going and playing in the sun) and for whom I have to do nothing but be me. I am not at all confident that there has ever been a human being in my life of whom I could say the same. All required something: pleasing, entertaining, supporting or giving support, or so it seems to me, and unless I worked (or work) at these various requirements I tended to vanish away.’

Jeremy Halstead, a clinical psychologist with whom I worked for many years, bought an old farmhouse on a wild and lonely Yorkshire hillside, only to be told of some important facts about its location which he had not anticipated. He said to me, ‘I knew that buying this wonderful old house was an idiosyncratic choice. I could have been sensible and conforming and bought something in town, but conforming always seems to me like throwing away my existence. By conforming I achieve nothing, and might as well not exist. Someone else might as well do it. It needn’t be me. I trusted my own judgement in buying this house, and when it went wrong I thought I’d been an awful fool. My father and teacher were right all along. I’m irresponsible. I wasn’t angry. I just felt like breaking down and crying. I felt that if I’d got that wrong, if I hadn’t foreseen what could go wrong, then perhaps I’d got everything, absolutely everything, wrong. I couldn’t be certain about anything. Nothing was the way I thought it was. I felt that I wasn’t holding everything myself – together any more.’

We spend our lives maintaining and elaborating how we experience our self and in avoiding and defending our self against the threat, as we perceive it, to our self. Just how we do this relates to how we perceive our two realities.

EXISTENCE AND REALITY

If you experience your existence as the connection between your self and others then your attention is directed to your external reality. External reality appears to be more real than internal reality.

If you experience your existence as the progressive development of your individuality in terms of clarity, achievement and authenticity, then your attention is directed to your internal reality. Internal reality appears to be more real than external reality.

How we experience our existence and the threat of the annihilation of our self underlies every decision we make and appears often in our conversation. Of course we do not say, ‘I experience my existence as …’ but such statements are there, nevertheless. We might create our own individual metaphors or we might select from the range of banalities and clichés which relate to existence, annihilation and the purpose of life those which best sum up our own experience.

When I interviewed Andrew Wallace, the racing car driver, in 1987 he had just moved up to driving Formula 3000, a necessary step on the way to fulfilling his ambition to become a Formula 1 champion. In 1988 he won Le Mans for Jaguar. Andrew told me, ‘Racing was something I really wanted to do. Everything in my life I used to push to one side, my job, everything, and concentrated on what I was going to do. I just figured that if you’re going to do it you’ve got to give it your best shot. When you win you’ve proved yourself. You’ve started out to do a job and you’ve done it. That’s achievement.’

Andrew recognized that winning depended on a good team. ‘The driver’s contribution I wouldn’t put higher than thirty per cent,’ he said. But he set himself goals which were beyond what the team set.

This year, in a new car, ‘The team goal is to be scoring points. My goal is to be winning races.’ He had explained to me that no one had ever won a Formula 3000 race in the first year of driving in that class. Now he said, ‘I feel I need to be winning races this year. Since I started seven years ago I haven’t had one year where I didn’t win a race.’

What was coming through in what he was saying was the sense of experiencing his existence in the need for individual achievement. He measured his success not in terms of public acclaim but in terms of achieving the goals or standards which he had set for himself. The recognition he wanted was ‘from the Formula 1 managers, not from the people watching’.

The sense of experiencing his existence in the need for greater clarity was apparent in his description of how he developed his driving skills and what he called ‘the excitement of winning’.

He defined developing his driving skills as ‘You come up against a problem and you learn how to get over that problem. There’s always a better way you can do it.’ He spent a great deal of time thinking about a problem, analysing and clarifying it, and testing out his analysis in discussions with his team manager and in driving.

‘Excitement’ was the word Andrew used for the sense of enormous pleasure which came from meeting a challenge, learning something by seeing something more clearly, meshing what he had learnt with what he already knew and achieving the goal he had set himself.

For Andrew the opposite of ‘excitement’ was ‘boring’. A boring life would be one without challenges. That would be the life of ‘somebody who works on an assembly line in a factory. You’re not able to think for yourself. You’d just be a machine.’ That is, if you cease to make your own decisions, and thus control the circumstances of your existence so that you can develop and achieve, your self ceases to be.

Andrew said, ‘If I can’t get into Formula 1, or if I can’t earn my living doing racing I’d have to go back to a proper job, a boring, ordinary job, and I couldn’t cope with that.’

Formula car racing is a very dangerous business. I asked him, ‘If you had a choice between a short life as a very successful driver or a long life in a proper job, which would you choose?’

He said, ‘I think it’s probably best to have a short life as a successful driver.’

For Andrew ‘a proper job’ would be a fate worse than death.

If Andrew’s sense of ambition was put beside Jean Hale’s there would be no difference in size. Both want to be top in what they do. But where Andrew puts all his ambition into one highly skilled and dangerous field, Jean has put hers into many different fields. The friend who had written to me to suggest that I interview Jean said, ‘Jean is an extremely distinguished lawyer, a successful writer and artist who has raised three children on her own. Just a terrific person who is wickedly funny and refreshing and perhaps one of the most beloved people in the publishing business.’

When we met I showed Jean her friend’s description and asked if that was a fair summary of her achievements. She said that it did list the facts and commented, ‘The thing that I like the most is “one of the most beloved people in the publishing business”.’ She went on, ‘I do have a reputation for being extremely nice. And I am very nice. I can also be mean and vicious and nasty and extremely catty and tear people to shreds. But I’m very careful who I do that with.’

As we talked what came through clearly was that she experienced her self as needing to be in a relationship with other people. I often refer to such a person as a ‘people person’.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m a people person. I like people a lot, although, of course, I like some people better than others. I can generally handle people. I can generally figure out people better than most people can. I am happiest doing things that involve people. Before I came to this law firm, I was in a firm where I mostly did research. I had very little to do with people. I hated that job for a lot of different reasons, but one was that the best of my skills were unused. Now I’m in a firm where all my skills are brought into use. They say in law that there are four kinds of lawyers – the finders, the binders, the minders and the grinders, which I think is self-explanatory. I’m a finder, what they call a rain maker. The skill I have, which isn’t that common, is that I get clients, and that’s in large part because I’m good with people. Most lawyers, to use your construct, would be introverts, isolated people. I can do research, but there are people who do that much better than I. There aren’t many people who do what I do as well as I do. Yes, I’m a person who defines herself in terms of other people.’

When she spoke of all the things she did and did so well she said, ‘I’ve almost reached the point where I can accept that I can’t be brilliant at everything. Not quite, but I’m getting there. I’ll be there by the time I’m fifty. I know I should concentrate on and value the things I do the best. That’s hard, because you want to be able to say – you want to be the complete lawyer, the successful writer and so on. I do a lot of things. I can’t seem to slough off any of them, get rid of any of the things in my life that give me reason for self-esteem, a pat on the head. I am always looking for approval, for someone to say, “That was very good, dear. Aren’t you terrific, dear,” and I get a lot of that. And I probably do as much as I do because I need a lot.’

At the beginning of our conversation I asked Jean which of all her achievements was the most important to her. She said, ‘Most important to me is that I have three splendid children. Failure to bring up my children well would have been the most extreme failure. Everything else can be dismissed, changed, dealt with. But to have failed in bringing up one’s children is irretrievable.’

Bringing up her children was most important to her ‘because I think that’s where you have the most chance to make a difference. It’s the one thing that only you can do. I have a friend, a writer, who says you should do things that only you could do. For instance, if a magazine asks you to write an article, if you feel that thirty-eight other people, or three or two, can do it, you shouldn’t do it. If you’re the only one who can do it, that is the thing you should do. That’s a good way of cutting down on the things you are asked to do in life. Only you can be a mother to your children. It’s the most profound and focused thing you can ever do in your life. You get to the end of the road and you have this degree and that honour and this much money, and that many people who think you’re terrific, and if you’ve got three less-than-what-they-could-have-been human beings, how does it compute? How could you possibly put your so-called achievements against that? Does fifteen million dollars and forty-three degrees make up for three human beings that I didn’t go the route with, or didn’t do as much for as I could have? I don’t mean to imply that I’ve done everything for my children that I could have done. In many ways I did a far from perfect job. So far they look very good, but you can’t say your children really are in good shape until they have grandchildren and still look good.’

Jean thought in terms of grandchildren, of extending her family group. But she also thought of the greatest threat to her group and what that would do to her. She said, ‘I have often thought that if my children, perish the thought, were to die I would be gone in twenty-four hours.’

Andrew and Jean, like everyone else, know how they experience their existence and how they see the threat of the annihilation of their self. However, describing this is not very easy. It is often hard to find the words. Even more, describing to another person how you perceive the threat to yourself means showing your greatest weakness. As Jean said in discussing trust, ‘What is it you trust people with nowadays? You can tell almost anybody about the affairs you’ve had, your abortions, whatever. The thing you don’t show is you never show need. That’s what you show to the people you trust. It’s not your sex life you have to keep secret. It’s that you’re needy, or that you’re not on top of things, or that you have lost some kind of power.’

There is another reason for not making explicit and conscious how we experience our self and its annihilation, and that is that we do not like to admit to ourselves that this structure of our self is just a structure. We want to forget that the structures we have created which we call our self and our world are just structures. We want to see them as solid reality. ‘This is the person I am and this is the world I live in.’

Here we come up against another one of these contrasts which are a life-long dilemma, the contrast between freedom and security. Both are desirable, but in life the more freedom we have, the less security, and the more security, the less freedom. This applies at both the political and personal levels. A State which gives its people great security in terms of income, housing, welfare, education and health takes away a great deal of their freedom: a State which allows great freedom for its people offers little security. As individuals, the more we insist that the structures we have created are absolute and solid reality, the less freedom we have to change them. The more we see that the structures we have created are structures, the greater insecurity we shall feel, but with that we have the knowledge that if they are just structures then we are free to change them.

The need to see our structures as solid reality can blind us to the fact that other people see things differently from us. This can lead us to think that anyone who sees things differently from us is either mad or bad, or perhaps both. Because how we experience our existence and the threat of the annihilation is so basic to our structure we can assume that everyone else perceives their existence and annihilation in the same way. This assumption lies at the root of most of the discord between people, especially the discord between couples, typically made up of one ‘people person’ and one busy developing his or her individuality.

Whatever degree of absolute and universal truth we choose to perceive in our structures, there is one structure which we are constantly developing, and that is our story.

THE PATTERN OF OUR STORY

All we ever actually experience is the present, a lifetime of moments in the here and now. What we do with our experience in the present is to organize it into structures which we call the past and future.

Our creation of the structures of the past and future enables us to create our favourite structure, the story. All our understanding of people and things comes to us in the form of a story. Nothing fascinates us more than to be told a story, be it the story of how to build a motor car or solve an equation, or a story about the latest comic disaster to befall our friends or the latest mega-catastrophe involving our favourite soap-opera characters.

The story which fascinates and engages us the most is our own story. Even if there is no one to listen to us tell our story we constantly tell our story to ourselves. We remember our past: we plan our future.

The structure of a story is that of linear progression. First this, then this, then this and so on to the end. All our stories have this structure. However, within each story is a recurring pattern which makes every story an individual story. This pattern is created very early in our life story and relates to how we experience our existence. Once created, the pattern recurs again and again in our story. To some extent we are aware of this pattern. We may see it as something we constantly choose to do, or we may see it as a recurring fate or an unsolved problem. Later in this book I shall tell the stories of some people who saw the pattern as fate or an unsolved problem. Here I shall tell the stories of two people who saw very clearly the recurring pattern in their lives and who saw it as something they chose to do.

Often in our stories the recurring pattern is loss and the defences against future loss. Children are very much affected by the loss of a parent, but just how each child is affected depends on how the child experiences his or her existence.

Milta McLean Dennis is a remarkable woman. At thirty she is Public Affairs Director for WRKS, the very popular KISS Radio Station in New York. As a university student she had worked at WRKS to gain experience, and the management there were so impressed with her then that, apart from eighteen months travelling in Europe, she has worked there ever since and now heads a department which under her leadership has won many awards.

She told me, ‘I have set goals for myself as young as I can remember. I have always been the kind of person who is very cautious. I’m a strategic planner. I try to plan everything like so. I had to plan so that I could reach this point. But even in my personal life it’s the same way. I look maybe ten years down the road and I say to myself I’d like to have this and that in that amount of time. Often people say to me, “You’re very successful in what you’ve done. You should be happy with those things you have.” Sometimes I feel guilty about wanting more, because if I look around me I see other people who are far less fortunate than me. Sometimes I do feel guilty, and then the real me surfaces and supersedes and I’m back to where I was again. I could not understand for the life of me why I was that way. It wasn’t until about two years ago when I started what I considered to be a self-evaluation. Why am I the person that I am? What made me the way I am?’

The answer she came to was, ‘Why I am the way I am is because when I was five years old my father passed away.’

As head of a young black family in North Carolina, Milta’s mother, a school teacher, had little money for all the things a bright and imaginative child like Milta would desire. ‘I guess at some point I said when I become of age I am going to have all those things that I’ve always wanted, and I’m going to work for it. But why am I such a strategic planner, why do I look ahead and say I’m going to do this now because I want to be ready for the next step? I realize it’s because when my father passed away it was something totally out of my control. I had no control over that, and it had such a devastating effect on me. His death had such an impact on our lives. My parents were in the process of building a home. I kept saying to myself, “If he had lived we’d have lived in that house. I would have had all those things if my father had lived.” I decided that from now on I needed to have total control. If I can control my destiny I’m going to see to it that I’m never caught off guard again. So I planned my life very strategically based on what happened to me when I was five years old. Even in little things I do, I say, “What happens if this happens?” For instance, if my husband and I take a trip some place I will plan to take something small and simple which would make a difference if we found ourselves in a situation which was an emergency. I would be able to pull us through because I’d thought of this before becoming engaged in whatever it was. It’s worked well. So far, I haven’t been caught off guard. I don’t know how long it’s going to last. I realize that I’m afraid of being caught off guard.’

‘What do you think might happen?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know. There have been times when there’ve been catastrophes in the family, and somehow I’ve been able to spring back. I ask why I am able to spring back, because it’s the kind of situation which would normally take someone a long time to overcome. It’s because people, friends, people I work with look at me in a way which says, “Milta will always succeed, Milta will always overcome this.” This has helped a great deal. People have faith in me, and because of the faith they have in me I can carry on. I often think what could happen, what would be the biggest catastrophe where I was caught off guard. I don’t know what could happen. I guess that’s why I’m afraid of it. I don’t know that if it was a big catastrophe whether I’d be able to cope with it. I was five when my father passed away, it took so long for me to become accustomed to that, because I missed him for years and years. I felt as though there was a part of me that was missing. I guess that was why I was always an over-achiever, because I was always trying to compensate for something I didn’t have. I tried to be the best that I could be. I was never competing with the other person, I was always competing with myself.’

When she was describing to me her attempts to learn to cook she said, ‘I want to know why. I have to be told why so that it will help me to remember later on. Knowing why will help me to better understand.’

‘Why is it important to understand?’ I asked.

‘That’s a good question. So that I relate to whatever the situation is. It helps me to relate better to what it is I’m trying to do at that particular time.’

‘Why is it important to relate better?’

‘I guess it reverts back to my childhood, so I’m not caught off guard. It’s to prepare myself for whatever my destiny is, whatever my goal is. It’s important to me to understand these things and to be able to relate. I guess it’s about life. What is life all about? It’s about relating to one another, relating to what you’re doing, it’s being meaningful, taking whatever you do seriously. We have a purpose here, and I think my purpose is trying to help those who are less fortunate than I am and that’s one of the reasons I like what I do because I’m able to help someone with the information that I disseminate over the airwaves. I’m giving them pertinent information, and hopefully they’re taking that information and turning it around, using it. And that’s why it’s important to me.’ (That is, ‘The clarity and organization I have developed for myself I wish to pass on to others to assist them in their search for clarity and organization.’)



Jean’s father didn’t die. He simply abandoned his wife and child. Jean said, ‘I didn’t see him for a great many years and then I got back in touch with him. My children sometimes take me to task because I’m not very considerate to my father. They say, “How can you do that?” and I say, rather archly, but I mean it, “He abandoned me when I was a child, so I’m allowed to do anything to him. If I abandon you, you can do anything to me. But I didn’t so you can’t.” I’m sure if I were in analysis the psychiatrist would make a great deal of this, but I use it primarily as an excuse for not being punctilious, not, say, writing him a thank you note. My father doesn’t make a whole lot of difference in my life. I don’t expect to be much affected by his death. My mother died when I was twenty-four, when I wasn’t very close to her, so I wasn’t particularly affected by her death. I’ve often thought that, if my life goes in a normal course, God willing, I will not outlive my children, and I will never be greatly affected by death.’

Milta had experienced the loss of her father as loss of control with the danger of being destroyed in total chaos, and so she created the recurring pattern of organizing, planning, achieving in order to prevent such devastation ever again. Jean felt the loss of her father as being rejected and abandoned, with the danger of the complete isolation which would cause her to disappear, and so she created the recurring pattern of forming relationships where abandonment should not occur. As a child she protected herself by gathering other people around her. An only child with little opportunity to make many friends, she discovered a multitude of friends in books. She peopled her world with a vast array of characters who became her true friends who shared her daydreams and her play acting. Books and their contents have always been her friends. She said to me, ‘When you talk of isolation, one thing that would make me check out when I was ninety-eight years old would be if I couldn’t read.’

Jean did not simply create imaginary friends to give her a sense of existence. She developed her talent to be a good friend, and, as the opportunities presented themselves, she made many friends.

Friendship depends on faithfulness. A good friend does not abandon you. When her father abandoned her, Jean, in justified anger, drew up the rule that if someone abandons you, you have the right to abandon that person. If you abandon someone, that person has the right to abandon you.’ Her father had abandoned her, so she had the right to abandon him. She had never abandoned her children, so they did not have the right to abandon her.

An important feature of such recurring patterns in our life story is that the pattern can be both inhibitingly defensive and expansively creative. Milta and Jean structured their pattern when they were weak and vulnerable children. This weakness and vulnerability they still felt in adulthood, so they maintained the pattern as a defence. They also used the pattern with great success as a way of going forward in life purposefully and creatively.

However, there is a flaw in the reasoning of both Milta and Jean. No strategic planner, no matter how intelligent, perceptive and powerful, can guard against every contingency. We cannot control the constantly changing world which is influenced by a universe which is beyond even our understanding. Neither can we control or even predict the behaviour of all other people. Similarly, just because we are loyal and faithful does not mean that the objects of our loyalty and faithfulness will always be loyal and faithful to us.

We all employ in the structures of our self rules which are basic to its structure and which are neither logical nor reasonable. These rules have to do with how we see relationships and the degree and kind of risks we are prepared to run, and were developed from the conclusions we drew from our early experiences. Like a faulty foundation of a house, they may not cause us any difficulty until we come under stress. Then, if we refuse to see that these rules are illogical and unreasonable and instead insist against all the evidence that our rules are the Absolute Truth, we find ourselves behaving in those ways which psychiatrists call the symptoms of mental illness.

Thus Milta in her determination to prove that she could control everything, could become increasingly obsessional, and Jean, to ward off the panic of the threat of her self disappearing after she had been abandoned could become unable to venture from her own four walls, and both could deny the discrepancy between reality and what they wished it to be by retreating into the safety of the prison of depression.

However, neither Milta nor Jean would be so foolish as to do these things. They each see very clearly where they are vulnerable, and they are wise in the ways of the world. Milta knows that she cannot guard against all possible catastrophes, and she also knows that with the support and reassurance of her friends she will be able to survive the unexpected. Jean knows that adult children cannot be protected by their mother from all disasters and that, in the ordinary course of life, adult children do tend to get wrapped up in their own affairs and neglect their mother. As she said, ‘If they do neglect me, I expect I’ll be annoyed and upset, but I won’t be destroyed.’

Milta and Jean are well aware that to survive in this world we need to be flexible. We can try to impose our structures on the world, but when the world persists in refusing to conform to our structures we should acknowledge this and try to find the right point where we should abandon our structures and create something new.

The reason that Milta and Jean can
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