


 

1



  Title Page

2

In tro duced by Alain de Bot ton

T H E  S C H O O L  O F  L I F E

An Emo tional Ed u ca tion



  Title Page

3

Con tents

In tro duc tion

I : Self

II : Oth ers

III : Re la tion ships

IV : Work

V : Cul ture

Ac knowl edge ments

Per mis sions

In dex



  About the Author

4

About the Au thor
The School of Life is a col lec tive of psy chol o gists, philoso phers and writ ers op er at ing

un der a com mon brand. This is an an thol ogy of its best writ ings pro duced over the pre vi- 
ous ten years.

Alain de Bot ton, the au thor of the in tro duc tion, is a writer, the au thor of fif teen books
in clud ing The Con so la tions of Phi los o phy and The Course of Love. He is one of the
founders of The School of Life.



  Introduction

5

In tro duc tion

ED U CA TION

Mod ern so ci eties are col lec tively deeply com mit ted to ed u ca tion, and have in place the
mech a nisms needed to teach ev ery con ceiv able pro fes sion and to cover ev ery topic of en- 
quiry. We re li ably ed u cate pi lots and neu ro sur geons, ac tu ar ies and den tal hy gien ists; we
of fer lessons in the ir reg u lar i ties of the French plu per fect and text books on the con duc tive
prop er ties of metal al loys. We are not in di vid u ally much clev erer than the av er age an i mal,
a heron or a mole, but the knack of our species lies in our ca pac ity to trans mit our ac cu mu- 
lated knowl edge down the gen er a tions. The slow est among us can, in a few hours, pick up
ideas that it took a few rare ge niuses a life time to ac quire.

Yet what is dis tinc tive is just how se lec tive we are about the top ics we deem it pos si ble
to ed u cate our selves in. Our en er gies are over whelm ingly di rected to wards ma te rial, sci en- 
tific and tech ni cal sub jects – and away from psy cho log i cal and emo tional ones. Much anx i- 
ety sur rounds the ques tion of how good the next gen er a tion will be at maths; very lit tle
around their abil i ties at mar riage or kind ness. We de vote in or di nate hours to learn ing about
tec tonic plates and cloud for ma tions, and rel a tively few fath om ing shame and rage.

The as sump tion is that emo tional in sight might be ei ther un nec es sary or in essence un- 
teach able, ly ing be yond rea son or method, an un re pro ducible phe nom e non best aban doned
to in di vid ual in stinct and in tu ition. We are left to find our own path around our un fea si bly
com pli cated minds – a move as strik ing (and as wise) as sug gest ing that each gen er a tion
should re dis cover the laws of physics by them selves.

RO MAN TI CISM

That we think so well of un trained in tu ition is be cause (per haps with out re al iz ing it) we
are the trou bled in her i tors of what can be de fined as a Ro man tic view of emo tions. Start ing
in Eu rope in the eigh teenth cen tury and spread ing widely and pow er fully ever since, Ro- 
man ti cism has been deeply com mit ted to cast ing doubt on the need to ap ply rea son to emo- 
tional life, pre fer ring to let spon ta neous feel ings play an un ham pered role in stead.

In our choice of whom to marry, Ro man ti cism has coun selled that we be guided by im- 
me di ate at trac tion. In our work ing lives, we are prompted to choose our jobs by lis ten ing
to our hearts. We are, above all else, urged never to think too much – lest cold rea son over- 
whelm the wis dom of feel ing.
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The re sults of a Ro man tic phi los o phy are ev ery where to see: ex po nen tial progress in
the ma te rial and tech no log i cal fields com bined with per plex ing sta sis in the psy cho log i cal
one. We are as clever with our ma chines and tech nolo gies as we are sim ple-minded in the
man age ment of our emo tions. We are, in terms of wis dom, lit tle more ad vanced than the
an cient Sume ri ans or the Picts. We have the tech nol ogy of an ad vanced civ i liza tion bal anc- 
ing pre car i ously on an emo tional base that has not de vel oped much since we dwelt in
caves. We have the ap petites and de struc tive fu ries of prim i tive pri mates who have come
into pos ses sion of ther monu clear war heads.

EMO TIONAL IN TEL LI GENCE

Emo tional in tel li gence re mains a pe cu liar-sound ing term, be cause we are wed ded to
think ing of in tel li gence as a uni tary ca pac ity, rather than what it ac tu ally is: a catch-all
word for what is in fact a range of skills di rected at a num ber of dif fer ent chal lenges. There
is math e mat i cal in tel li gence and culi nary in tel li gence, in tel li gence around lit er a ture and in- 
tel li gence to wards an i mals. What is cer tain is that there is no such thing as an in tel li gent
per son per se – and prob a bly no en tirely dumb one ei ther. We are all as ton ish ingly ca pa ble
of mess ing up our lives, what ever the pres tige of our uni ver sity de grees, and are never be- 
yond mak ing a sin cere con tri bu tion, how ever un ortho dox our qual i fi ca tions.

When we speak of emo tional in tel li gence, we are al lud ing – in a hu man is tic rather than
sci en tific way – to whether some one un der stands key com po nents of emo tional func tion- 
ing. We are re fer ring to their abil ity to in tro spect and com mu ni cate, to read the moods of
oth ers, to re late with pa tience, char ity and imag i na tion to the less ed i fy ing mo ments of
those around them. The emo tion ally in tel li gent per son knows that love is a skill, not a feel- 
ing, and will re quire trust, vul ner a bil ity, gen eros ity, hu mour, sex ual un der stand ing and se- 
lec tive res ig na tion. The emo tion ally in tel li gent per son awards them selves the time to de ter- 
mine what gives their work ing life mean ing and has the con fi dence and tenac ity to try to
find an ac com mo da tion be tween their in ner pri or i ties and the de mands of the world. The
emo tion ally in tel li gent per son knows how to hope and be grate ful, while re main ing stead- 
fast be fore the es sen tially tragic struc ture of ex is tence. The emo tion ally in tel li gent per son
knows that they will only ever be men tally healthy in a few ar eas and at cer tain mo ments,
but is com mit ted to fath om ing their in ad e qua cies and warn ing oth ers of them in good time,
with apol ogy and charm.

Sus tained short falls in emo tional in tel li gence are, sadly, no mi nor mat ter. There are few
catas tro phes, in our own lives or in those of na tions, that do not ul ti mately have their ori- 
gins in emo tional ig no rance.

SEC U LAR IZA TION

For most of hu man his tory, emo tional in tel li gence was – broadly – in the hands of re li- 
gions. It was they that talked with great est au thor ity about ethics, mean ing, com mu nity and
pur pose. It was they that of fered to in struct us in how to live, love and die well. Re li gions
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were nat u ral points of ref er ence at times of per sonal cri sis; in agony, one gen er ally called
first for the priest.

When be lief went into de cline in north-west ern Eu rope in the mid dle of the nine teenth
cen tury, many com men ta tors won dered where hu man ity would – in an in creas ingly sec u lar
fu ture – find the guid ance that re li gions had once pro vided. Where would eth i cal coun sel
come from? How would self-un der stand ing be achieved? What would de ter mine our sense
of pur pose? To whom would we turn in de spair?

One an swer – hes i tantly and then in creas ingly boldly ar tic u lated – came to the fore:
cul ture. Cul ture could re place scrip ture. There was, it was pro posed, a con vinc ing set of
sub sti tutes for the teach ings of the faiths within the canon of cul ture. The plays of Sopho- 
cles and Racine, the paint ings of Bot ti celli and Rem brandt, the lit er a ture of Goethe and
Baude laire, the phi los o phy of Plato and Schopen hauer, the mu si cal com po si tions of Liszt
and Wag ner: these would pro vide the raw ma te rial from which an ad e quate re place ment
for the guid ance and con so la tion of the faiths could be for mu lated.

With this idea in mind, an un par al leled in vest ment in cul ture fol lowed in many ever-
less faith ful na tions. Vast num bers of li braries, con cert halls, uni ver sity hu man i ties de part- 
ments and mu se ums were con structed around the world with the con scious in ten tion of fill- 
ing the chasm left by re li gion.

Lest we miss the point, in 1854 the de sign ers of the British Mu seum’s new Read ing
Room spec i fied that its vast cen tral dome should have pre cisely the same cir cum fer ence as
St Pe ter’s in Rome.

When com mis sion ing its new na tional mu seum in the 1870s, the Nether lands en trusted
the task to the fore most church ar chi tect of the day, Pierre Cuypers, whose Ri jksmu seum
was in dis tin guish able from a place of wor ship. Mu se ums were – as the ral ly ing cry ing put
it – to be our new cathe drals.
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Cul ture will re place scrip ture: the Read ing Room at the British Mu seum, 1854.
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Cathe drals of sec u lar ism: the Ri jksmu seum, 1885.
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That cul ture might re place scrip ture re mains a the o ret i cally in trigu ing and emo tion ally
deeply com pelling con cept. And yet it has, to all in tents and pur poses, been en tirely ig- 
nored. Cul ture has not in any way re placed scrip ture. Our mu se ums are not our new cathe- 
drals. They are smart fil ing cab i nets for the art of the past. Our li braries are not our homes
for the soul. They are ar chi tec tural en cy clo pe dias. And if we were to show up at any uni- 
ver sity hu man i ties de part ment in ur gent search of pur pose and mean ing, or were to break
down in a mu seum gallery in a quest for for give ness or char ity, we would be swiftly re- 
moved and pos si bly handed over to psy chi atric au thor i ties. The in ten sity of need and the
emo tional crav ing that re li gions once will ingly en gaged with have not been thought ac- 
cept able within the con tem po rary cul tural realm. The im pli ca tion is that any mod er ately
ed u cated and sen si ble per son al ready knows how to man age the busi ness of liv ing and dy- 
ing well enough – with out the need for a nanny.

Those who have pro duced cul ture may have sought to trans form and in spire us; those
who guard and in ter pret it have re stricted them selves to a sober and cu ra to rial in ter pre ta- 
tion of its func tion.

No won der we might still be cast ing around for ways to ar range our minds in the wake
of re li gion’s ebb.

SELF-HELP

It is no table that, within the up per ech e lons of cul ture, there is no genre more ma ligned
or dis cred ited than self-help. The en tire self-help cat e gory has be come syn ony mous with
sen ti men tal ity, id iocy and huck ster ism.

To go by many of its ex am ples, this caus tic ver dict is not es pe cially un fair. The book
cov ers are fre quently gar ish and the prom ises overblown. But to dis miss the idea that un- 
der pins self-help – that one might at points stand in ur gent need of so lace and emo tional
ed u ca tion – seems an aus terely per verse prej u dice.

An cient Greek and Ro man cul ture rec og nized and hon oured our needs with greater
dig nity. The no blest minds – Aris to tle, Epi cu rus, Ci cero, Seneca and Mar cus Au re lius – all
turned their hands to what were un mis tak ably works of self-help. The ap plied philo soph i- 
cal tra di tion in which they op er ated con tin ued be yond the fall of Rome. Michel de Mon- 
taigne’s Es says (1580) amounted to a prac ti cal com pen dium of ad vice on help ing us to
know our fickle minds, find pur pose, con nect mean ing fully with oth ers and achieve in ter- 
vals of com po sure and ac cep tance. Mar cel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time (1913) was,
with equally prac ti cal am bi tion, a self-help book in tent on de lin eat ing the most sin cere and
in tel li gent way that we might stop squan der ing and start to ap pre ci ate our too brief lives.

The prob lem should not, there fore, be as sumed to lie with the idea of self-help per se,
only with the man ner in which the genre has, in mod ern times, been in ter preted and ex- 
plored. In re al ity, there could be few more se ri ous tasks for any lit er ary work than guid ing
and con sol ing us and weak en ing the hold that con fu sion and er ror have on us.
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Progress to wards a bet ter kind of self-help de pends on re view ing the po ten tial of a
widely de based genre, and in keep ing faith with the es sen tial se ri ous ness of the project of
emo tional ed u ca tion.

SELF-DE VEL OP MENT

As chil dren, when some one asked our age, we might have said, ‘I’m four’, and added,
with great solem nity, ‘and a half’. We didn’t want any one to think we were only four. We
had trav elled so far in those few months, but then again we were mod est enough to sense
that the huge dig nity of turn ing five was still quite far away. In other words, as chil dren, we
were hugely con scious of the ra pid ity and in ten sity of hu man de vel op ment and wanted
clearly to sig nal to oth ers and our selves what dra matic meta mor phoses we might un dergo
in the course of our or di nary days and nights.

It would nowa days sound comic or a touch mad for an adult to say proudly, ‘I’m
twenty-five and a half’ or ‘forty-one and three-quar ters’ – be cause, with out par tic u larly
notic ing, we’ve drifted away from the no tion that adults, too, are ca pa ble of evo lu tions.

Once we’re past eigh teen or so, our progress is still mon i tored but it is en vis aged in
dif fer ent terms: it is cast in the lan guage of ma te rial and pro fes sional ad vance ment. The fo- 
cus is on what grades have been achieved, what ca reer has been cho sen and what progress
has been made in the cor po rate hi er ar chy. De vel op ment be comes largely syn ony mous with
pro mo tion.

But emo tional growth still con tin ues. There won’t be a sim ple out ward mea sure: we’re
no taller, we’ve not boosted our se nior ity at work and we’ve re ceived no new ti tle to con- 
firm our ma tric u la tion to the world. Yet there have been changes nev er the less. We may,
over two sleep less nights, have en tirely rethought our at ti tude to envy or come to an im por- 
tant in sight about the way we be have when some one com pli ments us. We may have made
a mo men tous step in self-for give ness or re solved one of the rid dles of a ro man tic re la tion- 
ship.

These quiet but very real mile stones don’t get marked. We’re not given a cake or a
present to mark the mo ment of growth. We’re not con grat u lated by oth ers or viewed with
en hanced re spect. No one cares or even knows how car ing might work. But in side, pri- 
vately, we might har bour a muf fled hope that some of our evo lu tions will be prop erly
prized.

In an ideal world, we might have in our pos ses sion maps of emo tional progress against
which we could plot our fal ter ing ad vance to wards more sus tained ma tu rity. We might
con ceive of our in ner de vel op ments as trips around a re gion, each one with dis tinct land- 
marks and stag ing posts, and as sig nif i cant in their way as the cities of Re nais sance Italy or
the beauty spots on the Pa cific High way – and which we might be equally proud to have
reached and come to un der stand our way around.
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AKRA SIA

The con tem po rary ed u ca tion sys tem pro ceeds un der two as sump tions about how we
learn. First, it be lieves that how we are taught mat ters far less than what we are taught.
What ed u cates stu dents is – it’s be lieved – the sound ness of cer tain ar gu ments, not es pe- 
cially the man ner of their de liv ery. Teach ing should not rely on gloss and charm. It is not,
and should never be, a branch of the en ter tain ment in dus try.

Sec ond, the ed u ca tion sys tem as sumes that once we un der stand some thing, it will stick
in our minds for as long as we need it to. These minds are en vis aged as a lit tle like com- 
puter hard drives: un less vi o lently knocked, they will hold on to data for the long term.
This is why we might imag ine that ed u ca tion could stop at the age of twenty-two, once the
im por tant things have been im bibed.

But an emo tional ed u ca tion may re quire us to adopt two dif fer ent start ing points. For a
start, how we are taught may mat ter in or di nately, be cause we have in grained ten den cies to
shut our ears to all the ma jor truths about our deeper selves. Our set tled im pulse is to
blame any one who lays our blind spots and in suf fi cien cies bare – un less our de fences have
first been adroitly and se duc tively ap peased. In the face of crit i cally im por tant in sights, we
get dis tracted, proud or fid gety. We may pre fer to do al most any thing other than take in in- 
for ma tion that could save us.

More over, we for get al most ev ery thing. Our mem o ries are sieves, not ro bust buck ets.
What seemed a con vinc ing call to ac tion at 8 a.m. will be noth ing more than a dim rec ol- 
lec tion by mid day and an in de ci pher able con trail in our cloudy minds by evening. Our en- 
thu si asms and res o lu tions can be counted upon to fade like the stars at dawn. Noth ing
much sticks.

It was the philoso phers of an cient Greece who first iden ti fied these prob lems and de- 
scribed the struc tural de fi cien cies of our minds with a spe cial term. They pro posed that we
suf fer from akra sia, com monly trans lated as ‘weak ness of will’, a habit of not lis ten ing to
what we ac cept should be heard and a fail ure to act upon what we know is right. It is be- 
cause of akra sia that cru cial in for ma tion is fre quently lodged in our minds with out be ing
ac tive in them and it is be cause of akra sia that we of ten both un der stand what we should
do and res o lutely omit to do it.

There are two so lu tions to these fragili ties of mind that a suc cess ful emo tional ed u ca- 
tion must draw upon: the first is art, the sec ond is rit ual.

ART

We are so used to un der stand ing the pur pose of art in Ro man tic terms, as the fruit of
in di vid ual artis tic ge nius, that we for get that for most of his tory art had a plainer and more
di rect pur pose: it was a tool of ed u ca tion. The point of art was to ren der tough or knotty
lessons eas ier to ab sorb; to nudge our re cal ci trant minds to wards ac cept ing ideas that we
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might nod along to but then ig nore if they were not stated in es pe cially var nished and
grace ful terms.

Chris tian ity, for ex am ple, de voted so much at ten tion to art (ar chi tec ture, mu sic, paint- 
ing, etc.) not be cause it cared for beauty per se, but be cause it un der stood the power of
beauty to per suade us into par tic u lar pat terns of thought and habits of the heart. In fif- 
teenth-cen tury Flo rence, the teacher and scholar Mar silio Fi cino set out on an ex plicit mis- 
sion to ed u cate his city in the truths of Chris tian the ol ogy. He wished, with the help of the
pow er ful and wealthy Medici fam ily, to teach Flo rence about the Christly virtues of char ity
and com pas sion, courage and dig nity of spirit. But he also un der stood that any such
lessons would be largely in ef fec tive if they were sim ply ar tic u lated in work man like prose
on the pages of a book or de liv ered in a mono tone voice from the front of a class room.
Ideas would have to be am pli fied by art in or der to work their way prop erly into our muf- 
fled in tel li gence.
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Beauty in the ser vice of ed u ca tion: San dro Bot ti celli, Madonna of the Book, c. 1480.
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One of Fi cino’s fore most pro tégés was San dro Bot ti celli. His works may now be cel e- 
brated for their vis ual skill, but they were at the out set hon oured for their ed uca tive power.
The Madonna of the Book was not seek ing idly to charm the eye but to im press upon view- 
ers the value of ma ter nal care, sac ri fice and sor row ful con tem pla tion. Ex pressed in blunt
words, the in struc tion would – Fi cino and Bot ti celli knew – have gone nowhere. It needed,
in or der to carry deep into our minds, the help of an azure sky, the dance of a rich gold fil i- 
gree, an adorable child and an ex cep tion ally ten der ma ter nal fig ure; ideas, how ever no ble,
tend to re quire a lit tle help from beauty.

RIT UAL

Our prob lem isn’t just that we are in the habit of shirk ing im por tant ideas. We are also
prone to for get them im me di ately even if we have in the ory given them our as sent. For
this, hu man ity in vented rit ual. Rit ual can be de fined as the struc tured rep e ti tion of im por- 
tant con cepts, made res o nant through the help of for mal pageantry and cer e mony. Rit ual
takes thoughts that are known but unat tended and ren ders them ac tive and vivid once more
in our dis tracted minds. Un like stan dard mod ern ed u ca tion, rit ual doesn’t aim to teach us
any thing new; it wants to lend com pelling form to what we be lieve we al ready know. It
wants to turn our the o ret i cal al le giances into habits.

It is, not co in ci den tally, also re li gions that have been es pe cially ac tive in the de sign and
prop a ga tion of rit u als. It is they that have cre ated oc ca sions at which to tug our minds back
to hon our ing the sea sons, re mem ber ing the dead, look ing in side our selves, fo cus ing on the
pas sage of time, em pathiz ing with strangers, for giv ing trans gres sions or apol o giz ing for
mis deeds. They have put dates in our di aries to take our minds back to our most sin cere
com mit ments.

We might in ter pret rit u als neg a tively, as sym bols of an old-fash ioned at tempt to con trol
and di rect our thoughts by ap point ment. How ever, the best rit u als don’t so much im pose
upon us ideas that we are op posed to but take us back to ideas that we are in deep agree- 
ment with yet have al lowed to lapse: they are an ex ter nally man dated route to in ner au- 
then tic ity.

In the course of sec u lar iz ing our so ci eties, we may have been too hasty in do ing away
with rit u als. An ed u ca tion sys tem alive to the wis dom of re li gions would per ceive the role
of struc tured lessons that con stantly re peat what we know full well al ready – and yet so ar- 
du ously and griev ously for get. A good ‘school’ shouldn’t tell us only things we’ve never
heard of be fore; it should be deeply in ter ested in re hears ing all that is the o ret i cally known
yet prac ti cally for got ten.

FIRST WORLD PROB LEMS

Part of what stops us ad dress ing our emo tional knots is a back ground be lief that they
are too small to be worth both er ing with. Our will to tackle what may, in re al ity, de stroy
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our lives is sapped by a back ground fear of be ing self-in dul gent. A lin ger ing pu ri tanism
kicks in at pre cisely the wrong mo ment.

But there is (sadly) noth ing es pe cially laugh able about the prob lems un fold ing in the
world’s rich est coun tries. Peo ple may not starve, life ex pectancy is high and child mor tal- 
ity al most erad i cated, but pop u la tions re main be lea guered. The is sues are not the sob sto- 
ries of the well-to-do, beg ging for sym pa thy on ac count of an in cor rectly chilled wine, but
com prise ex tremes of lone li ness, anx i ety, re la tion ship break down, rage, hu mil i a tion and
de pres sion – prob lems that cul mi nate in the great est in dict ment of ad vanced so ci eties: their
ex cep tion ally high sui cide rates.

The pri or ity of mod ern pol i tics is eco nomic growth. But hu man ity’s strug gle to wards
ma te rial se cu rity will only be worth while if we un der stand and find ways to at ten u ate the
psy cho log i cal af flic tions that ap pear to con tinue into, and are some times di rectly fos tered
by, con di tions of abun dance. The prob lems of the thirty or so rich coun tries de scribed as
First World are the ones that the whole of our species will, ac cord ing to cur rent tra jec to- 
ries, be fac ing in 300 years’ time. The is sues that cur rently wreck peo ple’s lives in Switzer- 
land and Nor way, Aus tralia and the Nether lands are the prob lems that will be rife around
the globe in 2319. First World prob lems aren’t an un nec es sary odd ity. They are a form of
time travel. They are a glimpse into what will one day be devil all hu mankind – un less we
learn to view them as more than the tantrums of the spoilt.

IM PER FEC TION

The sin gle great est en emy of con tem po rary sat is fac tion may be the be lief in hu man
per fectibil ity. We have been driven to col lec tive rage through the ap par ently gen er ous yet
in re al ity dev as tat ing idea that it might be within our nat u ral re mit to be com pletely and en- 
dur ingly happy.

For thou sands of years, we knew bet ter. We might have been su per sti tious and cred u- 
lous, but not with out limit. All sub stan tial en deav ours – mar riage, child-rear ing, a ca reer,
pol i tics – were un der stood to be sources of dis tinc tive and elab o rate mis ery. Bud dhism de- 
scribed life it self as a vale of suf fer ing; the Greeks in sisted on the tragic struc ture of ev ery
hu man project; Chris tian ity in ter preted each of us as be ing marked by a di vine curse.

First for mu lated by the philoso pher St Au gus tine in the clos ing days of the Ro man Em- 
pire, ‘orig i nal sin’ gen er ously in sisted that hu man ity was in trin si cally, rather than ac ci den- 
tally, flawed. That we suf fer, feel lost and iso lated, are racked with worry, miss our own
tal ents, refuse love, lack em pa thy, sulk, ob sess and hate: these are not merely per sonal
flaws, but con sti tute the essence of the hu man an i mal. We are bro ken crea tures and have
been since our ex pul sion from Eden, damned – to use the res o nant Latin phrase – by pec- 
ca tum orig i nale. Even with out sub scrib ing to the pre cise de tails of Au gus tine’s logic, we
can ap pre ci ate his con clu sion.
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Pec ca tum orig i nale – orig i nal sin

Of course we are sad: de tail from Lu cas Cranach the El der, Adam and Eve, 1526.
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This should feel not like a pun ish ing ob ser va tion, but more like re lief from the pres- 
sures of 200 years of sci en tif i cally man dated faith in the pos si bil ity of progress.

There can wisely be no ‘so lu tions’, no self-help, of a kind that re moves prob lems al to- 
gether. What we can aim for, at best, is con so la tion – a word tellingly lack ing in glam our.
To be lieve in con so la tion means giv ing up on cures; it means ac cept ing that life is a hos- 
pice rather than a hos pi tal, but one we’d like to ren der as com fort able, as in ter est ing and as
kind as pos si ble.

A phi los o phy of con so la tion di rects us to two im por tant salves: un der stand ing and
com pan ion ship. Or grasp ing what our prob lem is – and know ing that we are not alone with
it. Un der stand ing does not mag i cally re move the pain but it has the power to re duce a
range of sec ondary ag gra va tions and fears. At least we know what is rack ing us and why.
Our worst fears are held in check, and tears may be turned into bit ter knowl edge.

It helps im mensely too to know that we are in com pany. De spite the up beat tone of so- 
ci ety in gen eral, there is so lace in the dis cov ery that ev ery one else is, in pri vate, of course
as be wil dered and re gret ful as we are. This is not Schaden freude, sim ply pro found re lief
that we are not the only ones.

SANE IN SAN ITY

Ba sic san ity should also be as sumed to be be yond us. There are too many pow er ful rea- 
sons why we lack any thing like an even keel. We have com plex his to ries, we are head ing
to wards the ul ti mate catas tro phe, we are vul ner a ble to dev as tat ing losses, love will al ways
leave us want ing, the gap be tween our hopes and our re al i ties is al ways go ing to be un- 
bridge able. In the cir cum stances, it makes no sense to aim for san ity; we should fix in stead
on the goal of achiev ing a wise, knowl edge able and self-pos sessed re la tion ship with our
man i fold in san i ties, or what can be termed ‘sane in san ity’.

What sep a rates the sane in sane from the sim ply in sane is the hon est, per son able and
ac cu rate grasp they have on what is not en tirely right with them. They may not be wholly
bal anced, but they don’t have the ad di tional folly of in sist ing on their nor malcy. They can
ad mit with good grace – and no par tic u lar loss of dig nity – that they are nat u rally deeply
pe cu liar at myr iad points. They do not go out of their way to hide from us what they get up
to in the night, in their sad mo ments, when anx i ety strikes, or dur ing at tacks of envy. They
can – at their best – be drily funny about the tragedy of be ing hu man. They lay bare the
fears, doubts, long ings, de sires and habits that don’t be long to the story we com monly tell
our selves about who we are.

The sane in sane among us are not a spe cial cat e gory of the men tally un well; they rep- 
re sent the most evolved pos si bil ity for a ma ture hu man be ing.

IN PRAISE OF MELAN CHOLY
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Melan choly is not rage or bit ter ness; it is a no ble species of sad ness that arises when
we are prop erly open to the idea that suf fer ing and dis ap point ment are at the heart of hu- 
man ex pe ri ence. It is not a dis or der that needs to be cured; it is a ten der-hearted, calm, dis- 
pas sion ate ac knowl edge ment of how much agony we will in evitably have to travel
through.

Mod ern so ci ety’s ma nia is to em pha size buoy ancy and cheer ful ness. It wishes ei ther to
med i cal ize melan choly states – and there fore ‘solve’ them – or to deny their le git i macy al- 
to gether. Yet melan choly springs from a right ful aware ness of the tragic struc ture of ev ery
life. We can, in melan choly states, un der stand with out fury or sen ti men tal ity that no one
truly un der stands any one else, that lone li ness is uni ver sal and that ev ery life has its full
mea sure of shame and sor row. The melan choly know that many of the things we most
want are in tragic con flict: to feel se cure and yet to be free; to have money and yet not to
have to be be holden to oth ers; to be in close-knit com mu ni ties and yet not to be sti fled by
the ex pec ta tions and de mands of so ci ety; to ex plore the world and yet to put down deep
roots; to ful fil the de mands of our ap petites for food, sex and sloth and yet stay thin, sober,
faith ful and fit.

The wis dom of the melan choly at ti tude (as op posed to the bit ter or an gry one) lies in
un der stand ing that our suf fer ing be longs to hu man ity in gen eral. Melan choly is redo lent
with an im per sonal per spec tive on suf fer ing. It is filled with a soar ing pity for our con di- 
tion. There are melan choly land scapes and melan choly pieces of mu sic, melan choly po ems
and melan choly times of day. In them, we find echoes of our own griefs, re turned back to
us with out some of the per sonal as so ci a tions that, when they first struck us, made them
par tic u larly ag o niz ing. The task of cul ture is to turn rage and forced jol lity into melan- 
choly. The more melan choly a cul ture can be, the less its in di vid ual mem bers need to be
per se cuted by their own fail ures, lost il lu sions and re grets.

THE SIM PLE AND THE OB SCURE

We could ex pect hu mans to dis play a pow er ful re flex for sim ple over ob scure ex pla na- 
tions. Yet in many ar eas of in tel lec tual and psy cho log i cal life, we ob serve a stranger, more
un ex pected phe nom e non: a prej u dice in favour of ab struse ness, den sity, enigma and the es- 
o teric. Our re spect for ex pla na tions that come close to in com pre hen si ble, that pro voke puz- 
zle ment, that em ploy un com mon words sug gests an im plicit be lief that the truth should not
come in a form that is eas ily fath omable. We too read ily as sume that we are ap proach ing a
per son of ge nius when we stop un der stand ing any thing of what they’re say ing.

It is prob lem atic, there fore, that so many of the cen tral truths of emo tional life have an
el e men tal sim plic ity to them that vi o lates our predilec tions for dif fi culty and main tains
some of the in no cent plain ness of a para ble. To hear that we should un der stand rather than
con demn, that oth ers are pri mar ily anx ious rather than cruel, that ev ery strength of char ac- 
ter we ad mire bears with it a weak ness we must for give: these are both key laws of psy- 
chol ogy and en tirely fa mil iar tru isms of the sort that we have been taught to dis dain. Yet
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de spite their so-called ob vi ous ness, sim ple-sound ing emo tional dy nam ics are ag gres sively
ca pa ble of ru in ing ex tended pe ri ods of our lives. Three decades de voted to the un happy
pur suit of wealth and sta tus may turn out to be driven by noth ing more or less than a for- 
got ten de sire to se cure the at ten tion of a dis tracted par ent more in ter ested in an older sib- 
ling. The fail ure of a fif teen-year re la tion ship, a thou sand nights of pain and fury, might
have orig i nated in an avoidant pat tern of at tach ment es tab lished in one’s four teenth month
on earth. Emo tional life is never done with show ing us how much we might have to suf fer
for ‘small’ things.

We should grace fully ac knowl edge how much of what nour ishes and guides us, how
much of what we should be hear ing is as ton ish ingly, al most hu mil i at ingly, sim ple in struc- 
ture. We should not com pound our prob lems by in sist ing on el e vated de grees of mys tery,
or al low our emo tional in tel li gence to be clouded by a murk i ness that would be le git i mate
only in the ad vanced sci ences. Our vul ner a bil ity to ba sic psy cho log i cal er ror is no more
ab surd, and no less poignant, than the fact that an adult can be killed by a well-aimed peb- 
ble or that we can die for want of a glass of wa ter. Sim plic ity should never in sult our in tel- 
li gence; it should re mind us to be nim ble in our un der stand ing of what in tel li gence com- 
prises.

We need to be so phis ti cated enough not to re ject a truth be cause it sounds like some- 
thing we al ready know. We need to be ma ture enough to bend down and pick up gov ern ing
ideas in their sim plest guises. We need to re main open to vast truths that can be stated in
the lan guage of a child.

THE SCHOOL OF LIFE

There is a de lib er ate para dox in the term ‘the school of life’. School is meant to teach
us what we need to know to live and yet, as the phrase rue fully sug gests, it is most of ten
life – by which we re ally mean painful ex pe ri ence – that does the bulk of the in struc tion
for us. The real in sti tu tion called the School of Life there fore car ries within it a hope and a
provo ca tion. It dares to be lieve that we might learn, in good time and sys tem at i cally, what
we might oth er wise ac quire only through many decades of stum bling. And it gen tly crit i- 
cizes the cur rent way we set about equip ping our selves with the skills we need to thrive.

We aren’t ever done with the odd busi ness of be com ing that most ex tra or di nary and
prized of things, an emo tion ally ma ture per son – or, to put it a sim pler way, an al most
grown-up adult. In an ideal so ci ety, it would be not only chil dren who were known to need
an ed u ca tion. All adults would rec og nize that they in evitably re quired con tin u ing ed u ca- 
tion of an emo tional kind and would re main ac tive fol low ers of a psy cho log i cal cur ricu- 
lum. Schools de voted to emo tional in tel li gence would be open for ev ery one, so that chil- 
dren would feel that they were par tic i pat ing in the early stages of a life long process. Some
classes – about anger or sulk ing, blame or con sid er a tion – would have seven-year-olds
learn ing along side fifty-five-year-olds, the two co horts hav ing been found to have equiv a- 
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lent ma tu ri ties in a given area. In such a so ci ety, the phrase ‘I’ve fin ished school’ would
sound ex tremely strange.

We have col lec tively left to chance some of what it is most im por tant to know; we have
de nied our selves the op por tu nity to sys tem at i cally trans mit wis dom – re serv ing our be lief
in ed u ca tion to tech ni cal and man age rial skills. The School of Life is a mod est at tempt to
try to spare us a bit of time.
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1 Strangers to Our selves

THE DIF FI CULTY OF SELF-KNOWL EDGE

One of our great est chal lenges is to un der stand the pe cu liar con tent of own minds. We
may look like the ul ti mate own ers of our skulls but we re main prac ti cal strangers to too
much of what un folds within them. A ca sual ac quain tance may, in a few min utes of con- 
ver sa tion, de duce more about our psy ches than we have been able to de ter mine across
many decades. We are fre quently the very last peo ple to know what is at work within ‘us’.

We suf fer be cause there is no easy route to in tro spec tion. We can not open a hatch and
lo cate ‘our selves’. We are not a fixed des ti na tion, but an eter nally mo bile, bound less, un fo- 
cused, va porous spec tre whose full na ture can only be ret ro spec tively de duced from
painfully rec ol lected glimpses and opaque hints. There is no time or van tage point from
which to se curely de code our ar chives of ex pe ri ence. There is too much data en ter ing us at
ev ery mo ment for us to eas ily sift and ar range our sen sa tions with the care and logic they
de serve.

Symp toms of our self-ig no rance abound. We are ir ri ta ble or sad, guilty or fu ri ous,
with out any re li able sense of the ori gins of our dis cord. We de stroy a re la tion ship that
might have been work able un der a com pul sion we can not ac count for. We fail to know our
pro fes sional tal ents in time. We pass too many of our days un der mys te ri ous clouds of de- 
spair or be set by waves of per se cu tion.

We pay a very high price for our self-ig no rance. Feel ings and de sires that haven’t been
ex am ined linger and dis trib ute their en ergy ran domly across our lives. Am bi tion that
doesn’t know it self re-emerges as panic; envy trans forms it self into bit ter ness; anger turns
into rage; sad ness into de pres sion. Dis avowed ma te rial buck les and strains the sys tem. We
de velop per ni cious tics: a fa cial twitch, im po tence, a com pul sion, an un budge able sad ness.
Much of what de stroys our lives can be at trib uted to emo tions that our con scious selves
haven’t found a way to un der stand or to ad dress in time.

It is log i cal that Socrates should have boiled down the en tire wis dom of phi los o phy to
one sim ple com mand: ‘Know your self.’

EMO TIONAL SCEP TI CISM
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Yet he also added, ‘I am wise not be cause I know, but be cause I know I don’t know.’
The even tual re sult of a quest for self-knowl edge might be pre sumed to be a con fi dent un- 
der stand ing of the cor ri dors of the mind. But a truly suc cess ful out come might in volve
some thing rather dif fer ent. The more closely we in tro spect, the more we start to ap pre ci ate
the range of tricks our minds play on us – and there fore the more we ap pre ci ate the ex tent
to which we will con tin u ally mis judge sit u a tions and the feel ings they pro voke. A suc cess- 
ful search for self-knowl edge may fur nish us not with a set of newly mined rock-solid cer- 
tain ties, but with an ad mis sion of how lit tle we do – and ever can – prop erly know our- 
selves.

This crit i cal at ti tude to wards our own thought pro cesses can be called emo tional scep ti- 
cism. It was the an cient Greek philo soph i cal scep tics (from the Greek word skep sis, mean- 
ing ‘ques tion ing’ or ‘ex am i na tion’) who first con cen trated on show ing up how flawed and
un re li able our minds can be, in both large and small ways. The av er age pig is – as Pyrrho,
the founder of the scep ti cal move ment, liked to point out – clev erer, sharper, kinder and
dis tinctly hap pier than its hu man coun ter part.

The scep tics em pha sized a range of cog ni tive mal func tions and blind spots. We are no- 
to ri ously bad judges of dis tances, wildly mis read ing how far away a dis tant is land or
moun tain might be, and eas ily fooled in our es ti ma tions by small changes of light and
mois ture in the air. Our sense of time is highly in ac cu rate, in flu enced chiefly by the nov elty
or fa mil iar ity of what hap pens rather than by strict chrono log i cal du ra tion. We de sire ex- 
ces sively and in ac cu rately. Our sex ual drives wreak havoc on our sense of pri or i ties. Our
whole as sess ment of the world can be trans formed ac cord ing to how much wa ter we have
drunk or sleep we have had. The in stru ment through which we in ter pret re al ity, our 1,260
or so cu bic cen time tres of brain mat ter, has a treach er ous pro cliv ity for throw ing out faulty
read ings.

For the scep tics, un der stand ing that we may be re peat edly hood winked by our own
minds is the start of the only kind of in tel li gence of which we are ever ca pa ble; just as we
are never as fool ish as when we fail to sus pect we might be so.

We take the first steps to wards ma tu rity by de ter min ing some of the ways in which our
emo tional minds deny, lie, evade, for get and ob sess, steer ing us to wards goals that won’t
de liver the sat is fac tion of which we’re ini tially con vinced. A readi ness to mit i gate the
worst of our ev ery day fool ish ness con trib utes to the high est kind of emo tional in tel li gence
of which we may ever be ca pa ble.

THE PAST IN THE PRESENT

One of the char ac ter is tic pos ses sions of all Eu ro pean no bles for many cen turies was an
elab o rate de pic tion of their fam ily tree, show ing lin eage down the gen er a tions. The per son
at the foot of the tree would see them selves as the prod uct of, and heir to, all who had
come be fore them.
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Aris to cratic ge neal ogy may seem a quaint pre oc cu pa tion, but the idea be hind it rests
upon a uni ver sally rel e vant con cern: ir re spec tive of the sta tus de tails of our fam i lies, each
of us is the re cip i ent of a large and com plex emo tional in her i tance that is de ci sive in de ter- 
min ing who we are and how we will be have. Fur ther more, and at huge cost, we mostly
lack any real sense of what this pow er ful in her i tance might be do ing to our judge ment.

The pres ence of the un known past colours, and sharply dis torts, all our re sponses to the
present. We in ter pret what is hap pen ing in the here and now – what a friend meant by their
si lence, what we are re spon si ble for, how much per mis sion we need – through ex pec ta tions
fos tered in long years whose real na ture we have for got ten.

Psy chol ogy has built up a hum bling ar ray of tests that show up the pres ence of the un- 
known past and, with it, a ten dency to im pose – or, as the tech ni cal term puts it, to ‘trans- 
fer’ – old as sump tions and pat terns of think ing on to con tem po rary re al ity. The best known
of such tests, de vised in the 1920s by the Swiss psy chi a trist Her mann Rorschach, presents
us with groups of am bigu ous im ages gen er ated by spilt ink, upon which we’re asked to re- 
flect with out in hi bi tion, ex press ing freely what we feel of their at mos phere and iden tity.

Nat u rally, Rorschach’s im ages have no pre de ter mined mean ing; they aren’t about any- 
thing in par tic u lar, but are sug ges tive in a vast ar ray of di rec tions, so that the at mos pheres
we see in them de pend upon what our pasts most read ily pre dis pose us to feel. To an in di- 
vid ual who in her ited from their par ents a kindly and for giv ing con science, the im age
shown here might be viewed as a sweet mask, with eyes, floppy ears, a cov er ing for the
mouth and wide flaps ex tend ing from the cheeks. An other, hounded across child hood by a
dom i neer ing fa ther, could equally read ily view it as a pow er ful fig ure seen from be low,
with splayed feet, thick legs, heavy shoul ders and a head bent for ward as if poised for at- 
tack.

With sim i lar in tent, a few years later, the psy chol o gist Henry Mur ray and Chris tiana
Mor gan, a lay psy cho an a lyst, cre ated a set of draw ings that pre sented peo ple in de lib er- 
ately in de ter mi nate sit u a tions and moods. In one ex am ple, two fig ures are po si tioned close
to each other, their faces open to a host of in ter pre ta tions. ‘It’s per haps a mother and
daugh ter, mourn ing to gether for a shared loss,’ one re spon dent who has had a close re la- 
tion ship with a be reaved par ent might say. Or an other, bear ing the bur den of a puni tive
past, might as sert, ‘It’s a jeal ous old crone in the process of un der min ing a tal ented young
em ployee who has failed at an im por tant task.’ A third, wrestling with a legacy of cen sured
ho mo sex u al ity, might ven ture, ‘I feel some thing un holy is go ing on out of the frame: the
older woman knows a sex ual se cret about the younger per son, a highly ef fem i nate man,
who is em bar rassed but per haps also some how turned on …’
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Scary dad or cute bunny? Her mann Rorschach, inkblot test, 1932.
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Catch ing our own past in our in ter pre ta tions of am bigu ous im ages: Henry Mur ray, The matic Ap per cep tion Test, 1943.
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Yet one thing is cer tain: the pic ture doesn’t show any of these things. The elab o ra tion is
com ing from the per son who looks at it, and the way they elab o rate, the kind of story they
tell, nec es sar ily re veals far more about their emo tional in her i tance than it ever does about
the im age it self.

Fur ther in this vein, from the 1940s, the Amer i can psy chol o gist Saul Rosen zweig de- 
vised tests that tease out our in her ited ways of deal ing with hu mil i a tion. His ‘Pic ture-Frus- 
tra tion Study’ (1948 for chil dren, 1978 for adults) shows a range of sit u a tions to which our
psy cho log i cal his to ries will give us very dif fer ent tem plates of re sponses.

One kind of per son, the bearer of a solid emo tional in her i tance, will tend to be re silient
when some one hurts or be haves badly to wards them. It won’t be a catas tro phe, just a few
un pleas ant mo ments. But such a ver dict would feel en tirely alien to some one who has been
be queathed a back drop of shame and self-con tempt, al ways look ing to re con firm it self in
con tem po rary in ci dents.

Ma tu rity in volves ac cept ing with good grace that we are all – like mar i onettes – ma nip- 
u lated by the past. And, when we can man age it, it may also re quire that we de velop our
ca pac ity to judge and act in the am bigu ous here and now with some what greater fair ness
and neu tral ity.
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Saul Rosen zweig, Pic ture-Frus tra tion Study, 1978.
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2 Know ing the Past

PRI MAL WOUNDS

Al most uni ver sally, with out any one in tend ing this to hap pen, some where in our child- 
hood our tra jec tory to wards emo tional ma tu rity can be counted upon to have been im- 
peded. Even if we were sen si tively cared for and lov ingly han dled, even if parental fig ures
ap proached their tasks with the high est care and com mit ment, we can be counted upon not
to have passed through our young years with out sus tain ing some form of deep psy cho log i- 
cal in jury – what we can term a set of ‘pri mal wounds’.

Child hood opens us up to emo tional dam age in part be cause, un like all other liv ing
things, Homo sapi ens is fated to en dure an in or di nately long and struc turally claus tro pho- 
bic pupil lage. A foal is stand ing up thirty min utes af ter it is born. A hu man will, by the age
of eigh teen, have spent around 25,000 hours in the com pany of its par ents. A fe male
grouper will un sen ti men tally dump up to 100 mil lion eggs a year in the sandy banks off the
north At lantic seaboard, then swim away with out both er ing to see a sin gle one of her off- 
spring again. Even the blue whale, the largest an i mal on the planet, is sex u ally ma ture and
in de pen dent by the age of five.

But, for our part, we dither and linger. It can be a year till we take our first steps and
two be fore we can speak in a whole sen tence. It is close to two decades be fore we are cat e- 
go rized as adults. And in the mean time, we are at the mercy of that highly pe cu liar and dis- 
tort ing in sti tu tion we call home and its even more dis tinc tive over seers, our par ents.

Across the long sum mers and win ters of child hood, we are in ti mately shaped by the
ways of the big peo ple around us. We come to know their favourite ex pres sions, their
habits, how they re spond to a de lay, the way they ad dress us when they’re cross. We know
the at mos phere of home on a bright July morn ing and in the af ter noon down pours of mid-
April. We mem o rize the tex tures of the car pets and the smells of the clothes cup boards. As
adults, we can still re call the taste of a par tic u lar bis cuit we liked af ter school and know in- 
ti mately the tiny dis tinc tive sounds a mother or fa ther will make as they con cen trate on
some thing in the news pa per. We can re turn to our orig i nal home for a hol i day when we are
par ents our selves and find, de spite our car, our re spon si bil i ties and our lined faces, that we
are eight once more.

Dur ing our elon gated ges ta tion, we are at first, in a phys i cal sense, com pletely at the
mercy of our care givers. We are so frail, we could be tripped up by a twig; the fam ily cat is
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a tiger. We need help cross ing the road, putting on our coat, writ ing our name.
But our vul ner a bil ity is as much emo tional. We can’t be gin to un der stand our strange

cir cum stances: who we are, where our feel ings come from, why we’re sad or fu ri ous, how
our par ents fit into the wider scheme and be have as they do. We nec es sar ily take what the
big peo ple around us say as an in vi o lable truth; we can’t help but ex ag ger ate our par ents’
role on the planet. We are con demned to be en meshed in their at ti tudes, am bi tions, fears
and in cli na tions. Our up bring ing is fun da men tally al ways par tic u lar and pe cu liar.

We can brush so lit tle of it off. We are with out a skin. If a par ent shouts at us, the foun- 
da tions of the earth trem ble. We can’t tell that some of the harsh words weren’t per haps en- 
tirely meant, or had their ori gins in a tricky day at work, or were the re ver ber a tions of the
adult’s own child hood. It sim ply feels as if an all-pow er ful, all-know ing gi ant has de cided,
for cer tain good (if as yet un known) rea sons that we are to be an ni hi lated.

Nor can we un der stand, when a par ent goes away for the week end, or re lo cates to an- 
other coun try, that they haven’t left us be cause we did some thing wrong or be cause we are
un wor thy of their love but be cause even adults aren’t al ways in con trol of their des tinies.

If par ents are in the kitchen rais ing their voices, it can seem as though these two peo ple
must hate one an other in or di nately. To chil dren, an over heard al ter ca tion (there was a
slammed door and sev eral swear words) may feel cat a strophic, as though ev ery thing safe is
about to dis in te grate im mi nently. There is no ev i dence any where in the child’s grasp that
ar gu ments are a nor mal part of re la tion ships; and that a cou ple may be en tirely com mit ted
to a life long union and at the same time force fully ex press a wish that the other might go to
hell.

Chil dren are equally help less be fore the dis tinc tive the o ries of the par ents. They can’t
un der stand that an in sis tence that they do not mix with an other fam ily from school, or that
they fol low par tic u lar dress codes or hate a given po lit i cal party or worry about dirt or ar- 
rive no less than four hours early for a flight, rep re sents a very par tial per spec tive on hu- 
man pri or i ties and re al ity.

Chil dren can’t go else where. They have no ex tended so cial net work. Even when things
are go ing right, child hood is a gen tle open prison.

As a re sult of the pe cu liar i ties of our early years, we lose bal ance. Things within us
start to de velop in way ward di rec tions. We may find that we can’t trust eas ily, or need to
keep any sign of dirt at bay, or get un usu ally scared around peo ple who raise their voices.
No one needs to do any thing par tic u larly shock ing, il le gal, sin is ter or wicked to us for se ri- 
ous dis tor tions to un fold. The causes of our pri mal wounds are rarely out wardly dra matic
but their ef fects are rarely in signif i cant. Such is the frag ile base of child hood that noth ing
out wardly ap palling needs to have hap pened to us for us to wind up in wardly pro foundly
scram bled.

We know the point well enough from tragedy. In the tragic tales of the an cient Greeks,
it is not enor mous er rors and slips that un leash drama but the tini est, most in no cent of mis- 
takes. From seem ingly mi nor start ing points, ter ri ble con se quences un furl. Our emo tional
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lives are sim i larly tragic in struc ture. Ev ery one around us may have been try ing to do their
best and yet we end up now, as adults, nurs ing cer tain ma jor hurts which en sure that we are
so much less than we might be.

IM BAL ANCES

The im bal ances go in end less di rec tions. We are too timid or too as sertive; too rigid or
too ac com mo dat ing; too fo cused on ma te rial suc cess or ex ces sively lack adaisi cal. We are
ob ses sively ea ger around sex or painfully wary and ner vous in the face of our own erotic
im pulses. We are dream ily naive or sourly down to earth. We re coil from risk or em brace it
reck lessly. We emerge into adult life de ter mined never to rely on any one or are des per ate
for an other to com plete us. We are overly in tel lec tual or un duly re sis tant to ideas. The en- 
cy clo pe dia of emo tional im bal ances is a vol ume with out end.

Yet be cause we are re luc tant his to ri ans of our emo tional pasts, we too eas ily take our
tem per a ment as our des tiny. We be lieve we sim ply are, in and of our selves, peo ple who
mi cro man age or can’t get much plea sure out of sex, scream a lot when some one con tra- 
dicts us or run away from lovers who are too kind to us. It may not be easy, but it is not al- 
ter able or up for en quiry.

The truth is likely to be more hope ful – though, in the short term, a great deal more un- 
com fort able. We are a cer tain way be cause we were knocked off a more ful fill ing tra jec- 
tory years ago. In the face of a vi ciously com pet i tive par ent, we took refuge in un der- 
achieve ment. Hav ing lived around a par ent dis gusted by the body, sex be came fright en ing.
Sur rounded by ma te rial un re li a bil ity, we had to over achieve in re la tion to money and so- 
cial pres tige. Hurt by a dis mis sive par ent, we fell into pat terns of emo tional avoid ance. A
volatile par ent pushed us to wards our present meek ness. Early over pro tec tive ness in spired
timid ity and, around any com plex sit u a tion, panic. A con tin u ally busy, inat ten tive par ent
was the cat a lyst for a per son al ity marked by ex haust ing at ten tion-seek ing be hav iour.

There is al ways a logic and there is al ways a his tory.
We can tell that our im bal ances date from the past be cause they re flect the ways of

think ing and in stincts of the chil dren we once were. Our way of be ing un bal anced tends to- 
wards a fun da men tal im ma tu rity, bear ing the marks of what was once a young per son’s at- 
tempt to grap ple with some thing ut terly be yond their ca pac i ties.

For ex am ple, when they suf fer at the hands of an adult, chil dren al most in vari ably take
what hap pens to them as a re flec tion of some thing that must be very wrong with them. If
some one hu mil i ates, ig nores or hurts them, it must – so it seems – be be cause they are, in
and of them selves, im be cilic, re pug nant and worth ne glect ing. It can take many years, and
a lot of pa tient in ner ex plo ration, to reach an ini tially far less plau si ble con clu sion: that the
hurt was es sen tially un de served and that there were in evitably a lot of other things go ing
on, off stage, in the rag ing adult’s in te rior life, for which the child was en tirely blame less.

Sim i larly, be cause chil dren can not eas ily leave an of fend ing sit u a tion, they are prey to
pow er ful, lim it less long ings to fix the bro ken per son they so com pletely de pend on. It be- 
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comes, in the in fan tile imag i na tion, the child’s re spon si bil ity to mend the anger, ad dic tion
or sad ness of the grown-up they adore. It may be the work of decades to de velop a wiser
power to feel sad about, rather than eter nally re spon si ble for, those we love but can not
change. And per haps, at points, in the in ter ests of self-preser va tion, to move on.

Com mu ni ca tion pat terns are be set by com pa ra ble child hood lega cies. When some thing
is very wrong, chil dren have no in nate ca pac ity to ex plain its cause. They lack the con fi- 
dence, poise and ver bal dex ter ity to get their points across with the calm and au thor ity re- 
quired. They tend to ex pe ri ence dra matic over re ac tions in stead: in sist ing, nag ging, ex plod- 
ing, scream ing. Or else ex ces sive un der-re ac tions: sulk ing, sullen si lence, avoid ance. We
may be well into mid dle age be fore we can shed our first im pulses to ex plode at or flee
from those who mis un der stand our needs, and more care fully and serenely strive to ex plain
them in stead.

It is an other fea ture of the emo tional wounds of child hood that they tend to pro voke
what are in ef fect large-scale gen er al iza tions. Our wounds may have oc curred in highly in- 
di vid ual con texts: with one par tic u lar adult who hit his par tic u lar part ner late at night in
one par tic u lar ter raced house in one town near the bor der. Or the wound may have been
caused by one spe cific par ent who re sponded with in tense con tempt af ter a spe cific job loss
in one spe cific fac tory. But these events give rise to ex pec ta tions of other peo ple and life
more broadly. We grow to ex pect that ev ery one will re sort to vi o lence, that ev ery part ner
may turn on us and ev ery money prob lem will un leash dis as ter. The char ac ter traits and
men tal i ties that were formed in re sponse to one or two cen tral ac tors of child hood be come
our ha bit ual tem plates for in ter pret ing pretty much any one. The al ways jokey and slightly
manic way of be ing that we evolved so as to keep a de pressed, list less mother en gaged be- 
comes our sec ond na ture. Even when she is long gone, we re main peo ple who need to
shine at ev ery meet ing, who re quire a part ner to be con tin u ally fo cused on us and who can- 
not lis ten to neg a tive or dispir it ing in for ma tion of any kind. We are liv ing the wide-open
present through the nar row drama of the past.

It is a com pli cat ing fac tor that our im bal ances don’t cleanly re veal their ori gins, ei ther
to our own minds or, con se quently, to the world at large. We aren’t re ally sure why we run
away as we do, or are so of ten an gry, or have a proud, haughty air, or break ev ery dead line,
or cling ex ces sively to peo ple we love. And be cause the sources of our im bal ances es cape
us, we miss out on im por tant sources of pos si ble sym pa thy. We are judged on the be hav- 
iours that our wounds in spire, rather than on the wounds them selves. The dam age may
have be gun with a feel ing of in vis i bil ity, a poignant enough phe nom e non, but to the world
that doesn’t care to know more, we now just come across as some what sick en ing in our
search for at ten tion. Maybe the dam age be gan with a truly un war ranted let-down, but now
we sim ply ap pear un rea son able and con trol ling. Per haps it started with a bul ly ing, com pet- 
i tive fa ther; now it seems as if we are just spine less.

We make our lives tougher than they should be be cause we in sist on think ing of peo- 
ple, our selves and oth ers, as in ept and mean rather than, as is al most in vari ably the case,
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pri mar ily the vic tims of what we have all in some ways trav elled through: an im mensely
tricky early his tory.

AM NE SIA AND DE NIAL

We can re call the ba sic facts and a few in ci dents of course, but in terms of grasp ing in
de tail, with vis ceral emo tion, how our present is in flu enced by the per son al i ties and cir- 
cum stances of our early years, we’re of ten novices, or sim ply res o lutely scep ti cal about the
point of a close look back wards. It wouldn’t – in many cases – be too strong to speak of
willed am ne sia.

The urge to for get the pri mal wounds is not hard to un der stand. It is deeply im plau si- 
ble, but also hu mil i at ing, to imag ine that events from so long ago might be in flu enc ing the
bulk of our feel ings and ac tions in the here and now. Blunt and cliché-sound ing psy cho log- 
i cal de ter min ism negates our hopes for a life of dig ni fied adult lib erty. It seems crush ing
and, from cer tain per spec tives, plain daft to sup pose that our per son al i ties might re main
forged by in ci dents that un folded be fore our fifth birth day.

To wards the past, we tend to adopt a sen ti men tal at ti tude which is far more at ten tive to
the oc ca sional en dear ing ex cep tion than the more chal leng ing norm. Fam ily pho tos, al most
al ways snapped at the hap pier junc tures, guide the process. There is much more likely to
be an im age of one’s mother by the pool, smil ing with the ex pres sion of a giddy young
girl, than of her slam ming the ve randa door in a rage at the mis ery of con ju gal life; there
will be a shot of one’s fa ther ge nially per form ing a card trick, but no vis ual record of his
long, bru tal meal time si lences. A lot of edit ing goes on, en cour aged by all sides.

With age, we nat u rally look at the world through the eyes of an adult rather than go ing
to the trou ble of re cov er ing the dis tinc tive and pe cu liar per spec tive of the child. To any
grown-up, it is im me di ately ob vi ous that a three-year-old hav ing a tantrum in a ho tel
restau rant is ir ri tat ing, the atri cal and bad-man nered. But that is chiefly be cause we lack the
en cour age ment or em pa thetic en ergy to try to recre ate the strange in ner world of a small
per son in which she might feel mon u men tally tired and be wil dered, fear ful that an un fa- 
mil iar dish was go ing to be forced on her, or lonely and hu mil i ated by be ing the small est
per son in a large and lugubri ous din ing room, far away from Lanky, the stuffed rab bit left
by mis take on the floor in the room up stairs.

Or when an adult locks a kitchen door to en sure si lence dur ing an hour-long busi ness
call, it is far from nor mal to pic ture the scene from the view point of the very young child
on the other side, for whom this end less ex clu sion may seem proof that ev ery thing good
and kind has mys te ri ously sud denly died. It be comes dif fi cult for us to keep in mind how
much in all our char ac ters was marked by what are (from a grown-up per spec tive) al most
laugh ably mi nor yet hugely po tent emo tions.

But it’s not sim ply that we’ve idly for got ten the past. We could in prin ci ple re-en ter the
emo tional spa ces we once in hab ited. It is for deeper rea sons that we push the mem o ries
aside and ac tively re strict re flec tion on our his to ries.
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We keep away from our selves be cause so much of what we could dis cover threat ens to
be agony. We might dis cover that we were, in the back ground, deeply fu ri ous with, and re- 
sent ful about, cer tain peo ple we were meant only to love. We might dis cover how much
ground there was to feel in ad e quate and guilty on ac count of the many er rors and mis- 
judge ments we have made. We might rec og nize how much was com pro mised and needed
to be changed about our re la tion ships and ca reers.

SELF-DE CEP TION

We don’t only have a lot to hide, we are liars of ge nius. It is part of the hu man tragedy
that we are nat u ral self-de ceivers. Our tech niques are mul ti ple and close to in vis i ble:

■  We get ad dicted. Not nec es sar ily to heroin or whisky, but to ev ery day in nocu ous ac- 
tiv i ties that at tract no alarm or sus pi cion. We are hooked on check ing the news or
tidy ing the house, ex er cis ing or tak ing on fresh projects at work. It can look to the
world as if we are just be ing pro duc tive, but the clue to our com pul sive ness lies in our
mo tives. We are check ing the news to keep the news from our selves at bay; we are
work ing on a project as an al ter na tive to work ing on our psy ches. What prop erly in di- 
cates ad dic tion is not what some one is do ing, but their way of do ing it, and in par tic u- 
lar their de sire to avoid any en counter with cer tain sides of them selves. We are ad dicts
when ever we de velop a manic re liance on some thing, any thing, to keep our darker
and more un set tling feel ings at bay.

■  We lie by be ing very cheer ful. It sounds, con ve niently, al most in dis tin guish able from
hap pi ness. But with its re morse less and in sis tent up beat qual ity, ag gres sive jolli ness
has very lit tle to do with true sat is fac tion. The per son who is re lent lessly jolly doesn’t
just want the mood to be happy; they can’t tol er ate that it might in any way be sad, so
un ex plored and po ten tially over whelm ing are their own back ground feel ings of dis ap- 
point ment and grief.

■  We lie by at tack ing and den i grat ing what we love but haven’t man aged to get. We dis- 
miss the peo ple we once wanted as friends, the ca reers we hoped at the start one day
to have, the lives we tried to em u late. We re con fig ure what a de sired but painfully elu- 
sive goal meant to us in the hope of not hav ing to reg is ter its loss prop erly.

■  We lie through a gen er al ized cyn i cism, which we di rect at ev ery thing and ev ery one so
as to ward off mis ery about one or two things in par tic u lar. We say that all hu mans are
ter ri ble and ev ery ac tiv ity com pro mised, so that the spe cific causes of our pain do not
at tract scru tiny and shame.

■  We lie by fill ing our minds with im pres sive ideas which bla tantly an nounce our in tel- 
li gence to the world but sub tly en sure that we won’t have much room left to re dis- 
cover long-dis tant feel ings of ig no rance or con fu sion upon which the de vel op ment of
our per son al i ties may nev er the less rest.
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We write dense books on the role of gov ern ment bonds in the Napoleonic Wars or
pub lish ex ten sively on Chaucer’s in flu ence on the mid-nine teenth-cen tury Ja pa nese
novel. We se cure de grees from in sti tutes of ad vanced study or po si tions on ed i to rial
boards of sci en tific jour nals. Our minds are crammed with ar cane data. We can wit tily
in form a din ing ta ble of guests who wrote the Enchirid ion (Epicte tus) or de scribe the
life and times of Dō gen (the founder of Zen Bud dhism). But we don’t re mem ber very
much at all about how life was long ago, back in the old house, when our fa ther left,
our mother stopped smil ing and our trust broke in pieces.
We de ploy knowl edge and ideas that carry in du bi ta ble pres tige to stand guard against
the emer gence of more hum ble but es sen tial knowl edge from our emo tional past. We
bury our per sonal sto ries be neath an avalanche of ex per tise. The pos si bil ity of a
deeply con se quen tial in ti mate en quiry is de lib er ately left to seem fee ble and su per flu- 
ous next to the grander task of ad dress ing a con fer ence on the po lit i cal strate gies of
Dona Maria I or the life cy cle of the In done sian oc to pus.
We lean on the glam our of be ing learned to limit all that we might re ally need to learn
about.

■  We lie by pre tend ing that we are sim pler than we ac tu ally are and that too much psy- 
chol ogy might be non sense. We lean on a ver sion of ro bust com mon sense to ward off
in ti ma tions of our own awk ward com plex ity. We im ply that not think ing very much
is, at base, ev i dence of a su pe rior kind of in tel li gence.
In com pany, we de ploy bluff strate gies of ridicule against more com plex ac counts of
hu man na ture. We side line av enues of per sonal in ves ti ga tion as un duly fancy or
weird, im ply ing that to lift the lid on in ner life could never be fruit ful or en tirely re- 
spectable. We use the prac ti cal mood of Mon day morn ing 9 a.m. to ward off the com- 
plex in sights of 3.a.m. the pre vi ous night, when the en tire fab ric of our ex is tence
came into ques tion. De ploy ing an at ti tude of vig or ous com mon sense, we strive to
make our mo ments of rad i cal dis quiet seem like aber ra tions, rather than the cen tral
oc ca sions of in sight they might ac tu ally be.
We ap peal to the un der stand able long ing that our per son al i ties be non-tragic, sim ple
and eas ily com pre hended, so as to re ject the stranger but more use ful facts of our real,
in tri cate selves.

A de fence of emo tional hon esty has noth ing to do with high-minded moral ity. It is ul ti- 
mately cau tion ary and ego is tic. We need to tell our selves a lit tle more of the truth be cause
we pay too high a price for our con ceal ments. We cut our selves off from pos si bil i ties of
growth. We shut out large por tions of our minds and end up un cre ative, tetchy and de fen- 
sive, while oth ers around us have to suf fer our ir ri tabil ity, gloom, man u fac tured cheer ful- 
ness or de fen sive ra tio nal iza tions.

THE EMO TION ALLY HEALTHY CHILD HOOD

We can some times be so mod est about our power to know what is good for oth ers or
our selves that we for get it might be pos si ble to haz ard a few gen er al iza tions about what
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con sti tutes an emo tion ally healthy child hood. It can’t be pure idio syn crasy or good luck;
there are dis tinct themes and goals to iden tify. With a map of op ti mal de vel op ment in
mind, we could more clearly ap pre ci ate where dis lo ca tion be gins, what we have to be
grate ful for and what there is to re gret. At a col lec tive level, we would have a greater sense
of what might need to be done to gen er ate a more emo tion ally priv i leged, and there fore
slightly saner, world.

With that in mind, we could ex pect some or all of the fol low ing to oc cur:

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, some one will put them selves pro foundly at our
ser vice. If as adults we have even a mea sure of men tal health, it is al most cer tainly
be cause, when we were help less in fants, there was a per son (to whom we es sen tially
owe our lives) who pushed their needs to one side for a time in or der to fo cus wholly
on ours. They in ter preted what we could not quite say, they guessed what might be
ail ing us, they set tled and con soled us. They kept the chaos and noise at bay and cut
the world up into man age able pieces for us.
They did not, all the while, ask that we thank them, un der stand them or show them
sym pa thy. They didn’t de mand that we en quire how their days went or how they were
sleep ing at night (they weren’t much). They treated us like roy alty, so that we would
later on be able to sub mit to the rigours and hu mil i a tions of an or di nary life. This tem- 
po rar ily one-sided re la tion ship guar an teed our even tual abil ity to form a two-sided
kind.
We may think of ego ists as peo ple who have grown sick from too much love, but in
fact the op po site is the case: an ego ist is some one who has not yet had their fill. Self-
cen tred ness has to have a clear run in the early years if it isn’t to haunt and ruin the
later ones. The so-called nar cis sist is sim ply a be nighted soul who has not had a
chance to be in or di nately and un rea son ably ad mired and cared for at the start.

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, we’re given the ben e fit of the doubt. We are as- 
sessed by what we might one day be, not by ex actly what we are right now. Some one
is on hand to put the best pos si ble spin on our be hav iour. Some one is kind.
A harsh judge might, for ex am ple, say that we were ‘at ten tion-seek ing’. Our care giver
imag ines that we just stand in need of some en cour ag ing words. We might have acted
rather meanly. Our care giver adds that we must, in the back ground, have been feel ing
threat ened. It looked as if we were neg li gent; the care giver re mem bers that tired ness
might ac count for the lion’s share of the ex pla na tion.
Our carer con stantly searches be neath the sur face for a more sym pa thetic set of rea- 
sons. They help us to be on our own side, to like our selves and there fore, even tu ally,
not to be too de fen sive about our own flaws, the ex is tence of which we grow strong
enough to ac cept.

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, the re la tion ship with our care giver is steady,
con sis tent and long-term. We trust that they will be there to mor row and the day af ter.
They are bor ingly pre dictable. As a re sult, we are able to be lieve that what has gone
well once can go well again and to let such an ex pec ta tion gov ern our pick of avail- 
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able adult part ners. We aren’t mes mer ized by peo ple who are off hand and frus trat ing;
we don’t rel ish be ing pun ished. We can lo cate can di dates who are kind and nur tur ing
– and don’t judge them as weak or de fi cient for be ing so.
And if trou ble strikes with our kindly part ners, we don’t panic or turn away. We can
con fi dently set about try ing to re pair a love we know we de serve.

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, we aren’t al ways re quired to be wholly good
boys or girls. We are al lowed to get fu ri ous and some times a bit re volt ing – at cer tain
points to say ‘ab so lutely not’ and ‘be cause I feel like it’. The adults know their own
flaws and do not ex pect a child to be fun da men tally bet ter than they are. We do not
have to com ply at ev ery turn to be tol er ated. We can let oth ers in on our shadow sides.
This pe riod of free dom pre pares us to sub mit one day to the de mands of so ci ety with- 
out hav ing to rebel in self-de feat ing ways (rebels be ing, at heart, peo ple who have had
to obey too much too early). We can knuckle down and toe the line when it’s in our
long-term in ter est to do so. At the same time, we’re not overly cowed or in dis crim i- 
nately obe di ent ei ther. We find a sound mid dle ground be tween slav ish com pli ance on
the one hand and self-de struc tive de fi ance on the other.

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, our carer isn’t jeal ous of or com pet i tive with us.
They can al low them selves to be over taken and su per seded. They have had their mo- 
ment in the lime light, or are hav ing it else where be yond the fam ily. They can be
proud rather than ri val rous of the achieve ments of the child.
Equally, the good carer isn’t overly am bi tious on the child’s be half. They want them
to do well, but for their own sake and in their own way. There is no par tic u lar script
the child has to fol low in or der to be loved; the child isn’t re quired to sup port the
carer’s frayed self-be lief or bur nish their self-im age in the eyes of strangers.

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, the child learns that things which break can be
fixed. Plans can go awry, but new ones can be made. You can fall over and start anew.
The carer mod els how to plough on and re main hope ful. A voice of re silience, orig i- 
nally ex ter nal, be comes the way the child learns to speak to them selves. There are al- 
ter na tives to panic.
In the sev en teenth cen tury, the Dutch de vel oped a tra di tion of paint ing that de picted
ships in vi o lent storms. These works, which hung in pri vate homes and in mu nic i pal
build ings around the Dutch Re pub lic, had an ex plic itly ther a peu tic pur pose: they were
de liv er ing a moral to their view ers, who lived in a na tion crit i cally de pen dent on mar- 
itime trade, about con fi dence in sea far ing and life more broadly. Lu dolf Bakhuy sen
painted War ships in a Heavy Storm around 1695. The scene looks chaotic in the ex- 
treme: how could the ships sur vive? But they were de signed for just such sit u a tions.
Their hulls had been minutely adapted through long ex pe ri ence to with stand the tem- 
pests of the north ern oceans. The crews prac tised again and again the ma noeu vres that
could keep their ves sels safe. They knew about tak ing down sails at speed and en sur- 
ing that the wind would not shred the mast. They un der stood about shift ing cargo in
the hull, tack ing to the left and then abruptly to the right, and pump ing out wa ter from
the in ner cham bers. They knew to re main coolly sci en tific in re spond ing to the
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storm’s wil ful, fran tic mo tions. The pic ture pays homage to decades of plan ning and
ex pe ri ence. One can imag ine the older sailors on the ship say ing to a ter ri fied novice,
with a laugh, that just last year, off the coast of Jut land, there was an even big ger
storm – and slap ping him on the back with pa ter nal play ful ness as the youth was sick
over board. Bakhuy sen wanted us to feel proud of hu man ity’s re silience in the face of
ap par ently dread ful chal lenges. His paint ing im plies that we can all cope far bet ter
than we think; that what ap pears im mensely threat en ing may be highly sur viv able. All
this the care giver teaches, usu ally with out ref er ence to ships and Dutch art – just by
their way of keep ing on.

■  Im por tantly, in an emo tion ally healthy child hood plenty goes wrong. No one has
staked their rep u ta tion on ren der ing the whole story per fect. The carer does not see it
as their role to re move ev ery frus tra tion. They in tuit that a lot of good comes from
hav ing the right, man age able kind of fric tion, through which the child de vel ops their
own re sources and in di vid u al ity. In con tact with bear able dis ap point ment, the child is
prompted to cre ate their own in ter nal world, in which they can dream, hatch fresh
plans and build up their own re sources.

■  In an emo tion ally healthy child hood, the child can see that the good carer isn’t ei ther
en tirely good or wholly bad and so isn’t wor thy of ei ther ide al iza tion or den i gra tion.
The child ac cepts the faults and virtues of the carer with melan choly ma tu rity and
grat i tude – and in do ing so, by ex ten sion, be comes ready to ac cept that ev ery one they
like will be a mix ture of the pos i tive and the neg a tive. They won’t as adults fall
deeply in love and then grow fu ri ous at the first mo ment of let-down. They will have
a re al is tic sense of what can be ex pected of life along side an other flawed, good
enough hu man.
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Lu dolf Bakhuy sen, War ships in a Heavy Storm, c. 1695.
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Sober ingly, de spite all our ad vances in tech nol ogy and ma te rial re sources, we are not
much more ad vanced in the art of de liv er ing emo tion ally healthy child hoods than gen er a- 
tions be fore us. The num ber of break downs, in au then tic lives and bro ken souls shows no
marked signs of de cline.

We are fail ing to of fer one an other tol er a ble child hoods not be cause we are sin ful or in- 
dif fer ent, but be cause we still have so far to go be fore we know how to mas ter that im prob- 
a bly com pli cated sub ject: love.

THE MARK ERS OF EMO TIONAL HEALTH

One way to start as sess ing how badly we have been knocked by our early years – and
where we might there fore need to di rect most of our re pair work and at ten tion – is to iden- 
tify a range of mark ers of emo tional health and imag ine how we fare in re la tion to them.
At least four cen tral ones sug gest them selves.

Self-Love

Self-love is the qual ity that de ter mines how much we can be friends with our selves
and, day to day, re main on our own side.

When we meet a stranger who has things we don’t, how quickly do we feel our selves
piti ful, and how long can we re main as sured by the de cency of what we have and are?
When an other per son frus trates or hu mil i ates us, can we let the in sult go, able to per ceive
the sense less mal ice be neath the at tack, or are we left brood ing and dev as tated, im plic itly
iden ti fy ing with the ver dict of our en e mies? How much can the dis ap proval or ne glect of
pub lic opin ion be off set by the mem ory of the steady at ten tion of sig nif i cant peo ple in the
past?

In re la tion ships, do we have enough self-love to leave an abu sive union? Or are we so
down on our selves that we carry an im plicit be lief that harm is all we de serve? In a dif fer- 
ent vein, how good are we at apol o giz ing to a lover for things that may be our fault? How
rigidly self-right eous do we need to be? Can we dare to ad mit mis takes or does an ad mis- 
sion of guilt or er ror bring us too close to our back ground sense of nul lity?

In the bed room, how clean and nat u ral or al ter na tively dis gust ing and un ac cept able do
our de sires feel? Might they be a lit tle odd, but not for that mat ter bad or dark, since they
em anate from within us and we are not wretches?

At work, do we have a rea son able, well-grounded sense of our worth and so feel able
to ask for (and prop erly ex pect to get) the re wards we are due? Can we re sist the need to
please oth ers in dis crim i nately? Are we suf fi ciently aware of our gen uine con tri bu tion to be
able to say no when we need to?

Can dour
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Can dour de ter mines the ex tent to which dif fi cult ideas and trou bling facts can be con- 
sciously ad mit ted into the mind, soberly ex plored and ac cepted with out de nial. How much
can we ad mit to our selves about who we are even if, or es pe cially when, the mat ter is not
es pe cially pleas ant? How much do we need to in sist on our own nor mal ity and whole- 
hearted san ity? Can we ex plore our own minds, and look into their darker and more trou- 
bled cor ners, with out flinch ing overly? Can we ad mit to folly, envy, sad ness and con fu- 
sion?

Around oth ers, how ready are we to learn? Do we al ways need to take a crit i cism of
one part of us as an at tack on ev ery thing about us? How ready are we to lis ten when valu- 
able lessons come in painful guises?

Com mu ni ca tion

Can we pa tiently and rea son ably put our dis ap point ments into words that, more or less,
en able oth ers to see our point? Or do we in ter nal ize pain, act it out sym bol i cally or dis- 
charge it with coun ter pro duc tive rage?

When other peo ple up set us, do we feel we have the right to com mu ni cate or must we
slam doors and fall silent? When the de sired re sponse isn’t forth com ing, do we ask oth ers
to guess what we have been too an grily pan icked to spell out? Or can we have a plau si ble
sec ond go and take se ri ously the thought that oth ers are not merely wil fully mis un der- 
stand ing us? Do we have the in ner re sources to teach rather than in sist?

Trust

How risky is the world? How read ily might we sur vive a chal lenge in the form of a
speech we must give, a ro man tic re jec tion, a bout of fi nan cial trou ble, a jour ney to an other
coun try or a com mon cold?

How close are we, at any time, to catas tro phe? Of what ma te rial do we feel we are
made?

Will new ac quain tances like or wound us? If we are a touch as sertive, will they take it
or col lapse? Will un fa mil iar sit u a tions end in a de ba cle? Around love, how tightly do we
need to cling? If they are dis tant for a while, will they re turn? How con trol ling do we need
to be? Can we ap proach an in ter est ing-look ing stranger? Or move on from an un sat is fy ing
one?

Do we, over all, feel the world to be wide, safe and rea son able enough for us to have a
le git i mate shot at a mea sure of con tent ment – or must we set tle, re sent fully, for in au then- 
tic ity and mis un der stand ing?

It isn’t our fault or, in a sense, any one else’s that many of these ques tions are so hard to
an swer in the af fir ma tive. But, by en ter tain ing them, we are at least start ing to know what
kind of shape our wounds have and so what kind of ban dages might be most ur gently re- 
quired.
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3 Ther a pies

PSY CHOTHER APY

In the arena of self-knowl edge, psy chother apy may be the sin gle most use ful in ter ven- 
tion of the last 200 years. It is a tool and, like all tools, it finds its pur pose in help ing us to
over come an in born weak ness and to ex tend our ca pac i ties be yond those orig i nally gifted
to us by na ture. It is, in this sense, not meta phys i cally dif fer ent from a bucket, which reme- 
dies the prob lem of try ing to hold wa ter in our palms, or a knife, which makes up for the
blunt ness of our teeth.

Ther apy is an in ven tion de vised to cor rect the sub stan tial dif fi cul ties we face un der- 
stand ing our selves, trust ing oth ers, com mu ni cat ing suc cess fully, hon our ing our po ten tial
and feel ing ad e quately serene, con fi dent, au then tic, di rect and unashamed.

For such an im por tant in ven tion, psy chother apy is low on overt signs of in no va tion.
Tech ni cally speak ing, it re quires only a com fort able room free of any in ter rup tions, fifty
min utes, pos si bly twice a week for a year or so and two chairs. But at the level of train ing,
the psy chother a pist needs to un der take a pe riod of ex ten sive ed u ca tion in the work ings of
our minds which – in the more re spon si ble ju ris dic tions – has some of the rigour, in tel lec- 
tual am bi tion and pe ri ods of hands-on ex pe ri ence de manded by the ac qui si tion of a pi lot’s
li cence.

To de liver on its prom ises, psy chother apy re lies on at least eight dis tinct moves.

Wit ness ing

Most of what we are re mains a se cret to the world, be cause we are aware of how much
of it flouts the laws of de cency and so bri ety we would like to live by. We know that we
would not last long in so ci ety if a stream of our un cen sored in ner data ever leaked out of
our minds.

A lot of what is in side us can seem daft: how we felt a strange im pulse to burst into
tears when read ing a chil dren’s book (about an ele phant be friend ing a baby spar row); how
we some times imag ine ac quir ing the power to go back in time and cor rect the missed op- 
por tu ni ties of ado les cence. Some of it is, from a harsh an gle, dis tinctly pa thetic: how wor- 
ried we are about ask ing where the bath room is; how en vi ous we are of a close ac quain- 
tance; how much we worry about our hair. A sig nif i cant part is alarm ing and quasi-il le gal:
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our fan tasies about a work col league and a fam ily mem ber; our plans for what we’d ide ally
do to an en emy.

In re sponse to our iso la tion, we are of ten told about the im por tance of friends. But we
know that the tacit con tract of any friend ship is that we will not bother the in cum bent with
more than a frac tion of our mad ness. A lover is an other so lu tion, but it is – like wise – not
in the re mit of even a highly pa tient part ner to delve into, and ac cept, more than a mod est
share of what we are.

In ev ery so cial in ter ac tion, we sen si bly en sure that there re mains a large and se cure di- 
vide be tween what we say and what is truly go ing on in side our minds.

The ex cep tion can be psy chother apy. Here, re mark ably, we are al lowed to di vulge
pretty much ev ery thing we feel – and in deed, if the process is to work, should strive to do
so. We don’t have to im press the ther a pist or re as sure them of our san ity. We need to tell
them what is go ing on. There is no need to stop them think ing we are per verted, odd or ter- 
ri fied. We can gin gerly hint at some very dark things about us and will find that our in ter- 
locu tor isn’t hor ri fied or of fended but, on the con trary, calmly in ter ested. We’re not – we’re
learn ing – mon sters or freaks. We ar rive at the op po site of lone li ness. This may be the first
(and per haps the last) hu man we are ever prop erly hon est with.

World li ness

Ther a pists know a lot about the un var nished truths of hu man na ture. They have close-
up ex pe ri ence of the great est trau mas – in cest and rape, sui cide and de pres sion – as well as
the smaller pains and para doxes: a long ing pro voked by a glance at a per son in a li brary
that took up the bet ter part of twenty years, an oth er wise gen tle soul who broke a door, or a
hand some, ath letic man who can no longer per form sex u ally.

They know that in side ev ery adult there re mains a child who is con fused, an gry, hurt
and long ing to have their say and their re al ity rec og nized. They ap pre ci ate that this child
has to get to know them selves again and will want to be heard, per haps through tears or
near-in com pre hen si ble mut ter ings, which might be ut terly at odds with the sur face ma tu- 
rity and self-com mand nor mally as so ci ated with the grown-up sit ting in the ther a peu tic
chair.

Ther a pists know the hu man heart, not pri mar ily through books, but by be ing coura- 
geous about ex plor ing their own na ture. They may not share our fan tasies ex actly, but they
ac cept that their own are as colour ful and as com plex. They don’t have our pre cise anx i- 
eties, but they know well enough the pow er ful and pe cu liar fears that hold us all hostage.

They can start to help us be cause they have an ac cu rately broad grasp of what it means
to be nor mal – which is, of course, far from what we in sist on pre tend ing it might be. They
don’t re quire us to be con ven tion ally good or typ i cal to shore up their frag ile sense of self
or re al ity. Their only hope is that we will be able to ad mit, at last, with out too much de fen- 
sive ness, to some of what is re ally go ing on in side us.
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Kind ness

They are, fur ther more, and very grat i fy ingly, on our side. With out ill in ten tion, most
peo ple are not quite; they are in ter mit tently jeal ous, bored, vin dic tive, keen to prove a
point or dis tracted by their own lives. But the ther a pist brings a fo cused, gen er ous at ten tion
to our case. Their room is set aside from day-to-day pres sures. They’re sorry that we suf- 
fered. They un der stand that it must have been wor ry ing, en rag ing or ex cit ing. They know
we didn’t do it on pur pose or that if we did we had our rea sons. With out flat ter ing us in a
rote way, they strive to en ter into our ex pe ri ence and to side with it. They look at re al ity
through our eyes so that they can start to cor rect a legacy of shame and iso la tion.

At the same time, their kind ness makes ours a bit less nec es sary. Nor mal life re quires
that we con stantly weigh the im pact of our words on other peo ple. We have to con sider
their pri or i ties, ask how their chil dren are and hold their con cerns in mind.

Here there is no such call. Like a par ent who doesn’t need a small child to re cip ro cate,
the ther a pist vol un tar ily for goes equal ity in the re la tion ship; they won’t talk of their re grets
or in sist on their anec dotes. They sim ply want to help us find what is best for us, un der- 
stood on our terms. They won’t have a pre con ceived view of how we’re meant to live, just
a great deal of sym pa thy for the com plex i ties and the suf fer ing we’ve en dured al ready.

That said, kind ness is not merely pleas ant. Know ing that we have some one on our side
is de signed to lend us the courage to face up to ex pe ri ences we nor mally evade. In a suf fi- 
ciently calm, re as sur ing and in ter ested en vi ron ment, we can look at ar eas of vul ner a bil ity
we are oth er wise too bur dened to tackle. We can dare to think that per haps we were wrong
or that we have been an gry for long enough; that it might be best to out grow our jus ti fi ca- 
tions or halt our com pul sion to charm oth ers in dis crim i nately.

The kind ness of an other gives us the se cu rity needed to probe con struc tively at our
scared, puz zling, eva sive minds.

Lis ten ing

It’s one of the struc tural flaws of these minds that it is im mensely hard for us to think
deeply and co her ently for any length of time. We keep los ing the thread. Com pet ing, ir rel e- 
vant ideas have a habit of flit ting across the men tal hori zon and scram bling our ten ta tive
in sights. Ev ery now and then, con scious ness goes en tirely blank. Left to our own de vices,
we quickly start to doubt the value of what we are try ing to make sense of and can ex pe ri- 
ence over pow er ing urges to check the news or eat a bis cuit. And as a re sult, some of the
top ics we most need to ex am ine – where our re la tion ship is re ally go ing, what we might do
next at work, how we should best an swer a let ter, what both ers us so much about the way
our part ner re turns our hand af ter an at tempt at a ca ress – founder into the men tal sands, to
our grave psy cho log i cal cost.

What helps enor mously in our at tempts to know our own minds is, sur pris ingly, the
pres ence of an other mind. For all the glam our of the soli tary seer, think ing usu ally hap pens
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best in tan dem. It is the cu rios ity of some one else that gives us the con fi dence to re main
cu ri ous about our selves. It is the ap pli ca tion of a light pres sure from out side us that firms
up the jum bled im pres sions within. The re quire ment to ver bal ize our in ti ma tions mo bi lizes
our flabby re serves of con cen tra tion.

Oc ca sion ally a friend might be un usu ally at ten tive and ready to hear us out. But it isn’t
enough merely for them to be quiet. The high est pos si bil i ties of lis ten ing ex tend be yond
the priv i lege of not be ing in ter rupted. To be re ally heard means be ing the re cip i ent of a
strat egy of ‘ac tive lis ten ing’.

From the start, the ther a pist will use a suc ces sion of very quiet but sig nif i cant prompts
to help us de velop and stick at the points we are cir cling. These sug gest that there is no
hurry but that some one is there, fol low ing ev ery ut ter ance and will ing us on. At strate gic
points, the ther a pist will drop in a mis sion-crit i cal and hugely be nign ‘do say more’ or an
equally pow er ful ‘go on’. Ther a pists are ex pert at the low-key pos i tive sound: the benev o- 
lent, nu anced ‘ahh’ and the po tent ‘mmm’, two of the most sig nif i cant noises in the au ral
reper toire of psy chother apy which to gether in vite us to re main faith ful to what we were
start ing to say, how ever pe cu liar or use less it might at first have seemed.

As ben e fi cia ries of ac tive lis ten ing, our mem o ries and con cerns don’t have to fall into
neat, well-formed sen tences. The ac tive lis tener con tains and nur tures the emerg ing con fu- 
sion. They gen tly take us back over ground we’ve cov ered too fast and prompt us to ad- 
dress a salient point we might have sidestepped; they will help us chip away at an ag i tat ing
is sue while con tin u ally re as sur ing us that what we are say ing is valu able.

They’re not treat ing us like strangely in ef fec tive com mu ni ca tors; they’re just im- 
mensely alive to how dif fi cult it is for any one to piece to gether what they re ally have on
their minds.

Time

Ther apy is built on the un der stand ing that we will not be able to trans mit our key ex pe- 
ri ences in one or two self-con tained blocks. We live in time and have to de code our selves
at dif fer ent pe ri ods. Things emerge, some times very slowly, over months. We can’t be in
all the moods we need to ac cess on ev ery oc ca sion. Some weeks will find us read ier than
oth ers to in ves ti gate par tic u lar mem o ries or con sider cer tain view points. So long as we
keep show ing up and shar ing, we’ll drop enough clues to as sem ble – even tu ally – a psy- 
cho log i cal por trait of the self, like an an cient vase slowly be ing pieced to gether from frag- 
ments scat tered across miles of sand.

In ter pre ta tion

The ther a pist’s ac tive lis ten ing is not me an der ing: what un der pins it is an at tempt to
un der stand – for our sake – how the sub ter ranean op er a tions of the past are af fect ing the
present.
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We ar rive in ther apy with ques tions. We have a pre sent ing prob lem which hints at, but
does not fully cap ture, the ori gins of our suf fer ing. Why, for in stance, do we ap pear so re- 
peat edly to fall for peo ple who con trol and hu mil i ate us? How can we be so con vinced we
need to leave a job and yet have re mained un able to lo cate a more sat is fy ing re place ment
for so long? Why are we paral ysed by anx i ety in ev ery pub lic con text? Why do we sab o- 
tage sex ual pos si bil i ties?

By their ques tions and their at ten tion, their care ful prob ing and in ves tiga tive stealth,
the ther a pist tries – harder than any one may yet have done – to dis cover how our pre sent- 
ing prob lem might be re lated to the rest of our ex is tence and, in par tic u lar, to the tur moils
of child hood. Over many ses sions, a suc ces sion of small dis cov er ies con trib utes to an
emerg ing pic ture of the sources of our emo tional wounds and of the way in which our
char ac ter evolved de fences in re sponse to them in a man ner that ham pers our pos si bil i ties
to day.

We may, for ex am ple, start to sense how a feel ing of ri valry with a par ent led us to re- 
tire early from work place chal lenges in or der to hold on to their love, as well as see ing,
per haps for the first time, that the logic of our self-sab o tage no longer holds. Or we might
per ceive the way an at ti tude of ag gres sive cyn i cism, which re stricts our per son al i ties and
our friend ships, might have had its ori gins in a par ent who let us down at a time when we
couldn’t con tain our vul ner a bil ity, and thereby turned us into peo ple who try at ev ery junc- 
ture to dis ap point them selves early and defini tively rather than risk al low ing the world to
turn down our hopes at a time of its own choos ing.

But it is no good stat ing any of this too starkly. An in ter pre ta tion – de liv ered in its bare
bones – will be an ti cli mac tic and ba thetic and most likely prompt re sis tance or ag gres sion.
For the in ter pre ta tion to work its ef fect, we as clients need to move from merely as sent ing
to it in tel lec tu ally to hav ing an in ter nal ex pe ri ence of the emo tions it refers to. We need to
feel for our selves, rather than take on trust, the poignant drama un der gone by the per son
we once were. There is, in this set ting, no point in be ing too clever.

An in tel lec tual un der stand ing of the past, though not wrong, won’t by it self be ef fec- 
tive in the sense of be ing able to re lease us from our symp toms. For this, we have to edge
our way to wards a far more close-up, de tailed, vis ceral ap pre ci a tion of where we have
come from and what we have suf fered. We need to strive for what we can call an emo- 
tional un der stand ing of the past, as op posed to a top-down, ab bre vi ated, in tel lec tual one.

We will have to re-ex pe ri ence at a nov el is tic level of de tail a whole set of scenes from
our early life in which our prob lems around fa thers and moth ers and au thor ity were
formed. We will need to let our imag i na tions wan der back to cer tain mo ments that have
been too un bear able to keep alive in a three-di men sional form in our ac tive mem o ries (the
mind lik ing, un less ac tively prompted, to re duce most of what we’ve been through to head- 
ings rather than the full story, a doc u ment which it shelves in re mote lo ca tions of the in ner
li brary). We need not only to know that we had a dif fi cult re la tion ship with our fa ther, but
to re live the sor row as if it were hap pen ing to us to day. We need to be back in his book-
lined study when we were not more than six; we need to re mem ber the light com ing in
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from the gar den, the cor duroy trousers we were wear ing, the sound of our fa ther’s voice as
it reached its pitch of height ened anx i ety, the rage he flew into be cause we had not met his
ex pec ta tions, the tears that ran down our cheeks, the shout ing that fol lowed us as we fled
out into the cor ri dor, the feel ing that we wanted to die and that ev ery thing good was de- 
stroyed. We need the novel, not the es say.

Psy chother apy knows that think ing is hugely im por tant – but on its own, within the
ther a peu tic process it self, it is not the key to fix ing our psy cho log i cal prob lems. It in sists
on a cru cial dif fer ence be tween broadly rec og niz ing that we were shy as a child and re-ex- 
pe ri enc ing, in its full in ten sity, what it was like to feel cowed, ig nored and in con stant dan- 
ger of be ing re buffed or mocked; the dif fer ence be tween know ing, in an ab stract way, that
our mother wasn’t much fo cused on us when we were lit tle and re con nect ing with the des- 
o late feel ings we had when we tried to share cer tain of our needs with her.

Ther apy builds on the idea of a re turn to live feel ings. It’s only when we’re prop erly in
touch with our feel ings that we can cor rect them with the help of our more ma ture fac ul ties
– and thereby ad dress the real trou bles of our adult lives.

Oddly (and in ter est ingly) this means in tel lec tual peo ple can have a par tic u larly tricky
time in ther apy. They get in ter ested in the ideas. But they don’t so eas ily recre ate and ex- 
hibit the pains and dis tresses of their ear lier, less so phis ti cated selves, though it’s ac tu ally
these parts of who we all are that need to be en coun tered, lis tened to and – per haps for the
first time – com forted and re as sured.

A Re la tion ship

The on go ing con tact be tween our selves and the ther a pist, the weekly ses sions that may
con tinue over months or years, con trib ute to the cre ation of some thing that sounds, in a
pro fes sional con text, dis tinctly odd: a re la tion ship.

We are al most cer tain to have come to see a ther a pist in the first place be cause, in some
way, hav ing re la tion ships has be come be set with dif fi cul ties: maybe we try to please peo- 
ple at once, se cure their ad mi ra tion, but then feel in au then tic and in wardly numb and so
pull back. Per haps we fall in love very pow er fully, but then al ways dis cover a ma jor flaw
in a part ner that puts us off and makes us end the story and restart the cy cle. Per haps we
are sim ply very lonely.

The re la tion ship with the ther a pist may have lit tle in com mon with the unions of or di- 
nary life. We won’t ever go shop ping to gether or watch TV side by side in bed. But un- 
avoid ably and con ve niently, we will bring to our en coun ters with the ther a pist the very ten- 
den cies that are likely to emerge in our re la tions with other peo ple in our lives. With out in- 
tend ing this, in the ther a pist’s of fice we will play out our char ac ter is tic moves: we may be
se duc tive but then cold; or full of ide al iza tion but then man i fest a strong wish to flee; we’ll
be preter nat u rally po lite but full of hid den con tempt. Ex cept that now, in the pres ence of
the ther a pist, our ten den cies will have a chance to be wit nessed, slowed down, dis cussed,
sym pa thet i cally ex plored and – in their more dam ag ing man i fes ta tions – over come. The
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re la tion ship with the ther a pist be comes a lit mus test of our be hav iour with peo ple in gen- 
eral and thereby al lows us, on the ba sis of greater self-aware ness, to mod ify and im prove,
in the di rec tion of greater kind ness, trust, au then tic ity and joy, the way we typ i cally re late
to oth ers.

In the ther apy room, all our pro cliv i ties and habits are no ticed and can be com mented
on – not as re proaches but as im por tant in for ma tion about our char ac ter that we de serve to
be come aware of. The ther a pist will gen tly point out that we’re re act ing as if we had been
at tacked, when they only asked a ques tion; they might draw our at ten tion to how read ily
we seem to want to tell them im pres sive things about our fi nances (yet they like us any- 
way) or how we seem to rush to agree with them when they’re only try ing out an idea
which they them selves are not very sure of (we could dare to dis agree and not up set them).
They will sig nal where we are prone to pin to them at ti tudes or out looks that they don’t ac- 
tu ally have. They may note how in vested we seem to be in the idea that they are dis ap- 
pointed in us, or find us bor ing, or are re volted by our sex u al ity. They will with stealth
point out our habit of cast ing peo ple in the present in roles that must de rive from the past
and will search with us for the ori gins of these at tri bu tions, which are li able to mimic what
we felt to wards in flu en tial care givers and now shape what we ex pect from ev ery one.

Through a re la tion ship with some one who will not re spond as or di nary peo ple will,
who will not shout at us, com plain, say noth ing or run away – in other words, with a
proper grown-up – we can be helped to un der stand our im ma tu ri ties. This may be for us
the first prop erly healthy re la tion ship we have had, one in which we learn to hold off from
im pos ing our as sump tions on the other and trust them enough to let them see the larger,
more com plex re al ity of who we are, with out too much in ter ven ing shame or em bar rass- 
ment. It be comes a model – earned in a highly un usual sit u a tion – that we can then start to
ap ply in the more hum drum but con se quen tial set ting of daily life, with our friends and our
part ners. We are given some tools with which to start to have adult re la tion ships of our
own.

In ner Voices

Some where in our minds, re moved from the day to day, there sit judges. They watch
what we do, study how we per form, ex am ine the ef fect we have on oth ers, track our suc- 
cesses and fail ures – and then, even tu ally, they pass ver dicts. These de ter mine our lev els of
con fi dence and self-com pas sion, they lend us a sense of whether we are worth while be ings
or, con versely, should not re ally ex ist. The judges are in charge of our self-es teem.

The ver dict of an in ner judge doesn’t fol low an ob jec tive rule book or statute. Two in- 
di vid u als can end up with wildly dif fer ent ver dicts on the es teem they de serve even though
they may have done and said much the same thing. Cer tain judges sim ply seem more pre- 
dis posed than oth ers to lend their au di ences an es sen tially buoy ant, warm, ap pre cia tive and
gen er ous view of them selves, while oth ers en cour age them to be hugely crit i cal, dis ap- 
pointed and some times close to dis gust or ready for self-de struc tion.
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The ori gin of the voice of the in ner judge is sim ple to trace: it is an in ter nal iza tion of
the voices of peo ple who were once out side us. We ab sorb the tones of con tempt and in dif- 
fer ence or char ity and warmth that we will have heard across our for ma tive years. Some- 
times a voice is pos i tive and be nign, en cour ag ing us to run those fi nal few yards. But fre- 
quently the in ner voice is not very nice at all. It is de featist and puni tive, panic-rid den and
hu mil i at ing. It doesn’t rep re sent any thing like our best in sights or most ma ture ca pac i ties.

An in ner voice was al ways an outer voice that we have – im per cep ti bly – made our
own. We’ve ab sorbed the tone of a kind and gen tle care giver who liked to laugh in dul- 
gently at our foibles and had en dear ing names for us. Or else we have taken in the voice of
a ha rassed or an gry par ent, never sat is fied with any thing we achieved and full of rage and
con tempt.

We take in these voices be cause at cer tain mo ments in the past they sounded so com- 
pelling and ir re sistible. The au thor ity fig ures re peated their mes sages over and over un til
they got lodged in our own way of think ing and be came a part of our minds.

A good in ter nal voice is rather like (and just as im por tant as) a gen uinely de cent judge:
some one who can sep a rate good from bad but who will al ways be mer ci ful, fair, ac cu rate
in un der stand ing what’s go ing on and in ter ested in help ing us deal with our prob lems. It’s
not that we should stop judg ing our selves, rather that we should learn to be bet ter judges of
our selves.

Part of im prov ing how we judge our lives in volves learn ing – in a con scious, de lib er ate
way – to speak to our selves in a new and dif fer ent tone, which means ex pos ing our selves
to bet ter voices. We need to hear con struc tive, kindly voices of ten enough and around
tricky enough is sues that they come to feel like nor mal and nat u ral re sponses – so that,
even tu ally, they be come our own thoughts.

When things don’t go as we want, we can ask our selves what a benev o lent fair judge
would say, and then ac tively re hearse to our selves the words of con so la tion they would
most likely have of fered (we’ll tend to know im me di ately).

We need to be come bet ter friends to our selves. The idea sounds odd, ini tially, be cause
we nat u rally imag ine a friend as some one else, not as a part of our own mind. But there is
value in the con cept be cause of the ex tent to which we know how to treat our own friends
with a sym pa thy and imag i na tion that we don’t ap ply to our selves. If a friend is in trou ble
our first in stinct is rarely to tell them that they are fun da men tally a fail ure. If a friend com- 
plains that their part ner isn’t very warm to them, we don’t tell them that they are get ting
what they de serve. In friend ship, we know in stinc tively how to de ploy strate gies of wis- 
dom and con so la tion that we stub bornly refuse to ap ply to our selves.

The good friend is com pas sion ate. When we fail, as we will, they are un der stand ing
and gen er ous around our mishaps. Our folly doesn’t ex clude us from the cir cle of their
love. The good friend deftly con veys that to screw up is what hu mans do. The good friend
brings, as a start ing point, their own and hu man ity’s vivid ex pe ri ence of mess ing up as key
points of ref er ence. They’re con tin u ally telling us that though our spe cific case might be
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unique the gen eral struc ture is com mon. Peo ple don’t just some times fail. Ev ery one fails,
as a rule; it’s just we sel dom know the de tails.

It is ironic – yet es sen tially hope ful – that we usu ally know quite well how to be a bet- 
ter friend to near strangers than to our selves. The hope ful ness lies in the fact that we al- 
ready pos sess the rel e vant skills of friend ship, it’s just that we haven’t as yet di rected them
to the per son who prob a bly needs them most – namely, of course, our selves.

Part of what ther apy of fers us is a chance to im prove how we judge our selves and the
voices we hear in our heads. It can in volve learn ing – in a con scious, de lib er ate way – to
speak to our selves in the man ner the ther a pist once spoke to us over many months. In the
face of chal lenges, we can imag i na tively en quire what the ther a pist would say now. And
be cause we will have heard them for so long and over so many is sues, we will know; their
way of think ing will have be come a part of our own thoughts.

HOW PSY CHOTHER APY MIGHT CHANGE US

What sort of per son, then, might we be af ter ther apy, if the process goes as well as
could be hoped?

Ev i dently, still – quite of ten – un happy. Peo ple will con tinue to mis un der stand us;
we’ll meet with op po si tion; there will be things it would be nice to have that will be out of
reach; suc cess will come to peo ple who don’t ap pear to de serve it and much that’s good
about us won’t be fully ap pre ci ated by oth ers. We’ll still have to com pete and sub mit to the
judge ment of oth ers; we’ll still be lonely some times; and ther apy won’t stop us hav ing to
watch the peo ple we love pass away, and fall ing ill and even tu ally dy ing our selves. Ther- 
apy can’t make life bet ter than it truly is.

But with these caveats in place, there are some low-key but in truth very sub stan tial
ben e fits we can ex pect. We’ll have slightly more free dom. A key fea ture of the de fences
we build up against our pri mal wounds is that they are rigid and so limit our room for ma- 
noeu vre. For ex am ple, we may have very dis tinc tive but un for tu nate char ac ters we go for
in love; or we can’t be touched in cer tain places; or we feel we have to be con stantly cyn i- 
cal or else in sis tently jolly. Our sense of who we are al lowed to be and what we can do is
held pris oner by the shocks of the past.

But the more we un der stand the orig i nal chal lenges and the logic of our re sponses to
them, the more we can risk de vi at ing from whom we once felt we had to be in or der to sur- 
vive. Per haps we can, af ter all, af ford to hope; or be less afraid, or go on top, or spend
some time alone, or try a new pro fes sional path.

We re al ize that what we had be lieved to be our in her ent per son al ity was re ally just a
po si tion we had crouched into in or der to deal with a pre vail ing at mos phere. And hav ing
taken a mea sure of the true present sit u a tion, we may ac cept that there could, af ter all, be
other, suf fi ciently safe ways for us to be.

We can be read ier to ex plain our selves. We had learned to be ashamed and silent. But
the ther a pist’s kind ness and at ten tion en cour age us to be less dis gusted by our selves and
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furtive around our needs. Hav ing once voiced our deeper fears and wishes, they be come
ever so slightly eas ier to bring up again with some one else. There may be an al ter na tive to
si lence.

With a greater sense of our right to ex ist, we may be come bet ter able to ar tic u late how
it feels to be us. In stead of just re sent ing an other per son’s crit i cism, we might ex plain why
we be lieve they have been un just to us. If we are up set by our part ner, we don’t need to ac- 
cuse them of be ing evil and slam doors. We’ll know to ex plain how (per haps strangely)
sen si tive we are and how much re as sur ance we need to feel se cure in their af fec tion. In- 
stead of try ing to pre tend that noth ing is ever our fault, we can of fer a can did ex pla na tion
of one or two of our (un for tu nate) lim i ta tions.

We can be more com pas sion ate. We will in evitably, in the course of ther apy, re al ize
how much we were let down by cer tain peo ple in the past. A nat u ral re sponse might be
blame. But the even tual, ma ture re ac tion (build ing on an un der stand ing of how our own
flaws arose) will be to in ter pret oth ers’ harm ful be hav iour as a con se quence of their own
dis tur bance. The peo ple who caused our pri mal wounds al most in vari ably didn’t mean to
do so; they were them selves hurt and strug gling to en dure. We can de velop a sad but re al is- 
tic pic ture of a world in which sor rows and anx i eties are blindly passed down the gen er a- 
tions. The in sight isn’t only true with re gard to ex pe ri ence; hold ing it in mind will mean
there is less to fear. Those who wounded us were not su pe rior, im pres sive be ings who
knew our spe cial weak nesses and justly tar geted them. They were them selves highly fran- 
tic, dam aged crea tures try ing their best to cope with the litany of pri vate sor rows to which
ev ery life con demns us.

PHILO SOPH I CAL MED I TA TION

To un der stand our selves, we need not only to learn of our past but also to take reg u lar
stock of what is flow ing through our con scious ness in the present.

In so far as there is pub lic en cour age ment of the idea, it tends to be ac cord ing to prac- 
tices col lec tively re ferred to un der the term ‘med i ta tion’. In med i ta tion, we strive to empty
con scious ness of its nor mal med ley of anx i eties, hurts and ex cite ments, and con cen trate on
the sen sa tions of the im me di ate mo ment, al low ing even events as ap par ently mi nor but as
fun da men tal as the act of breath ing to be no ticed. In a bid for seren ity and lib er a tion, we
still the ag i ta tions of what the Bud dhists evoca tively term our ‘mon key minds’.

But there is an other ap proach to con sider, this one based not on East ern thought but on
ideas trans mit ted to us via the West ern tra di tion. In ‘philo soph i cal med i ta tion’, in stead of
be ing prompted to side step our wor ries and am bi tions, we are di rected to set aside time to
un tan gle, ex am ine and con front them.

It is a ba sic, dis tinc tive quirk of our minds that few of the emo tions we carry in them
are prop erly ac knowl edged, un der stood or truly felt, that most of our af fec tive con tent ex- 
ists in an ‘un pro cessed’ form within us. Philo soph i cal med i ta tion seeks to lend us a struc- 
ture within which to sieve the con fused con tent that mud dies our stream of con scious ness.



  3 Therapies

54

Key to the prac tice is reg u larly to turn over three large ques tions. The first asks what
we might be anx ious about right now.

We are rarely with out a size able back log of wor ries, far greater than we tend con- 
sciously to rec og nize. Life, prop erly felt, is an in fin itely alarm ing process even in its ap par- 
ently calmer stretches. We face a med ley of on go ing un cer tain ties and threats. Even or di- 
nary days con tain con cealed charges of fear and chal lenge: nav i gat ing through a train sta- 
tion, at tend ing a meet ing, be ing in tro duced to a new col league, be ing handed re spon si bil ity
for a task or a per son, keep ing con trol over our bod ies in pub lic set tings – all con tain the
grounds for ag i ta tion that we are un der pres sure to think should not be taken se ri ously. We
need, dur ing our med i ta tive ses sions, to give ev ery so-called small anx i ety a chance to be
heard, for what lends our wor ries their force is not so much that we have them but that we
don’t al low our selves the time to know, in ter pret and con tex tu al ize them ad e quately. Only
by be ing lis tened to in gen er ous, al most pedan tic de tail will anx i eties lose their hold on us.
At al most any time, within our minds, a chaotic pro ces sion flows which would make lit tle
sense if recorded and tran scribed: … bis cuits to the train why ear rings deal they can’t do it
I have to Milo phone list do it the bath room now I can’t do, 11.20, 33 per cent it a 10.30 to- 
mor row with Luke why in voices sep a rately de tailed why me trees branches sleep right tem- 
ples … But such streams can grad u ally be tamed, drained, or dered and evap o rated into
some thing far less daunt ing and il log i cal. Each word can be en cour aged to grow into a
para graph or page and thereby lose its hold on us. We can force our selves to imag ine what
might hap pen if our vague, cat a strophic fore bod ings truly came to pass. We can refuse to
let our con cerns covertly nag at us and look at them squarely un til we are no longer cowed.
We can turn a jum ble of wor ries into that most calm ing, and in tel lec tu ally no ble, of doc u- 
ments: a list.

A philo soph i cal med i ta tion moves on to a sec ond en quiry: what am I up set about right
now? This may sound oddly pre sump tu ous, be cause we fre quently have no par tic u lar sense
of hav ing been up set by any thing. Our self-im age leans to wards the well de fended. But al- 
most cer tainly we are some where be ing too brave for our own good. We are al most in vari- 
ably car ry ing around with us pulses of re gret, loss, envy, vul ner a bil ity and sor row. These
may not reg is ter in im me di ate con scious ness, not be cause they don’t ex ist, but be cause we
have grown overly used to no one around us giv ing a damn and have du ti fully taken heed,
along the course of our de vel op ment, to rec om men da tions that we toughen up a lit tle. Yet a
life among oth ers ex poses us daily to small darts and pin pricks: a meet ing ends abruptly, a
call doesn’t come, an an tic i pated re union feels dis ap point ingly dis tant, some one doesn’t
touch us when we need re as sur ance, news of a friend’s lat est project leaves us en vi ous. We
are men tal ath letes at shrug ging such things off, but there is a cost to our sto icism. From
small hu mil i a tions and slights, large blocks of re sent ment even tu ally form that ren der us
un able to love or trust. What we call de pres sion is in fact sad ness and anger that have for
too long not been paid the at ten tion they de serve.

But dur ing a philo soph i cal med i ta tion we can throw off our cus tom ary, reck less brav- 
ery and let our sad ness take its nat u ral, due shape. There may not be an im me di ate so lu tion
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to many of our sor rows, but it helps im mea sur ably to know their con tours. We might, as
we turn over our griefs, large and small, imag ine that we are shar ing them with an ex- 
tremely kind, pa tient fig ure who gives us the chance to evoke hurt in de tail, some one with
whom there is no pres sure to rush, be grown up or im pres sive, and who al lows us to ad mit
with out fear to the many cu ri ous things that have pained and di min ished us in the pre vi ous
hours.

The third ques tion to con sider within a philo soph i cal med i ta tion is: what am I am bi- 
tious and ex cited about right now?

A part of our mind is for ever for ward-think ing and hope ful, seek ing to max i mize op- 
por tu ni ties and de velop po ten tial. Much of this en ergy reg is ters as vague ten sion about
new di rec tions we might take. We could ex pe ri ence this in choate rest less ness when we
read an ar ti cle, hear of a col league’s plans or glimpse an idea about next year flit across our
men tal land scape as we lie in the bath or walk around a park. The ex cite ment points in dis- 
tinctly to bet ter, more ful filled ver sions of our selves. We should al low our minds to won der
at greater length than usual about what the ex cite ment (it could be a view, a book, a place,
an in sight) might want to tell us about our selves. In a poem writ ten in 1908, the Ger man
poet Rilke de scribed com ing across an an cient statue of the Greek god Apollo. It had had
its arms knocked off at the shoul ders but still man i fested the in tel li gence and dig nity of the
cul ture that had pro duced it. Rilke felt an un clear ex cite ment, and as he med i tated upon
and in ves ti gated his re sponse, he con cluded that the statue was send ing him a mes sage,
which he an nounced in the fi nal, dra matic line of his short poem, ‘Ar chaic Torso of
Apollo’:

Du mußt dein Leben än dern.

[You must change your life.]

Un der the un healthy sway of Ger man Ro man ti cism, Rilke re al ized that he had de vel- 
oped an ab struse way of think ing and ex press ing him self. Now the Greek statue was be ing
rec og nized by one part of his mind as a sym bol of the in tel lec tual clar ity of an cient Greece,
which his con science knew he needed to pay more at ten tion to. By de cod ing his ex cite- 
ment, Rilke was catch ing sight of an al ter na tive way of be ing.

The case may be par tic u lar, but the un der ly ing prin ci ple is uni ver sal. We each face
calls, trig gered by chance en coun ters with peo ple, ob jects or ideas, to change our lives.
Some thing within us knows far bet ter than our day-to-day con scious ness per mits us to re- 
al ize the di rec tion we need to go in in or der to be come whom we could re ally be.

A daily pe riod of philo soph i cal med i ta tion does not so much dis solve prob lems as cre- 
ate an oc ca sion dur ing which the mind can or der and un der stand it self. Fears, re sent ments
and hopes be come eas ier to name; we grow less scared of the con tents of our own minds –
and less re sent ful, calmer and clearer about our di rec tion. We start, in fal ter ing steps, to
know our selves slightly bet ter.
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A MORE NOR MAL NOR MAL ITY

If part of the rea son we don’t look more reg u larly into our selves is our shame and fear
at the un usual na ture of what we may find there, then a cru cial col lec tive re source in the
path to self-knowl edge is a re drawn sense of what is nor mal.

Our pic ture of ac cept abil ity is – very of ten – way out of line with what is ac tu ally true
and wide spread. Many things that we might as sume to be uniquely odd or dis con cert ingly
strange about us are in re al ity wholly ubiq ui tous, though sim ply rarely spo ken of in the re- 
served and cau tious pub lic sphere.

Any idea of the nor mal cur rently in cir cu la tion is not an ac cu rate map of what is cus- 
tom ary for a hu man to be. We are – each one of us – far more com pul sive, anx ious, sex ual,
ten der, mean, gen er ous, play ful, thought ful, dazed and at sea than we are en cour aged to ac- 
cept.

The mis un der stand ing be gins with a ba sic fact about our minds: that we know through
im me di ate ex pe ri ence what is go ing on in side us, but can only know about oth ers from
what they choose to tell us – which will al most al ways be a very edited ver sion of the
truth. We know our some what shock ing re al ity from close up; we are left to guess about
other peo ple’s from what their faces tell us, which is not very much.

We sim ply can not trust that sides of our deep selves will have coun ter parts in those we
meet, and so re main silent and shy, strug gling to be lieve that the im pos ing, com pe tent
strangers we en counter can have any of the vul ner a bil i ties, per ver sions and id io cies we’re
so in ti mately fa mil iar with in side our own char ac ters.

Ide ally, the task of cul ture would be to com pen sate for the fail ings of our brains. It
should as sist us to a more cor rect vi sion of what other peo ple are nor mally like – by tak ing
us, in re al is tic and sen si tive ways, into the in ner lives of strangers. Nov els, films and songs
should con stantly be defin ing and evok ing states of mind we thought we were alone in ex- 
pe ri enc ing but that be long to the typ i cal lot of hu mankind. We should put down the av er- 
age novel won der ing – with re lief – how the nov el ist had come to know so much about us.
We should be gin to un der stand that an av er age stranger is al ways far more likely to be as
we know we are – with all our quirks, fragili ties, com pul sions and sur pris ing as pects –
than they are to re sem ble the ap par ently ‘nor mal’ per son their ex te rior im plies.

We need cul ture to take on the task be cause we can not do it all by our selves. In or der to
know our selves well, we rely on the level of self-aware ness, courage and hon esty cir cu lat- 
ing in so ci ety as a whole. We will be as hyp o crit i cal as the most rep re sen ta tive voices
around us and we will, con versely, be freed by what so ci ety is pre pared to coun te nance as
ac cept able.

There is, at present, so much we pre tend not to feel. Start ing in child hood, we have in- 
stilled in us, so sub tly we don’t even no tice, strong no tions about what is and is not per mis- 
si ble to ex pe ri ence. Tra di tion ally, boys were not al lowed to ac knowl edge that they felt like
cry ing and girls weren’t al lowed to en ter tain cer tain kinds of am bi tions. We might not have
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such ob vi ously naive pro hi bi tions to day, but other, equally pow er ful ones have taken their
place. We may have picked up covert but force ful in di ca tions that no de cent per son could
be en thu si as tic about mak ing money or un able to cope at work, tempted by an af fair or still
up set over a break-up.

Fur ther more, de spite the ap par ently sex u ally lib er ated spirit of the times, the lion’s
share of our sex ual im pulses re mains im pos si ble to avow. There is still a great deal we are
not meant to feel in or der to fit that most de sir able of cat e gories: a good boy or girl.

The way to greater hon esty fol lows some of the tech niques ev i dent from the re ha bil i ta- 
tion of the peo ple who com mit crimes. We must re duce the shame and dan ger of con fes- 
sion. We need a broader, more re as sur ing sense of what is com mon. Of course it is nor mal
to be en vi ous, crude, sex ual, weak, in need, child like, grandiose, ter ri fied and fu ri ous. It is
nor mal to de sire ran dom ad ven tures even within lov ing, com mit ted unions. It is nor mal to
be hurt by ‘small’ signs of re jec tion, and to be made quickly very in se cure by any ev i dence
of ne glect by a part ner. It is nor mal to har bour hopes for our selves pro fes sion ally that go
far be yond what we have cur rently been able to achieve. It is nor mal to envy other peo ple,
many times a day, to be very up set by any kind of crit i cism of our work or per for mance,
and to be so sad we reg u larly day dream of flight or a pre ma ture end.

The jour ney to self-knowl edge needs to be gin with a bet ter map of the ter rain of nor- 
mal ity.

THE IM POR TANCE OF A BREAK DOWN

One of the great prob lems of hu man be ings is that we’re far too good at keep ing go ing.
We’re ex perts at sur ren der ing to the de mands of the ex ter nal world, liv ing up to what is ex- 
pected of us and get ting on with the pri or i ties de fined by oth ers around us. We keep show- 
ing up and do ing our tasks – and we can pull off this mag i cal feat for up to decades at a
time with out so much as an out ward twitch or crack.

Un til sud denly, one day, much to ev ery one’s sur prise (in clud ing our own), we break.
The rup ture can take many forms. We can no longer get out of bed. We fall into si lence.
We de velop all-con sum ing so cial anx i ety. We refuse to eat. We bab ble in co her ently. We
lose com mand over part of our body. We are com pelled to do some thing ex tremely scan- 
dalous and en tirely con trary to our nor mal be hav iour. We be come wholly para noid in a
given area. We refuse to play by the usual rules in our re la tion ship, we have an af fair, ramp
up the fight ing, or oth er wise poke a very large stick in the wheels of daily life.

Break downs are hugely in con ve nient for ev ery one and so, un sur pris ingly, there is an
im me di ate rush to med i cal ize them and at tempt to ex cise them from the scene, so that busi- 
ness as usual can re sume.

But this is to mis un der stand what is go ing on when we break down. A break down is
not merely a ran dom piece of mad ness or mal func tion, it is a very real – al beit very inar tic- 
u late – bid for health and self-knowl edge. It is an at tempt by one part of our mind to force
the other into a process of growth, self-un der stand ing and self-de vel op ment which it has
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hith erto re fused to un der take. If we can put it para dox i cally, it is an at tempt to jump-start a
process of get ting well, prop erly well, through a stage of fall ing very ill.

The dan ger, there fore, if we merely med i cal ize a break down and at tempt to shift it
away at once is that we will miss the les son em bed ded within our sick ness. A break down
isn’t just a pain, though it is that too of course; it is an ex tra or di nary op por tu nity to learn.

The rea son we break down is that we have not, over years, flexed very much. There
were things we needed to hear in side our minds that we deftly put to one side; there were
mes sages we needed to heed, bits of emo tional learn ing and com mu ni cat ing we didn’t do,
and now, af ter be ing pa tient for so long, far too long, the emo tional self is at tempt ing to
make it self heard in the only way it now knows how. It has be come en tirely des per ate –
and we should un der stand and even sym pa thize with its mute rage. What the break down is
telling us above any thing else is that it must no longer be busi ness as usual; that things
have to change or (and this can be prop erly fright en ing to wit ness) that death might be
prefer able.

Why can’t we sim ply lis ten to the emo tional need calmly and in good time, thus avoid- 
ing the melo drama of a break down? Be cause the con scious mind is in her ently lazy and
squea mish and so re luc tant to en gage with what the break down even tu ally has to tell it
with bru tal ity. For years, it re fuses to lis ten to a par tic u lar sad ness, or is in flight from a
dys func tion in a re la tion ship, or pushes de sires down very far be neath the sur face.

A good men tal physi cian tries hard to lis ten to rather than cen sor the ill ness. They de- 
tect within its odd i ties a plea for more time for our selves, for a closer re la tion ship, for a
more hon est, ful filled way of be ing, for ac cep tance for who we re ally are sex u ally … That
is why we started to drink, or to be come reclu sive, or to grow en tirely para noid or man i- 
cally se duc tive.

A cri sis rep re sents an ap petite for growth that hasn’t found an other way of ex press ing
it self. Many peo ple, af ter a hor rific few months or years of break down, will say, ‘I don’t
know how I’d ever have got well if I hadn’t fallen ill.’

In the midst of a break down, we of ten won der whether we have gone mad. We have
not. We’re be hav ing oddly no doubt, but be neath the ag i ta tion we are on a hid den yet log i- 
cal search for health. We haven’t be come ill; we were ill al ready. Our cri sis, if we can get
through it, is an at tempt to dis lodge us from a toxic sta tus quo and con sti tutes an in sis tent
call to re build our lives on a more au then tic and sin cere ba sis. It be longs, in the most acute
and pan icked way, to the search for self-knowl edge.
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1 Kind ness

CHAR ITY OF IN TER PRE TA TION

At its most ba sic, char ity means of fer ing some one some thing they need but can’t get
for them selves. This is nor mally and log i cally un der stood to mean some thing ma te rial. We
over whelm ingly as so ciate char ity with giv ing money. But, in its widest sense, char ity
stretches far be yond fi nan cial do na tions. Char ity in volves of fer ing some one some thing that
they may not en tirely de serve and that it is a long way be yond the call of duty for us to
pro vide: sym pa thy.

We are of ten in trou ble of a dis tinc tive sort. We’re not quite in a ditch; we may even
have a lit tle money, but we are in dif fi cul ties nev er the less, as much at the mercy of
strangers as if we were beg gars – and equally un ap peal ing to the hard-nosed and im pa tient.
Just like the most scabrous of pan han dlers, we have lost any claim on the re spect of the
right eous.

We may have done some thing highly fool ish or dis rep utable. We may have been in con- 
sid er ate or hasty. We may have lied or lost our tem per. Per haps our de fi ciency is one of
tem per a ment: un der the pres sure of dis ap point ment, our per son al i ties have grown sour or
boast ful. Or we come across as dispir it ingly shy or cyn i cal in our deal ings with oth ers.

We need char ity, but not of the usual kind; we need what we might term a ‘char ity of
in ter pre ta tion’: that is, we re quire an un com monly gen er ous as sess ment of our id iocy,
weak ness, ec cen tric ity or de ceit.

We need on look ers who can pro vide some of the ra tio nale we have grown too mute,
cowed or ashamed to prof fer. Even when they do not know any of the de tails, gen er ous on- 
look ers must make a stab at pic tur ing the over all struc ture of what might have hap pened to
the wretched be ing be fore them. They must guess that there will be sor row and re gret be- 
neath the fu ri ous rant ings, or a sense of in tol er a ble vul ner a bil ity be hind the pom pos ity and
snob bish ness. They must in ti mate that early trauma and let-down must have formed the
back drop to later trans gres sions. They will re mem ber that the per son be fore them was once
a baby too.

The char i ta ble in ter preter holds on also to the idea that sweet ness must re main be neath
the sur face, along with the pos si bil ity of re morse and growth. They are com mit ted to mit i- 
gat ing cir cum stances; to all the bits of the truth that can cast a less cat a strophic light on
folly.
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In cases of fi nan cial char ity, the gifts tend to go in one di rec tion only, from the rich to
the poor. Those who give may be gen er ous, but they tend to ex pe ri ence only one side of
the equa tion, re main ing for all their lives the donor rather than the re cip i ent. They can be
rea son ably sure that they won’t ever be in ma te rial need, which is what can lend a some- 
what unimag i na tive or aloof tone to their gen eros ity. But when it comes to the gift of char i- 
ta ble in ter pre ta tion, none of us is ever com mit tedly be yond need. Such is our pro cliv ity for
er ror and our vul ner a bil ity to re ver sals of for tune, we are all on the verge of need ing some- 
one to come to our imag i na tive aid. And there fore, if for no other rea son, we have a duty to
re main con stant providers of gen er ous in ter pre ta tions of the lives of oth ers. We must be
kind in the sense not only of be ing touched by the re mote ma te rial suf fer ing of strangers,
but also of be ing ready to do more than con demn and hate the sin ful around us, hope ful
that we too may be ac corded a tol er a ble de gree of sym pa thy in our forth com ing hour of
fail ure and shame.

LOSERS AND TRAGIC FAIL URES

Our so ci eties are very in ter ested in win ners but don’t re ally know what to do about
losers – of which there are al ways, by def i ni tion, a far greater num ber.

For a long time, around suc cess and fail ure, the rhetoric tends to be up beat. We hear
about re silience, bounc ing back, never sur ren der ing and giv ing it an other go. But there’s
only so long this kind of talk can go on. At some point, the con clu sion be comes in evitable:
things won’t work out. The po lit i cal ca reer isn’t go ing to have a come-back. There’ll be no
way of get ting fi nance for the film. The novel won’t be ac cepted by the thirty-sec ond pub- 
lisher. The crim i nal charges are for ever go ing to taint one’s rep u ta tion.

Where does re spon si bil ity for suc cess and fail ure lie? Nowa days, the an swer tends to
be: squarely with the in di vid ual con cerned. That’s why fail ure isn’t just hard (as it has al- 
ways been), it is a catas tro phe. There is no meta phys i cal con so la tion, no pos si bil ity of ap- 
peal ing to the idea of ‘bad luck’, no one to blame but one self. Sui cide rates climb ex po nen- 
tially once so ci eties be come mod ern and start to hold peo ple pro foundly re spon si ble for
their bi ogra phies. Mer i toc ra cies turn fail ure from a mis for tune to an un budge able ver dict
on one’s na ture. We trust that the world is more or less just – and that, the odd ex cep tion
aside, peo ple will se cure roughly what they de serve. Those who are con demned and bro- 
ken did some thing wrong; those who suc ceeded worked hard and were good. The sta tus of
a per son has to be a more or less re li able in di ca tor of their ef fort and de cency.

But not all so ci eties and eras have seen suc cess and fail ure in such a stark and for bid- 
ding light. In an cient Greece, an other rather re mark able pos si bil ity – ig nored by our own
era – was en vis aged: you could be good and yet fail. To keep this idea at the front of the
col lec tive imag i na tion, the an cient Greeks de vel oped a par tic u lar art form: tragic drama.
They put on huge fes ti vals, which all the cit i zens were ex pected to at tend, to act out sto ries
of ap palling, of ten grisly, fail ure: peo ple were seen to break a mi nor law, or make a hasty
de ci sion, or sleep with the wrong per son and the re sults were ig nominy and death. Yet



  1 Kindness

62

what hap pened was shown to be to a large ex tent in the hands of what the Greeks called
‘fate’ or ‘the gods’. It was the Greeks’ po etic way of say ing that things of ten work out ran- 
domly, ac cord ing to dy nam ics that sim ply don’t re flect the mer its of the in di vid u als con- 
cerned.

The great Greek trage di ans – Aeschy lus, Eu ripi des and Sopho cles – re counted sto ries
of es sen tially re spectable, in tel li gent and hon est men and women who, on ac count of a mi- 
nor and un der stand able er ror or omis sion, un leashed catas tro phe and ended up in a very
short time dead or ru ined. The way in which these sto ries of down fall were told was in- 
tended to leave au di ences stunned by the recog ni tion of how eas ily any life might be un- 
done and how a small mis take can re quire us to pay the ul ti mate price. They were to walk
out of the the atre afraid for them selves and filled with pity for the cru elty of the fate dealt
out to the un know ing and un for tu nate he roes soaked in blood on stage. Hav ing fol lowed
the slow un furl ing of events from pros per ity and es teem to dis grace and dis as ter, au di ences
would be in no mood to pass easy moral judge ment. It would make no sense to dis miss
Oedi pus or Medea, Antigone and Elec tra with any thing ap prox i mat ing the catch-all, in fin- 
itely damn ing mod ern term for those who do not make it: losers. These great fic tional char- 
ac ters be longed to a far no bler, more dig ni fied and more hu mane cat e gory which tragedy
helped to map: that of the tragic fail ure, the per son who loses with out thereby for feit ing the
right to sym pa thy and mercy.

Tragedy is the sym pa thetic, morally com plex ac count of how good peo ple can end up
in dis as ter. It at tempts to teach us that good ness is sel dom fairly re warded or er ror paid for
in com men su rate ways. The most shock ing events can be fall the more or less in no cent or
the only av er agely mud dled and weak. We do not in habit a prop erly moral uni verse: dis as- 
ter at points be falls those who could not have ex pected it to be a fair out come, given what
they did. The Greeks were the orig i na tors of a re mark able, ap palling and still-too-sel dom-
ac cepted pos si bil ity that fail ure is not re served sim ply for the evil.

We are used to ac cord ing au to matic re spect to the cen tral fig ures of great tragic works,
but there is noth ing in her ently no ble about the per son al i ties of Ham let or Madame Bo vary,
Jude the Ob scure or Anna Karen ina. That we ac cord them dig nity has to do with the way
their sto ries have been told to us; if we had left the task to the me dia, they would have been
in dis tin guish able from the usual ob jects of pop u lar ridicule and loathing.

The real pur pose of tragedy is not to teach us to be kind to fic tional cre ations, it is to
en cour age us to ap ply a com plex lens to the tra vails of all those around us and, cru cially at
points, to our selves. With out hav ing any of the dra matic tal ent of a Sopho cles or Shake- 
speare, we need to tell our own sto ries of loss and er ror with some of the same gen eros ity
that they em ployed, thereby hold ing on to what can of ten feel, es pe cially at our low est
points, like a hugely im prob a ble idea: that though we have failed, how ever stupid our mis- 
takes, we re main de serv ing of that gra cious and grand ep i thet, a gift from the Greeks to all
hu mankind: a ‘tragic fail ure’.

THE WEAK NESS OF STRENGTH
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We may some times won der how cer tain ir ri tat ing peo ple have come into our lives. Af- 
ter spend ing time around them, what dom i nates our aware ness of them is their flaws: how
rigid they can be, how mud dled, self-right eous, vague or proud. We grow into ex perts in
their de fi cien cies of char ac ter.

We should in our most im pa tient and in tem per ate mo ments strive to hold on to the con- 
cept of the weak ness of strength. This dic tates that we should in ter pret peo ple’s weak- 
nesses as the in evitable down side of cer tain mer its that drew us to them, and from which
we will ben e fit at other points (even if none of these ben e fits are ap par ent right now). What
we’re see ing are not their faults, pure and sim ple, but rather the shadow side of things that
are gen uinely good about them. If we were to write down a list of strengths and then of
weak nesses, we’d find that al most ev ery thing on the pos i tive side of the ledger could be
con nected up with some thing on the neg a tive. The the ory urges us to search a lit tle more
as sid u ously than is nor mal for the strength to which a mad den ing char ac ter is tic must be
twinned. We can see eas ily enough that some one is pedan tic and un com pro mis ing; we tend
to for get, at mo ments of cri sis, their thor ough ness and hon esty. We know so much about a
per son’s messi ness, we have for got ten their un com mon de gree of cre ative en thu si asm. The
very same char ac ter trait that we ap prove of will be in sep a ra ble from ten den cies we end up
re gret ting. This isn’t bad luck or the case with one or two peo ple, it’s a law of na ture.
There can, per plex ingly, be no such thing as a per son with only strengths.

In the 1870s, when he was liv ing in Paris, the Amer i can nov el ist Henry James be came
a friend of the cel e brated Rus sian nov el ist Ivan Tur genev, who was also liv ing in the city at
that time. James was par tic u larly taken with the un hur ried, tran quil style of the Rus sian
writer’s sto ry telling: he spent a long time on ev ery sen tence, weigh ing dif fer ent op tions,
chang ing, pol ish ing, un til – at last – ev ery thing was per fect. It was a hugely am bi tious, in- 
spir ing ap proach to lit er a ture.

But in per sonal and so cial life, these same virtues could make Tur genev an ag gra vat ing
com pan ion. He was al most im pos si ble to pin down for an ap point ment, writ ing florid, nu- 
anced let ters of apol ogy for his de lays and changes of plan. James would in vite him for
lunch for 1 p.m., Tur genev would agree, then sud denly change his mind twenty min utes
be fore, send ing a note to say that he’d had to leave town on an ur gent trip. Even tu ally he’d
make an ap point ment that seemed to work, but would show up an hour and a half late.

James might have been tempted to end the friend ship forth with, but he had the wis dom
not to in ter pret Tur genev’s dis as trous time keep ing as an iso lated part of his per son al ity but
rather to see it as an em a na tion of the very same side of his char ac ter that en abled him to
pro duce some of the great est lit er ary works of the age. The same trait might gen er ate Fa- 
thers and Sons and, around ap point ments, six can celled meet ings. Mus ing in a let ter about
Tur genev’s great ness as a writer and his trick i ness as a friend, James re marked that the
Rus sian nov el ist had thor oughly ex hib ited the ‘weak ness of his strength’.

The the ory of the weak ness of strength in vites us to be calm and foren sic about the
most ir ri tat ing as pects of those we live around. There is no com fort in be ing told that these
as pects are not real or sig nif i cant. The con so la tion comes in not view ing them in iso la tion,
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in re mem ber ing the ac com pa ny ing trait that re deems them and ex plains the friend ship, in
re call ing that a lack of time man age ment might have its atone ment in cre ativ ity or that
dog ma tism might be the off shoot of pre ci sion.

It is al ways an op tion to move away and find peo ple who will have new kinds of
strengths, but – as time will re veal – they will also have new, fas ci nat ing and as so ci ated
kinds of weak nesses.

Kind ness is built out of a con stantly re newed and gen tly re signed aware ness that weak- 
ness-free peo ple do not ex ist.

MO TIVES

One of the fun da men tal paths to sym pa thy is the power to hold on, in the most chal- 
leng ing sit u a tions, to a dis tinc tion be tween a per son’s overt un pleas ant ac tions and the
more pitiable mo tives that may un der lie them. Pure evil is sel dom at work. Al most all our
worst mo ments can be traced back to an un ex otic, ba thetic, tempt ingly ne glected in gre di- 
ent: pain.

A tra di tional folk tale known as ‘An dro cles and the Lion’, orig i nally re counted by the
an cient Ro man philoso pher Aulus Gel lius, tells of a Bar bary lion – nine feet long with a
splen did dark mane – who lived in the forested foothills of the At las Moun tains (in what is
to day Al ge ria). Usu ally he kept far from hu man set tle ments, but one year, in spring, he
started ap proach ing the vil lages at night, roar ing and snarling men ac ingly in the dark ness.
The vil lagers were ter ri fied. They put ex tra guards on the gates and sent out heav ily armed
hunt ing par ties to try to slaugh ter the beast.

It hap pened around this time that a shep herd boy named An dro cles fol lowed his sheep
far into the high moun tain pas tures. One evening, he sought shel ter in a cave. He had just
lit a can dle and was set ting out his blan ket when he saw the fe ro cious an i mal glar ing at
him from a cor ner. At first he was ter ri fied. It seemed as if the an gry lion might be about to
pounce and rip him to pieces. But then An dro cles no ticed some thing: there was a thorn
deeply em bed ded in one of the lion’s front paws and a huge tear was run ning down his no- 
ble face. The crea ture wasn’t mur der ous, he was in agony. So in stead of try ing to flee or
de fend him self with his dag ger, the boy’s fear turned to pity. An dro cles ap proached the
lion, stroked his mane and gen tly, re as sur ingly ex tracted the thorn from the paw, wrap ping
it in a strip of cloth torn from his own blan ket. The lion licked the boy’s hand and be came
his friend for life.

The story is a re minder of what kind ness de mands. We re sent oth ers with un help ful
speed when we lack the will to con sider the ori gins of their be hav iour. The lion is in ter ri- 
ble pain, but has no ca pac ity to un der stand what is hurt ing him and what he might need
from oth ers. The lion is all of us when we lack in sight into our own dis tress. The thorn is a
trou bling, mad den ing el e ment of our in ner lives – a fear, a bit ing worry, a re gret, a sense of
guilt, a feel ing of hu mil i a tion, a strained hope or an ag o nized dis ap point ment that rum bles
away pow er fully but just out of range of our stan dard view of our selves. The art of liv ing
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is to a large mea sure de pen dent on an abil ity to un der stand our thorns and ex plain them
with a mod icum of grace to oth ers – and, when we are on the other side of the equa tion, to
imag ine the thorns of oth ers, even those whose pre cise lo ca tions or di men sions we will
never know for cer tain.

WHAT TO THINK OF OUR EN E MIES

Peo ple are bad, al ways, be cause they are in dif fi culty. They slan der, gos sip, den i grate
and growl be cause they are not in a good place. Though they may seem strong, though
their at tacks can place them in an ap par ently dom i nant role, their ill in ten tions are all the
proof we re quire to know as a cer tainty that they are not well. Con tented peo ple have no
need to hurt oth ers.

The the ory should help us to re verse some of the hu mil i a tion that comes from be ing at- 
tacked. It is only too easy to imag ine that those who have hurt us are some how in vul ner a- 
ble and no ble; we read ily re mem ber rea sons to be ashamed of our selves. How ever, to hold
on to the idea that hurt gen er ates mean ness casts our op po nent in the sub servient role. It
isn’t us who must be piti ful but our at tacker who feels such a need to crush us. One has to
feel very small in or der to be lit tle.

The the ory helps to re store a kind of jus tice that we may not our selves di rectly be able
to ad min is ter. The ex pla na tion of the ori gins of nas ti ness changes how we as sess our op po- 
nent. No longer are they nec es sar ily strong and im per vi ous. We have not been able to pun- 
ish them, but the uni verse has in a sense, and the clear est ev i dence for the sen tence lies in
the un hap pi ness that is pow er ing their at tacks. They have not got away with in jur ing us;
their pun ish ment lies in the pain they must be en dur ing in or der to have such an ur gent
need to lash out. We, who have no wish to hurt, are in fact the stronger party; we, who
have no wish to di min ish oth ers, are truly pow er ful. We can move from help less vic tims to
imag i na tive wit nesses of jus tice.

This may sound overly con ve nient; but it is also plainly true. We are not be yond im- 
prove ment, of course, but peo ple sim ply never need to harm oth ers if they are not first tor- 
mented them selves.

The logic of the ar gu ment points to how we might, when our short-term ir ri ta tion has
worn off, deal with those who have in jured us. The temp ta tion is to grow strict and in flict
pun ish ment back. But with a bet ter un der stand ing of the in se cu rity and sad ness that power
ill tem per in the first place, there is only one plau si ble, though ex tremely chal leng ing, way
for ward: a re sponse of love.

PO LITE NESS

For most of his tory, the idea of be ing ‘po lite’ has been cen tral to our sense of what is
re quired to count as a kind and civ i lized per son. But more re cently, po lite ness has come
un der sus pi cion. While we may not re ject it out right, it’s not a word we now in stinc tively
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reach for when we want to ex plain why we like or ad mire some one. Po lite ness can seem to
carry al most the op po site of its tra di tional con no ta tions, sug gest ing an of fen sive or in so lent
de gree of in sin cer ity. A po lite per son can be judged as a bit of a fake and, in their own
way, re ally rather rude.

The rise in our col lec tive sus pi cion of po lite ness has a his tory. In the late eigh teenth
cen tury, an ideal of Ro man tic anti-po lite ness emerged, largely driven for ward by the Swiss
philoso pher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who pow er fully re described po lite ness in terms of in- 
au then tic ity, ser vil ity and de ceit. What was im por tant for Rousseau was never to hide or
mod er ate emo tions and thoughts, but to re main – at all times – fun da men tally true to one- 
self.

Rousseau’s writ ings gen er ated highly in flu en tial at ti tudes to which we re main heirs.
What ul ti mately sep a rates the po lite from the frank per son isn’t re ally a knowl edge of eti- 
quette. The dif fer ence doesn’t hang upon con sid er a tions of which knife to use at a for mal
din ner, when to say please or thank you, or how to word a wed ding in vi ta tion. It comes
down to a con trast ing set of be liefs about hu man na ture. The po lite per son and the frank
per son be have dif fer ently chiefly be cause they see the world in highly di ver gent ways. The
fol low ing are some of the key ide o log i cal is sues that sep a rate them.

Orig i nal Good ness vs. Nat u ral Sin

Frank peo ple be lieve in the im por tance of ex press ing them selves hon estly prin ci pally
be cause they trust that what they hap pen to think and feel will al ways prove fun da men tally
ac cept able to the world. Their true sen ti ments and opin ions may, when voiced, be brac ing
of course, but no worse. Frank types as sume that what is hon estly avowed can not re ally
ever be vin dic tive, dis gust ing, te dious or cruel. In this sense, the frank per son sees them- 
selves a lit tle in the way we typ i cally see small chil dren: as blessed by an orig i nal and in- 
nate good ness.

Tellingly, we don’t usu ally think that the stric tures of po lite ness ap ply to the very
young. We re main in ter ested to hear about what ever may be pass ing through their minds
and stay un alarmed by their awk ward mo ments, in fe lic i ties or neg a tive state ments. If they
say that the pasta is yuck or that the taxi driver has a head like a weird gold fish, it sounds
funny rather than wound ing. The frank per son taps into just this child like op ti mism in their
un in hib ited ap proach to them selves. Their trust in their ba sic pu rity erodes the ra tio nale for
edit ing or self-cen sor ship.

The po lite per son, by con trast, pro ceeds un der a grave sus pi cion of them selves and
their im pulses. They sense that a great deal of what they feel and want re ally isn’t very
nice. They are in deli bly in touch with their darker de sires and can sense their fleet ing
wishes to hurt or hu mil i ate cer tain peo ple. They know they are some times a bit re volt ing
and can not for get the ex tent to which they may come across as of fen sive and fright en ing to
oth ers. They there fore set out on a de lib er ate strat egy to pro tect oth ers from what they
know is within them. It isn’t ly ing as such; they merely un der stand that be ing ‘them selves’
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is a treat that they must take enor mous pains to spare ev ery one else from ex pe ri enc ing –
es pe cially any one they claim to care about.

Para dox i cally, the po lite per son who is pes simistic about their own na ture doesn’t in
fact end up be hav ing hor ri bly with any one. So aware are they of their own dis like able
sides, they nim bly min i mize their im pact upon the world. It is their ex tra or di nary sus pi cion
of them selves that helps them to be – in ev ery day life – un com monly friendly, trust wor thy
and kind.

The Stranger is Like Me vs. the Stranger is Other

The frank per son op er ates with a charm ing, un con scious as sump tion that other peo ple
are at heart pretty much like them. This can make them very club bable and al lows them to
cre ate some as ton ish ing in ti ma cies across so cial bar ri ers at high speed. When they like lis- 
ten ing to a par tic u lar piece of mu sic at high vol ume, they will take it as ob vi ous that you
prob a bly do as well. Be cause they are very en thu si as tic about spicy food, or never want to
add salt to a dish, it doesn’t cross their mind to ask if you ac tu ally like this restau rant or
would favour a salt cel lar on the ta ble. They are cor re spond ingly undis turbed by the less
ob vi ous clues about some of the dis so nant feel ings that may be un fold ing in the minds of
other peo ple: if some one is a bit quiet at a meet ing, it doesn’t oc cur to the frank per son to
worry that they might have said some thing wrong or badly mis judged the sit u a tion.

For their part, the po lite per son starts from the as sump tion that oth ers are highly likely
to be in quite dif fer ent places in ter nally, what ever the out ward signs. Their be hav iour is
there fore ten ta tive, wary and filled with en quiries. They will ex plic itly check with oth ers to
take a mea sure of their ex pe ri ences and out look: if they feel cold, they are very alive to the
pos si bil ity that you may be feel ing per fectly warm and so will take trou ble to ask if you’d
mind if they went over and closed the win dow. They are aware that you might be an noyed
by a joke that they find funny or that you might very sin cerely hold po lit i cal opin ions quite
at odds with their own. They don’t take what is go ing on for them as a guide to what is
prob a bly go ing on for you. Their man ners are grounded in an acute sense of the gulf that
can sep a rate hu mans from one an other.

Ro bust ness vs. Vul ner a bil ity

The frank per son works with an un der ly ing sense that other peo ple are in ter nally for
the most part ex tremely ro bust. Those around them are not felt to be for ever on the verge
of self-doubt and self-ha tred. Their egos are not as sumed to be gos samer thin and at per- 
pet ual risk of de flat ing. There is there fore un der stood to be no need to broad cast con stant
small sig nals of re as sur ance and af fir ma tion. When you go to some one’s house, the fact
that the meal was tasty will be ob vi ous to ev ery one, not least the per son who spent the day
pre par ing it. There is no need to keep stress ing the point in a va ri ety of dis creet ways.
When one meets an artist, there’s no need to men tion that their last work was no ticed and
ap pre ci ated; they’ll know this well enough. And the of fice ju nior must have a pretty clear
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sense that they are mak ing the grade with out any need to stop and spell it out. The frank
per son as sumes that ev ery one’s ego is al ready at least as big and strong as it should be.
They are even likely to sus pect that if you praise some one for the lit tle things, you’ll only
in flate their self-re gard to un due and dan ger ous pro por tions.

The po lite per son starts from a con trary as sump tion that all of us are per ma nently only
mil lime tres away from in ner de spair and self-ha tred. How ever con fi dent we may look, we
are very vul ner a ble – de spite even great out ward plau dits and recog ni tion – to a sense of
be ing dis liked and taken for granted. Ev ery piece of ne glect, ev ery si lence or slightly harsh
or off-the-cuff word has a pro found ca pac ity to hurt. All of us are walk ing around with out
a skin. The cook, the artist and the of fice ju nior will in evitably share in a crav ing for ev i- 
dence that what they do and are is OK. Ac cord ingly, the po lite per son will be drawn to
spend ing a lot of time notic ing and com ment ing pos i tively on the most ap par ently mi nor
facets of oth ers’ achieve ments: they will say that the wa ter cress soup was the best they’ve
had for years (and that they’d for got ten how much they liked it); they’ll men tion that the
end ing of the writer’s new novel made them cry and that work on the Mex ico deal was
par tic u larly help ful to, and no ticed by, the whole com pany. They will know that ev ery one
we come across has a huge ca pac ity to be hurt by what we some times re fer to as ‘small
things’.

There’s likely to be an as so ci ated un der ly ing dif fer ence in at ti tudes to money and love
in the con text of work. For the frank per son, money is the cru cial in gre di ent we want from
other peo ple in our pro fes sional lives. They there fore don’t feel any great need – in ser vice
sit u a tions, for ex am ple – to ex press grat i tude or take par tic u lar pains to cre ate a sem blance
of equal ity with an em ployee. The waiter or the per son at the car-hire desk has, they feel,
no spe cial need of kind ness on top of the money they will al ready be se cur ing through the
trans ac tion.

Yet the po lite per son knows that we take a lot of our selves into our jobs and need to
find re spect and a form of love from them as much as we need cash. So they will be con- 
scious of an ad di tional need to con trib ute smiles and a pleas ant word or two to the per son
stamp ing their pass port or chang ing the bed clothes in the ho tel. These peo ple are do ing
their jobs for the money of course, but pay ment never in val i dates an equally strong emo- 
tional hunger for a sense of hav ing been use ful and ap pre ci ated by an other per son, how- 
ever brief and func tional the en counter may have seemed.

Grand vs. Small Ges tures

The frank per son is of ten very kind but in a bold way. They are in ter ested in enor mous
acts of gen eros ity and kind ness to wards ma jor sec tions of hu man ity: per haps the res cue of
the whole con ti nent of Africa or a plan to give ev ery child in the coun try an equally good
start in life. But a con se quence of their en thu si asm can be a cer tain im pa tience with
smaller ges tures, which they may view as a dis trac tion from larger causes. There is re ally
no point, they may feel, in spend ing time and money send ing peo ple flow ers, writ ing notes
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af ter a din ner or re mem ber ing birth days when a fun da men tal trans for ma tion of the hu man
con di tion is at hand.

The po lite per son also cares pas sion ately about spread ing kind ness, love and good ness
on a mass scale, but they are cau tious about the chances of do ing so on any re al is tic time
hori zon. Yet their be lief that per haps one can’t im prove things enor mously for a huge num- 
ber of peo ple in the com ing decades makes them feel that it is still very much a wor thy
goal to try to ef fect mod est, mi nor im prove ments in the lives of the few hu mans one does
have di rect con tact with in the here and now. They may never be able to trans form an other
per son’s prospects en tirely or res cue the species from its agony, but they can smile and
stop for a brief con ver sa tion with a neigh bour. Their mod esty around what is pos si ble
makes them acutely sen si tive to the worth of the lit tle things that can be done to at ten u ate
the bit ter ness of ex is tence. Far more than their frank coun ter part, they’ll of ten find time for
a chat.

Self-Cer tainty vs. Self-Doubt

The frank per son has a high de gree of con fi dence as to their abil ity to judge rel a tively
quickly and for the long term what is right and wrong about a given sit u a tion. They feel
they can tell who has be haved well or badly or what the ap pro pri ate course of ac tion
should be around a dilemma. This is what gives them the con fi dence to get an gry with
what strikes them (im me di ately) as rank stu pid ity, or to blow up bridges with peo ple
they’ve be come vexed with, or to state a dis agree ment em phat i cally and to call an other
per son stupid, mon strous or a liar to their face. Once they have said some thing, they know
they can’t take it back but they don’t re ally want to. Part of their frank ness is based on the
no tion that they can un der stand at speed the mer its of any sit u a tion, the char ac ters of oth ers
and the true na ture of their own com mit ments.

The po lite per son is much more un sure on all these fronts. They are con scious that
what they feel strongly about to day might not be what they end up think ing next week.
They rec og nize that ideas that sound very strange or mis guided to them can be at tempts to
state – in gar bled forms – con cepts that are gen uinely im por tant to other peo ple and that
they them selves may come round to with time. They see their own minds as hav ing great
ca pac i ties for er ror and as be ing sub ject to im per cep ti ble moods which will mis lead them,
and so are keen not to make state ments that can’t be taken back or to make en e mies of peo- 
ple they might de cide are in fact wor thy of re spect fur ther down the line.

The po lite per son will be drawn to de ploy ing soft en ing, ten ta tive lan guage and hold ing
back on crit i cism wher ever pos si ble. They will sug gest that an idea might not be quite
right. They will say that a project is at trac tive but that it could be in ter est ing to look at al- 
ter na tives as well. They will con cede that an in tel lec tual op po nent may well have a point.
They aren’t just ly ing or dodg ing tough de ci sions. Their be hav iour is symp to matic of a nu- 
anced and in tel li gent be lief that few ideas are to tally with out merit, no pro pos als are 100
per cent wrong and al most no one is en tirely fool ish. They work with a con cep tion of re al- 
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ity in which good and bad are de vi ously en tan gled and in which bits of the truth are al ways
show ing up in un fa mil iar guises in un ex pected peo ple. Their po lite ness is a log i cal, care ful
re sponse to the com plex ity they iden tify in them selves and in the world.

Both the frank per son and the po lite per son have im por tant lessons to teach us. But it
may be that at this point in his tory it is the dis tinc tive wis dom of the po lite per son that is
most ripe for re dis cov ery and ar tic u la tion, and that may have the most ef fec tive power to
take the edge off some of the more bru tal and coun ter pro duc tive con se quences of the
reign ing ide ol ogy of frank ness.

DIPLO MACY

Diplo macy is an art that evolved ini tially to deal with prob lems in the re la tion ships be- 
tween coun tries. The lead ers of neigh bour ing states might be touchy on points of per sonal
pride and quickly roused to anger; if they met head on they might be li able to in fu ri ate
each other and start a war. In stead, they learned to send emis saries, peo ple who could state
things in less in flam ma tory ways, who wouldn’t take the is sues so per son ally, who could
be more pa tient and emol lient. Diplo macy was a way of avoid ing the dan gers that come
from de ci sions taken in the heat of the mo ment. In their own palaces, two kings might be
thump ing the ta ble and call ing their ri vals by abu sive names; but in the quiet ne go ti at ing
halls, the diplo mat would say, ‘My mas ter is slightly dis con certed that …’

We still as so ciate the term diplo macy with em bassies, in ter na tional re la tions and high
pol i tics, but it refers in essence to a set of skills that mat ter in many ar eas of daily life, es- 
pe cially at the of fice and on the land ing, out side the slammed doors of loved ones’ bed- 
rooms.

Diplo macy is the art of ad vanc ing an idea or a cause with out un nec es sar ily in flam ing
pas sions or un leash ing a catas tro phe. It in volves an un der stand ing of the many facets of
hu man na ture that can un der mine agree ment and stoke con flict, and a com mit ment to un- 
pick ing these with fore sight and grace.

The diplo mat re mem bers, first and fore most, that some of the ve he mence with which
we can in sist on hav ing our own way draws en ergy from an over all sense of not be ing re- 
spected or heard. We will fight with par tic u lar tenac ity and ap par ent mean ness over a so-
called small point when we have a sense that an other has failed to hon our our wider need
for ap pre ci a tion and es teem.

Know ing the in ten sity of the crav ing for re spect, diplo mats – though they may not al- 
ways be able to agree with oth ers – take the trou ble to show that they have both ered to see
how things look through for eign eyes. They rec og nize that it is al most as im por tant to peo- 
ple to feel heard as to win their case. We can put up with a lot once some one has demon- 
strated that they at least know how it is for us. Diplo mats put ex tra or di nary ef fort into se- 
cur ing the health of the over all re la tion ship so that smaller points can be con ceded along
the way with out at tract ing feel ings of un ten able hu mil i a tion. They know how much – be- 
neath pitched fights over money or en ti tle ments, sched ules or pro ce dures – a de mand for
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es teem can stir. They are care ful to trade gen er ously in emo tional cur rency, so as not al- 
ways to have to pay ex ces sively in other, more prac ti cal de nom i na tions.

Fre quently, what is at stake within a ne go ti a tion with some one is a re quest that they
change in some way: that they learn to be more punc tual, or take more trou ble on a task, or
be less de fen sive or more open-minded. The diplo mat knows how fu tile it is to state these
wishes too di rectly. They know the vast dif fer ence be tween hav ing a cor rect di ag no sis of
how some one needs to grow and a rel e vant way to help them do so. They know too that
what holds peo ple back from evo lu tion is fear and there fore grasp that what we may most
need to of fer those whom we want to ac knowl edge dif fi cult things is, above any thing else,
love and re as sur ance. It helps greatly to know that those rec om mend ing change are not
speak ing from a po si tion of im preg nable per fec tion but are them selves wrestling with com- 
pa ra ble demons in other ar eas. For a di ag no sis not to sound like mere crit i cism, it helps for
it to be de liv ered by some one with no com punc tions to own ing up to their own short com- 
ings. There can be few more suc cess ful ped a gogic moves than to con fess ge nially from the
out set, ‘And I am, of course, en tirely mad and flawed as well …’

In ne go ti a tions, the diplo mat is not ad dicted to in dis crim i nate or heroic truth-telling.
They ap pre ci ate the le git i mate place that mi nor lies or omis sions can oc cupy in the ser vice
of greater truths. They know that if cer tain lo cal facts are em pha sized, then the most im- 
por tant prin ci ples in a re la tion ship may be for ever un der mined. So they will en thu si as ti- 
cally say that the fi nan cial re port or the home-made cake was re ally very pleas ing and will
do so not to de ceive but to af firm the truth of their over all at tach ment, which might be lost
were a com pletely ac cu rate ac count of their views to be laid out. Diplo mats know how a
small lie may have to be the guardian of a larger truth.

An other trait of the diplo mat is to be serene in the face of ob vi ously bad be hav iour: a
sud den loss of tem per, a wild ac cu sa tion, a very mean re mark. They don’t take it per son- 
ally, even when they may be the tar get of rage. They reach in stinc tively for rea son able ex- 
pla na tions and have clearly in their minds the bet ter mo ments of a cur rently fran tic but es- 
sen tially lov able per son. They know them selves well enough to un der stand that aban don- 
ments of per spec tive are both hugely nor mal and usu ally in dica tive of noth ing much be- 
yond pass ing de spair or ex haus tion. They do not ag gra vate a febrile sit u a tion through self-
right eous ness, a symp tom of both not know ing one self too well and a very se lec tive mem- 
ory. The per son who bangs a fist on the ta ble or an nounces ex trav a gant opin ions is most
likely to be sim ply rather wor ried, fright ened, hun gry or just very en thu si as tic: con di tions
that should rightly in vite sym pa thy rather than dis gust.

At the same time, the diplo mat un der stands that there are mo ments to side step di rect
en gage ment. They do not try to teach a les son when ever it might first or most ap ply; they
wait till it has the best chance of be ing heard. At points, they dis arm dif fi cult peo ple by re- 
act ing in un ex pected ways. In the face of a tirade, in stead of go ing on the de fen sive, the
diplo matic per son might sug gest some lunch. When a harshly un fair crit i cism is launched
at them, they might nod in par tial agree ment and de clare that they’ve of ten said such things
to them selves. They give a lot of ground away and avoid get ting cor nered in ar gu ments
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that dis tract from the deeper is sues. They re mem ber the pres ence of a far bet ter ver sion of
the some what un for tu nate in di vid ual cur rently on dis play.

The diplo mat’s tone of rea son able ness is built, fun da men tally, on a base of deep pes- 
simism. They know what the hu man an i mal is; they un der stand how many prob lems are
go ing to be set even a very good mar riage, busi ness, friend ship or so ci ety. Their good-hu- 
moured way of greet ing prob lems is a symp tom of hav ing swal lowed a healthy mea sure of
sad ness from the out set. They have given up on the ideal, not out of weak ness but out of a
ma ture readi ness to see com pro mise as a nec es sary re quire ment for get ting by in a rad i- 
cally im per fect world.

The diplo mat may be po lite, but they are not averse to de liv er ing bits of bad news with
un com mon frank ness. Too of ten, we seek to pre serve our im age in the eyes of oth ers by
tip toe ing around harsh de ci sions – and thereby make things far worse than they need to be.
We should say that we’re leav ing them, that they’re fired, that their pet project isn’t go ing
ahead, but we mut ter in stead that we’re a lit tle pre oc cu pied at the mo ment, that we’re de- 
lighted by their per for mance and that the scheme is be ing ac tively dis cussed by the se nior
team. We mis take leav ing some room for hope for kind ness. But true nice ness does not
mean seem ing nice, it means help ing the peo ple we are go ing to dis ap point to ad just as
best they can to re al ity. By ad min is ter ing a sharp, clean blow, the diplo matic per son kills
off the tor ture of hope, ac cept ing the frus tra tion that is likely to come their way: the diplo- 
mat is kind enough to let them selves some times be the tar get of hate.

The diplo mat suc ceeds by be ing a re al ist. They know we are in her ently flawed, un rea- 
son able, anx ious, laugh ably ab surd crea tures who scat ter blame un fairly, mis di ag nose
pains and re act ap pallingly to crit i cism – es pe cially when it is ac cu rate – and yet they are
hope ful too of the pos si bil i ties of progress when our dis tur bances have been prop erly fac- 
tored in and cush ioned with ad e quate re as sur ance, ac cu rate in ter pre ta tion and re spect.
Diplo macy seeks to teach us how many good things can still be ac com plished when we
make some nec es sary ac com mo da tions with the crooked, some times touch ing and hugely
un re li able ma te rial of hu man na ture.

CODA: IN PRAISE OF KIND NESS

Part of what can hold us back from be ing kind is how unattrac tive the con cept sounds.
Tak ing pride in be ing kind sounds like some thing we might set tle on only when ev ery
other, more ro bust am bi tion had been ex hausted.

This sus pi cion too has a long his tory. For cen turies, it was Chris tian ity that in toned to
us about the im por tance of kind ness, co-opt ing the finest art works to the task of ren der ing
us more ten der and for giv ing, char i ta ble and gen tle. But it also, rather fate fully, iden ti fied a
con flict be tween be ing suc cess ful and be ing kind – a con flict from which the idea of kind- 
ness has yet to re cover. The sug ges tion has been of a choice be tween kind ness and a lowly
po si tion, on the one hand, and nas ti ness and worldly tri umph, on the other. It can seem as
if kind ness might be some thing of in ter est chiefly to those who have failed.
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The move ment known as Ro man ti cism has fur ther cast the kind per son into the role of
the un ex cit ing bore, iden ti fy ing drama and al lure with the naughty and the ‘wicked’ (which
has be come a term of praise) while bathing nice ness in an aura of te dium. The choice
seems to be be tween be ing au then tic, spon ta neous and a bit cruel or else sweet, gen tle and
dis tinctly off-putting.

There’s a fi nan cial as pect to the di chotomy too. Kind peo ple do not seem well cut out
to win in the game of cap i tal ism. Busi ness suc cess ap pears to de mand an abil ity not to lis- 
ten to ex cuses, not to for give, not to be de tained by sen ti ment. Kind peo ple seem des tined
to end up ei ther broke or over looked.

Semi-con sciously, kind ness also seems in com pat i ble with sex ual de sir abil ity. Be ing
erotic ap pears to be con nected with a de gree of heed less dis re gard and self ish ness. We
want our friends to be nice, but ap pre ci ate our lovers as a touch dan ger ous.

The three charges are des per ately un fair. Nice ness can hap pily co ex ist with be ing suc- 
cess ful, in ter est ing and sex ual. It’s hardly pos si ble to suc ceed with out a deep in ter est in the
wel fare of one’s col leagues. It’s not pos si ble to be un in hib ited in bed with out a bedrock of
trust built on kind ness (it’s rare to want to be en slaved and pun ished by some one we don’t
fun da men tally be lieve is very nice). We can be kind and suc cess ful, kind and in ter est ing,
kind and sex ual.

Kind ness is a car di nal virtue await ing our re newed, un con flicted ap pre ci a tion.
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2 Charm

SHY NESS

Shy ness may seem like an in grained, al most nat u ral dis po si tion, but it is at heart a
highly treat able con di tion pro voked by a set of some what mis founded ideas about our- 
selves and our po si tion in the world.

Our shy episodes are rooted in an ex pe ri ence of dif fer ence. They, the ones who have
sparked our in tim i da tion, are all women or all men, all from the north or all from the south,
all rich or all poor, all con fi dent peo ple or all win ners. And we are not – and there fore have
noth ing what ever to say.

To dis lodge us from our si lence, we can think of our selves as each pos sess ing two dif- 
fer ent kinds of iden ti ties. Our lo cal iden tity com prises our age, gen der, skin colour, sex u al- 
ity, so cial back ground, wealth, ca reer, re li gion and per son al ity type. But be yond this, we
also have a uni ver sal iden tity, made up of what we have in com mon with ev ery other mem- 
ber of the species: we all have prob lem atic fam i lies, have all been dis ap pointed, have all
been id i otic, have all loved, have all had prob lems around money, all have anx i eties – and
will all, when we are pricked, start to bleed.

The last line is Shy lock’s from his fa mous im pas sioned out burst in Shake speare’s The
Mer chant of Venice, one of the most beau ti ful cel e bra tions of uni ver sal iden tity ever de liv- 
ered: ‘I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, or gans, di men sions, senses,
af fec tions, pas sions? fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, sub ject to the
same dis eases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same win ter and
sum mer, as a Chris tian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not
laugh? if you poi son us, do we not die?’

The point is rel e vant not just for a po lit i cally ex cluded mi nor ity; it can serve the shy
just as well. In the face of the most daunt ing for eign ness, ex pressed through ac cents, jobs,
in jokes or age, there must re main a com mon core. We may come from the land of ugly
boys while she is a beau ti ful woman; we may come from the prov ince of the poor while he
is a suc cess ful mon ey maker; we are al most re tired and they are start ing their twen ties. But
we must, with Shy lock in mind, look be yond the dif fer ences and in sist on a uni ver sal com- 
mon al ity.

Shake speare had read and ab sorbed the writ ings of the Ro man play wright Ter ence,
who is re mem bered for one very fa mous dec la ra tion: ‘Homo sum, hu mani nil a me alienum
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puto’ (‘I am hu man, I con sider noth ing hu man alien to me’). Shy ness is the most mod est,
kind and un for tu nate way of in sist ing on the spe cial ness of one’s par tic u lar prov ince.

At the heart of the shy per son’s self-doubt is a cer tainty that they must be bor ing. But,
in re al ity, no one is ever truly bor ing. We are only in dan ger of com ing across as such
when we don’t dare (or know how) to com mu ni cate our deeper selves to oth ers. The hu- 
man an i mal wit nessed in its essence, with hon esty and with out ar ti fice, with all its long- 
ings, crazed de sires and de spair, is al ways grip ping. When we dis miss a per son as bor ing,
we are merely point ing to some one who has not had the courage or con cen tra tion to tell us
what it is like to be them. But we in vari ably prove com pelling when we suc ceed in de tail- 
ing some of what we crave, envy, re gret, mourn and dream. The in ter est ing per son isn’t
some one to whom ob vi ously and out wardly in ter est ing things have hap pened, some one
who has trav elled the world, met im por tant dig ni taries or been present at crit i cal geopo lit i- 
cal events. Nor is it some one who speaks in learned terms about the great themes of cul- 
ture, his tory or sci ence. They are some one who has grown into an at ten tive, self-aware lis- 
tener and a re li able cor re spon dent of their own mind and heart, and who can thereby give
us faith ful ac counts of the pathos, drama and strange ness of be ing them.

The gift of be ing in ter est ing is nei ther ex clu sive nor re liant on ex cep tional tal ent; it re- 
quires only hon esty and fo cus. The per son we call in ter est ing is in essence some one alive
to what we all deeply want from so cial in ter course: an un cen sored glimpse of what life
looks like through the eyes of an other per son and re as sur ance that we are not en tirely alone
with all that feels most be wil der ing, pe cu liar and fright en ing in us.

VUL NER A BIL ITY

There is a par tic u lar way of dis cussing one self which, how ever long it goes on for,
never fails to win friends, re as sure au di ences, com fort cou ples, bring so lace to the sin gle
and buy the good will of en e mies: the con fes sion of vul ner a bil ity.

To hear that we have failed, that we are sad, that it was our fault, that our part ners don’t
seem to like us much, that we are lonely, that we have wished it might all be over – there is
scarcely any thing nicer any one could learn.

This is of ten taken to sig nal a ba sic nas ti ness in hu man na ture, but the truth is more
poignant. We are not so much crow ing when we hear of fail ure as deeply re as sured – re as- 
sured to know that we aren’t hu mil i at ingly alone with the ap palling dif fi cul ties of be ing
alive. It is all too easy to sus pect that we have been uniquely cursed in the ex tent of our
trou bles, of which we sel dom find ev i dence in the lives around us.

We put so much ef fort into be ing per fect. But the irony is that it’s fail ure that charms,
be cause oth ers so need to hear ex ter nal ev i dence of prob lems with which we are all too
lonely: how un-nor mal our sex lives are; how ar du ous our ca reers are prov ing; how un sat- 
is fac tory our fam ily can be; how wor ried we are pretty much all the time.

Re veal ing any of these wounds might, of course, place us in great dan ger. Oth ers could
laugh; the me dia could have a field day. That’s the point. We get close by re veal ing things



  2 Charm

76

that would, in the wrong hands, be ca pa ble of in flict ing hu mil i a tion on us. Friend ship is the
div i dend of grat i tude that flows from an ac knowl edge ment that one has of fered some thing
very valu able by talk ing: the key to one’s self-es teem and dig nity. It’s deeply poignant that
we should ex pend so much ef fort on try ing to look strong be fore the world when, all the
while, it’s re ally only ever the rev e la tion of the some what em bar rass ing, sad, melan choly
and anx ious bits of us that ren ders us en dear ing to oth ers and trans forms strangers into
friends.

WOR RY ING WHETHER OR NOT THEY LIKE US

One of the most acute ques tions we ask our selves in re la tion to new friends and ac- 
quain tances is whether or not they like us. The ques tion feels so sig nif i cant be cause, de- 
pend ing on how we an swer it in our minds, we will ei ther take steps to deepen the friend- 
ship or, as is of ten the case, im me di ately make moves to with draw from it so as to spare
our selves hu mil i a tion and em bar rass ment.

But what is strik ing and sad is how es sen tially pas sive we are in re la tion to this en- 
quiry. We as sume that there is a more or less bi nary an swer, that it is wholly in the re mit of
the other per son to set tle it, and that there is noth ing much we could do to shift the ver dict
one way or the other. Ei ther some one wants to be our friend or they don’t, and the an swer,
while it is about us, is es sen tially dis con nected from any of our own ini tia tives.

We are hereby fail ing to ap ply to other peo ple a ba sic les son we can ap pre ci ate well
enough when we study the func tion ing of our own judge ments: we of ten don’t know what
we think of other peo ple. Our moods hover and sway. There are days when we can see the
point of some one and oth ers when their pos i tive sides elude us en tirely. But, and this is the
key point, what usu ally helps us to de cide what some one means to us is our sense of what
we mean to them.

The pos si bil ity of friend ship be tween peo ple there fore fre quently hangs in the bal ance
be cause both sides are, pri vately, wait ing for a sign from the other as to whether or not
they are liked be fore they dare to show (or even reg is ter) any en thu si asm of their own.
Both sides pro ceed un der the tacit as sump tion that there is some a pri ori ver dict about their
value that the other per son will be de vel op ing in their mind that has no con nec tion to how
they them selves be have and is im per vi ous to any thing they could say or do.

Un der pres sure, we for get the fun da men tal mal leabil ity within the ques tion of whether
some one wants to be friends with us or not. Most of it de pends on how we be have to them.
If we have a lit tle courage and can keep our deep sus pi cions of our selves and our ter ror of
their re jec tion of us at bay, we have ev ery op por tu nity to turn the sit u a tion in our di rec tion.
We can dare to per suade them to see us in a pos i tive light, chiefly by show ing a great deal
of ev i dence that we see them in a pos i tive light. We can ap ply the full range of tech niques
of charm: we can re mem ber small things about them, dis play an in ter est in what they have
been up to, laugh at their witty mo ments and sym pa thize with them around their sor rows.
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Though our in stinct is to be close to su per sti tious in our un der stand ing of why peo ple
like us, we have to be ex tremely un lucky to land on peo ple who gen uinely show no in ter est
in a friend ship with us once we have car ried out a full set of charm ing ma noeu vres with
any level of sin cer ity and ba sic tact.

Friend ships can not de velop un til one side takes a risk and shows they are ready to like
even when there’s as yet no ev i dence that they are liked back. We have to re al ize that
whether or not the other per son likes us is go ing to de pend on what we do, not – mys ti cally
– what we by na ture ‘are’, and that we have the agency to do rather a lot of things. Even
though we may ini tially get very few signs of their in ter est (they might be look ing a lit tle
dis tracted and be hav ing in an off hand way), we should as sume that this is only a legacy of
a re straint that springs from fear that they are not able to please – and that so long as we
keep show ing them warmth and en cour age ment to ap pease their self-sus pi cion, the bar ri ers
will even tu ally come down.

It is sad enough when two peo ple dis like each other. It is even sad der when two peo ple
fail to con nect be cause both par ties de fen sively but falsely guess that the other doesn’t like
them – and yet, out of low self-worth, takes no risk what ever to al ter the sit u a tion. We
should stop wor ry ing quite so much whether or not peo ple like us, and make that far more
in ter est ing and so cially use ful move: con cen trate on show ing that we like them.

WARMTH

There is a kind of host who fol lows ev ery rule of eti quette and out ward sign of ci vil ity
yet who may nev er the less come across as ‘coldly po lite’, leav ing guests bored and with out
any wish to re turn for more.

What sep a rates a cold from a warm per son are not in ten tions. Both warm and cold
char ac ters may be equally full of good will and ache with an in ward de sire for close ness. At
stake is a guess about what is go ing on in an other per son. From a touch ing mod esty, the
coldly po lite be lieve in ap pear ances. They trust that the out ward re spectabil ity, com po sure
and self-pos ses sion of those they en counter must be more or less the whole truth about
them. They be lieve that peo ple are as much in need, and as sane, as they in di cate they are
on the sur face: that is, they be lieve that they are fine. Their way of host ing oth ers is there- 
fore guided by a sense of the in her ent in vul ner a bil ity and high-mind ed ness of their guests:
they as sume that these fig ures must wish to speak only of se ri ous top ics, es pe cially cul tural
and po lit i cal ones, that they will want to sit for mally and eat a pre scribed num ber of cour- 
ses, that they would have no in ter est in small signs of re as sur ance, that they won’t wish to
give ex pres sion to way ward and ab surd sides of them selves, that they won’t have any awk- 
ward bod ily urges or needs, and that their minds will be res o lute and well-lit places. In
other words, the coldly po lite do not ap ply the knowl edge they have of them selves to their
in ter ac tions with oth ers.

The warm, on the other hand, make a well-founded guess that those they en counter, de- 
spite the ob serv able ini tial ev i dence, are not what they seem. They may look adult and
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com posed, but the truth will be re as sur ingly more com pli cated. They will, be neath the sur- 
face, be in tensely con fused about many things, in great need of com fort ing and play, filled
with re grets, em bar rassed about their bod ies, trou bled by pe cu liar urges and be set by a
sense of fail ure. The warm know them selves well enough to walk past the sur face pre sen- 
ta tion and as sume that their own stranger selves will have echoes in the lives of oth ers.
That is why they might sug gest that we get down from the ta ble and have some toasted
sand wiches on the sofa, or might want to dance to some songs pop u lar long ago, or might
need an ex tra cush ion for our back, or might need to spend quite a long time in the bath- 
room and might want a mag a zine while in side. The warm know how sad an ill ness can
leave us feel ing and so will re mem ber to ask if our ears are still giv ing us trou ble; they’ll
re call that we’ve had trou ble sleep ing re cently; they’ll un der stand if we want to take an- 
other look at an at trac tive per son they no ticed that we spot ted in a restau rant. When we
spill some thing, they’ll ex claim that they’re so glad it’s us be cause this sort of thing hap- 
pens to them all the time. The warmly po lite per son knows that be neath the com pe tent sur- 
face ev ery one is clumsy, fright ened, de sirous and fas ci nat ingly un bal anced – and they
bring this knowl edge to bear in ev ery en counter, what ever its out wardly for bid ding na ture.

This knowl edge pre vents the warm per son from be ing, at points, over friendly or cheer- 
ful. They do not equate friend li ness with a re lent lessly up beat tone. They know how much
is sad and anx ious in ev ery one. They don’t want to flat ter in us ways that could raise the
cost of re veal ing any thing more de spair ing or con fused. They leave the door open for a
pos si ble need to ad mit at pretty much any point to some thing highly shame ful. They seem
per ma nently ready to travel with us to the darker, more pan icked sides of our minds.

They are in this sense the op po site of the voices we so fre quently hear in com mer cial
con texts that ask us if we’re hav ing a great day to day and that wish us a per fect af ter noon
in a city we’ve just touched down in. The warm don’t side step the knowl edge that we may
feel like cry ing even in front of a beau ti ful en trée or that the thought of re turn ing home af- 
ter a busi ness trip may be qui etly hor rific. They don’t in sist on treat ing us like cheer ful
Mar tians en coun ter ing bro ken, com plex hu mans for the first time.

It can seem like an act of ex treme re spect to imag ine that oth ers are not as trou bled or
per turbed as we are. Much of our child hood ex pe ri ence sub tly re in forces the be lief that
there are cat e gories of grown-ups, start ing with teach ers, that share in none of the child’s
fears. We may, at a cer tain age, need such an il lu sion to make the world feel sta ble enough.
But we pay a high price in lone li ness for this faith in the face value of fig ures of au thor ity.
True adult hood be gins with a firmer hold on the no tion that the solid and dig ni fied per son
will, be hind the scenes, al most cer tainly be crav ing some thing quite or di nary – some thing
as un el e vated and as hu man as a hug, a cry or a glass of milk.

TEAS ING

We are so used to think ing of teas ing in its cruel, mock ing forms and hat ing it as such
that it can sound ini tially im plau si ble to think that there could be such a thing as good, af- 
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fec tion ate teas ing, a kind that we might long for and feel hon oured to re ceive.
The ori gins of our need to be teased lie in the way that we have all ended up, in one

form or an other, un bal anced and boxed in by our ex cesses. Per haps we have grown too se- 
ri ous and com mit ted to schol ar ship and men tal ac tiv ity. Or we are too cyn i cal and un ready
to ad mit to any need for in no cence and spon ta neous joy. Or we have in vested too much in
be ing re fined and lux u ri ous in our way of life.

The per son who teases us, and at tracts our grat i tude for do ing so, rec og nizes the im bal- 
ance and ap peals, be hind the back of our dom i nant selves, to an un rep re sented sub or di nate
side of us: the one that isn’t merely in tel lec tual, or that would love a chance some times to
smile and try out naivety, or that would be re as sured by an in vi ta tion to mop the floor or go
camp ing. The good teaser aims to re form us, not through lec tures, but by en cour ag ing
finely ad min is tered tart jokes at our sur face selves. They con sider our pon der ous ness and
nick name us ‘Ham let’, they note our com mit ment to the dark side of ex is tence and ask us
if there are any rules against Weltschmerz smil ing, they hand us the dish cloth and won der
if Sir or Madam might like to scrub the lasagne dish.

And when this hap pens, we don’t hate them for it. It feels like be ing nicely tick led and
we want more, ad mir ing their in sights into our im bal ances and the frank ac cu racy with
which they are at tempt ing to bol ster cer tain sides of us. They know that we are not merely
aca demic or world-weary or grand, and sense how much we are long ing to find a way out.
The Eng lish critic Cyril Con nolly cap tured the phe nom e non in re la tion to weight: ‘Im pris- 
oned in ev ery fat man, a thin man is wildly sig nalling to be let out.’ The im age is ripe for
ex ten sion: in side ev ery bit ter cynic, a bruised op ti mist is look ing for an open ing. In side the
rule-bound, pre cise, for mal per son, a play ful, silly self is hop ing for re lease. In side the im- 
por tant per son ad mired for their sta tus is a child who wants to be liked for them selves.

In Alan Hollinghurst’s novel The Line of Beauty, there is a mo ment when the nar ra tor,
Nick, ends up at a large party at tended by the then British prime min is ter Mrs Thatcher.
Pop mu sic is play ing loudly. Dar ingly, Nick goes up and in tro duces him self to the po lit i cal
leader and asks if she might like to dance. Like ev ery good teaser, he can guess that there
is some one strug gling to be let out. There is a mo ment of acute hes i ta tion and what looks
al most like pain on the prime min is ter’s face, but then a large smile breaks out and she
replies, ‘You know, I’d like that very much.’

It is grat i fy ing to be warmly teased be cause it is a sign that the teaser has both ered to
study a strug gle within our selves and per cep tively taken the side of the un der-rep re sented
party. They have not been in tim i dated, as so many oth ers are, by a front we don’t our selves
wholly iden tify with or like. They know it can not be the whole story and have made a
kindly, ac cu rate guess as to what the re al ity might be. We are be ing taught a les son, in the
very nicest way, with out stern ness or ad mo ni tion. Our smile isn’t just a sign that we have
found some thing funny, but an ad mis sion of how much we our selves would like to change
– and how much we are re ly ing on our friends to help us do so.

One of the largest ques tions we can ask our selves, one which di rectly points us to the
ar eas of our na ture we should like to re form, is: what would I like to be teased about?
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THE GOOD LIS TENER

Be ing a good lis tener is one of the most im por tant and en chant ing life skills any one
can have. Yet few of us know how to do it, not be cause we are evil but be cause no one has
taught us how and – a re lated point – few have lis tened suf fi ciently well to us. So we come
to so cial life greedy to speak rather than lis ten, hun gry to meet oth ers but re luc tant to hear
them. Friend ship de gen er ates into a so cial ized ego ism.

Like most things, the an swer lies in ed u ca tion. Our civ i liza tion is full of great books on
how to speak – Ci cero’s On the Or a tor and Aris to tle’s Rhetoric were two of the great est in
the an cient world – but sadly no one has ever writ ten a book called The Lis tener. There are
a range of things that the good lis tener is do ing that make it so nice to spend time in their
com pany. With out nec es sar ily quite re al iz ing it, we’re of ten pro pelled into con ver sa tion by
some thing that feels both ur gent and some how un de fined. We’re both ered at work; we’re
toy ing with more am bi tious ca reer moves; we’re not sure if so-and-so is right for us; a re la- 
tion ship is in dif fi cul ties; we’re fret ting about some thing or feel ing a bit low about life in
gen eral (with out be ing able to put a fin ger on ex actly what’s wrong); or per haps we’re very
ex cited and en thu si as tic about some thing, though the rea sons for our pas sion are tricky to
pin down.

At heart, all these are is sues in search of elu ci da tion. The good lis tener knows that
we’d ide ally move – via con ver sa tion with an other per son – from a con fused, ag i tated state
of mind to one that was more fo cused and (hope fully) more serene. To gether with them,
we’d work out what was re ally at stake. But in re al ity this tends not to hap pen, be cause
there isn’t enough of an aware ness of the de sire and need for clar i fi ca tion within con ver sa- 
tion. There aren’t enough good lis ten ers. So peo ple tend to as sert rather than an a lyse. They
re state in many dif fer ent ways the fact that they are wor ried, ex cited, sad or hope ful, and
their in ter locu tor lis tens but doesn’t as sist them to dis cover more. Good lis ten ers fight
against this with a range of con ver sa tional gam bits.

They hover as the other speaks: they of fer en cour ag ing lit tle re marks of sup port, they
make gen tle pos i tive ges tures – a sigh of sym pa thy, a nod of en cour age ment, a strate gic
‘hmm’ of in ter est. All the time they are egging the other to go deeper into is sues. They
love say ing, ‘Tell me more about …’; ‘I was fas ci nated when you said …’; ‘Why did that
hap pen, do you think?’ or ‘How did you feel about that?’ The good lis tener takes it for
granted that they will en counter vague ness in the con ver sa tion of oth ers. But they don’t
con demn, rush or get im pa tient, be cause they see vague ness as a uni ver sal and highly sig- 
nif i cant trou ble of the mind that it is the task of a true friend to help with. Of ten, we’re in
the vicin ity of some thing but we can’t quite close in on what’s re ally both er ing or ex cit ing
us. The good lis tener knows we ben e fit hugely from en cour age ment to elab o rate, to go into
greater de tail, to push a lit tle fur ther. We need some one who, rather than launch forth, will
sim ply say two rare, magic words: ‘Go on.’ We men tion a sib ling and they want to know a
bit more. What was the re la tion ship like in child hood? How has it changed over time?
They’re cu ri ous about where our con cerns and ex cite ments come from. They ask things
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like, ‘Why did that par tic u larly bother you?’ ‘Why was that such a big thing for you?’
They keep our his to ries in mind; they might re fer back to some thing we said be fore and we
feel they’re build ing up a deeper base of en gage ment. It’s fa tally easy to say vague things:
we sim ply men tion that some thing is lovely or ter ri ble, nice or an noy ing. But we don’t re- 
ally ex plore why we feel this way. The good lis tener has a pro duc tive, friendly sus pi cion of
some of our own first state ments and is af ter the deeper at ti tudes that are lurk ing in the
back ground. They take things we say like, ‘I’m fed up with my job’ or ‘My part ner and I
are hav ing a lot of rows …’ and help us to con cen trate on what it re ally is about the job we
don’t like or what the squab bles might deep down be about. They’re bring ing to lis ten ing
an am bi tion to clear up un der ly ing is sues.

A key move of the good lis tener is not al ways to fol low ev ery by way or sub plot in tro- 
duced by the speaker, for they may be get ting lost and fur ther from their own point than
they would wish. The good lis tener is al ways look ing to take the speaker back to their last
rea son able idea – say ing, ‘Yes, yes, but you were say ing just a mo ment ago …’ or ‘So, ul- 
ti mately, what do you think it was about?’ The good lis tener is, para dox i cally, a skilled in- 
ter rupter. But they don’t, as most peo ple do, in ter rupt to in trude their own ideas; they in ter- 
rupt to help the other get back to their orig i nal, more sin cere yet elu sive con cerns.

The good lis tener doesn’t mor al ize. They know their own minds well enough not to be
sur prised or fright ened by strange ness. They give the im pres sion that they rec og nize and
ac cept hu man folly; they don’t flinch when we men tion our ter rors and de sires. They re as- 
sure us they’re not go ing to shred our dig nity. Say ing one feels like a fail ure or a per vert
could mean be ing dropped. The good lis tener sig nals early and clearly that they don’t see
us in these terms. Our vul ner a bil ity is some thing they warm to rather than be ing ap palled
by. It is only too easy to end up ex pe ri enc ing our selves as strangely cursed and ex cep tion- 
ally de viant or uniquely in ca pable. But the good lis tener makes their own strate gic con fes- 
sions, so as to set the record straight about the mean ing of be ing a nor mal (that is, very
mud dled and rad i cally im per fect) hu man be ing. They con fess not so much to un bur den
them selves as to help oth ers ac cept their own na ture and see that be ing a bad par ent, a poor
lover or a con fused worker is not a ma lig nant act of wicked ness but an or di nary fea ture of
be ing alive that oth ers have un fairly edited out of their pub lic pro files.

When we’re in the com pany of peo ple who lis ten well, we ex pe ri ence a very pow er ful
plea sure, but too of ten we don’t re ally re al ize what it is about what this per son is do ing that
is so wel come. By pay ing strate gic at ten tion to our feel ings of sat is fac tion, we should learn
to mag nify these plea sures and of fer them to oth ers, who will no tice, heal and then re pay
the favour in turn. Lis ten ing de serves dis cov ery as one of the keys to good meals, late
evenings – and good so ci eties more broadly.

SO CIAL CATAS TRO PHE

We try so hard to do it right: we are po lite, we apol o gize, we write thank-you let ters,
we ask how some one’s day was, we bring cake. And yet, de spite our ef forts, noth ing will
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spare us oc ca sional in volve ment in the sort of out right so cial calamity that we know, even
as it un folds, is go ing to sear it self into the mem ory and be writ ten in in deli ble ink across
our lives.

We might be at a drinks party where we men tion how much we en joyed read ing a very
funny, very scathing re view of a new book. Then some one whis pers to us that one of the
peo ple we are ad dress ing is the book’s au thor.

Or we were in stru men tal in hav ing a par tic u lar col league fired – and now they are at
the next ta ble in the lit tle restau rant and have looked up and no ticed us.

Or our part ner left their dev as tated spouse for us a year ago and now this spouse is next
to us in line at the air port, wait ing to board the same flight.

Or we no tice a heav ily preg nant woman stand ing near us on a train and of fer her our
seat. And she thanks us and, with a wan smile, spec i fies that she isn’t preg nant at all.

We have not set out to be evil or id i otic – the book re ally was very badly writ ten, our
col league was truly not suited for the role, our part ner is much hap pier with us, the pas sen- 
ger did le git i mately look close to a due date – and yet we have un leashed what is with out
ques tion a dis as ter.

One way of re act ing is to apol o gize pro fusely, then to try to ex plain, in a lot of de tail
per haps, why things are in fact OK. We strive to re store a good im pres sion of our selves in
the other’s mind and to re pair the vi o lently torn so cial fab ric. We give rea sons why we
might be be ing mis un der stood or have made a slip. We re hearse the fail ings of the book
but add that in many ways it was lovely too, es pe cially in the later chap ters; we ex plain
that there was noth ing per sonal in the sack ing, it was a col lec tive de ci sion based purely on
ob jec tive con sid er a tions; we evolve a the ory of re la tion ships in which there is no own er- 
ship of part ners; we start to de scribe how the cut of their over coat in that par tic u lar po si- 
tion rea son ably sug gested the out line of a grow ing in fant …

But there might be an other, bet ter way, one in which we ac cept – with im mensely dig- 
ni fied, stoic pes simism and a sense of dark and gi gan tic re spon si bil ity – that there is sim ply
noth ing we can do other than fall silent and ab sorb our fail ure and the mis match be tween
who we are and the di rec tion of the uni verse. We rec og nize that any shred of po lite ness
will now lie on the side of leav ing things bro ken, that any thing else will be sen ti men tal ity
and self-serv ing blather. We give up our pre tence of be ing a wholly kind or eth i cal per son
and reckon with our awe some pow ers to in flict wrong. Our name will al ways be a by word
for in sen si tiv ity and id iocy in cer tain cir cles and we will have to carry the pain in our
hearts un til the end. We will be winc ing decades from now at the ir re deemable proof of a
stub born strain of cow ardice and fool ish ness within us.

Oddly, this kind of clear-eyed self-crit i cism is not with out its uses. It is the nec es sary
foun da tion for a less blithe and pre sump tu ous, more eth i cal and more care ful fu ture. We
will hence forth bet ter un der stand how eas ily we can dam age other peo ple, how un wit tingly
we can in flict pain, how tragic the mis match can be be tween in ten tions and ef fect – and
from such an aware ness will spring ever greater ef forts to be, wher ever pos si ble, a bit more
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gen tle, tol er ant, for giv ing, darkly funny and un com plain ing, a bit less self-right eous. Our
mo ments of so cial catas tro phe will re in force our al ways frag ile but deeply nec es sary com- 
mit ment to a life of self-ex am i na tion, kind ness and good man ners.
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3 Calm

PES SIMISM

A pes simist is some one who calmly as sumes from the out set, and with a great deal of
jus ti fi ca tion, that things tend to turn out very badly in al most all ar eas of ex is tence. Strange
though it can sound, pes simism is one of the great est sources of seren ity and con tent ment.

The rea sons are le gion. Re la tion ships are rarely if ever the bliss ful mar riage of two
minds and hearts that Ro man ti cism teaches us to ex pect; sex is in vari ably an area of ten- 
sion and long ing; cre ative en deav our is pretty much al ways painful, com pro mised and
slow; any job – how ever ap peal ing on pa per – will be irk some in many of its de tails; chil- 
dren will al ways re sent their par ents, how ever well in ten tioned and kindly the adults may
try to be. Pol i tics is ev i dently a process of mud dle and dispir it ing com pro mise.

Our de gree of sat is fac tion is crit i cally de pen dent on our ex pec ta tions. The greater our
hopes, the greater the risks of rage, bit ter ness, dis ap point ment and a sense of per se cu tion.
We are not al ways hu mil i ated by fail ing at things; we are hu mil i ated only if we first in- 
vested our pride and sense of worth in a given achieve ment and then did not reach it. Our
ex pec ta tions de ter mine what we will in ter pret as a tri umph and what must count as a fail- 
ure. ‘With no at tempt there can be no fail ure; with no fail ure no hu mil i a tion. So our self-
es teem in this world de pends en tirely on what we back our selves to be and do,’ wrote the
psy chol o gist William James. ‘It is de ter mined by the ra tio of our ac tu al i ties to our sup- 
posed po ten tial i ties … thus:

The prob lem with our world is that it does not stop em pha siz ing that suc cess, calm,
hap pi ness and ful fil ment could, some how, one day be ours. And in this way it never ceases
to tor ture us.

As with op ti mists, pes simists would like things to go well. But by rec og niz ing that
many things can – and prob a bly will – go wrong, the pes simist is adroitly placed to se cure
the good out come both par ties ul ti mately seek. It is the pes simist who, hav ing never ex- 
pected any thing to go right, ends up with one or two things to smile about.

RAGE
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How ever il log i cal rage can look, it is never right to dis miss it as merely be yond un der- 
stand ing or con trol. It op er ates ac cord ing to a uni ver sal un der ly ing ra tio nale: we shout be- 
cause we are hope ful.

How badly we re act to frus tra tion is ul ti mately de ter mined by what we think of as nor- 
mal. We may be ir ri tated that it is rain ing, but our pes simistic ac com mo da tion to the like li- 
hood of its do ing so means we are un likely ever to re spond to a down pour by scream ing.
Our an noy ance is tem pered by what we un der stand can be ex pected of ex is tence. We aren’t
over whelmed by anger when ever we are frus trated; only when we first be lieved our selves
en ti tled to a par tic u lar sat is fac tion and then did not re ceive it. Our fu ries spring from
events which vi o late a back ground sense of the rules of ex is tence.

And yet we too of ten have the wrong rules. We shout when we lose the house keys be- 
cause we some how be lieve in a world in which be long ings never go astray. We lose our
tem per at be ing mis un der stood by our part ner be cause some thing has con vinced us that we
are not ir re deemably alone.

So we must learn to dis ap point our selves at leisure be fore events take us by sur prise.
We must be sys tem at i cally in ducted into the dark est re al i ties – the stu pidi ties of oth ers, the
in eluctable fail ings of tech nol ogy, the even tual de struc tion of all that we cher ish – while
we are still ca pa ble of a rel a tive mea sure of ra tio nal con trol.

ANX I ETY

Anx i ety is not a sign of sick ness, a weak ness of the mind or an er ror for which we
should al ways seek a med i cal so lu tion. It is mostly a hugely rea son able and sen si tive re- 
sponse to the gen uine strange ness, ter ror, un cer tainty and risk i ness of ex is tence.

Anx i ety is our fun da men tal state for well-founded rea sons: be cause we are in tensely
vul ner a ble phys i cal be ings, a com pli cated net work of frag ile or gans all bid ing their time
be fore even tu ally let ting us down cat a stroph i cally at a mo ment of their own choos ing; be- 
cause we have in suf fi cient in for ma tion upon which to make most ma jor life de ci sions; be- 
cause we can imag ine so much more than we have and live in am bi tious me di a tized so ci- 
eties where envy and rest less ness are a con stant; be cause we are the de scen dants of the
great wor ri ers of the species, the oth ers hav ing been tram pled and torn apart by wild an i- 
mals; be cause we still carry in our bones – into the calm of the sub urbs – the ter rors of the
sa van nah; be cause the tra jec to ries of our ca reers and of our fi nances are plot ted within the
tough-minded, com pet i tive, de struc tive, ran dom work ings of an un con tained eco nomic en- 
gine; be cause we rely for our self-es teem and sense of com fort on the love of peo ple we
can not con trol and whose needs and hopes will never align seam lessly with our own.

In her great novel Mid dle march, the nine teenth-cen tury Eng lish writer George Eliot, a
deeply self-aware but also painfully anx ious fig ure, re flected on what it would be like if we
were truly sen si tive, open to the world and felt the im pli ca tions of ev ery thing: ‘If we had a
keen vi sion and feel ing of all or di nary hu man life, it would be like hear ing the grass grow
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and the squir rel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of
si lence. As it is, the quick est of us walk about well wadded with stu pid ity.’

Eliot’s lines of fer us a way to rein ter pret our anx i ety with greater benev o lence. It
emerges from a dose of clar ity that is (cur rently) too pow er ful for us to cope with, but isn’t
for that mat ter wrong. We panic be cause we rightly feel how thin the ve neer of civ i liza tion
is, how mys te ri ous other peo ple are, how im prob a ble it is that we ex ist at all, how ev ery- 
thing that seems to mat ter now will even tu ally be an ni hi lated, how ran dom many of the
turn ings of our lives are, how much we are prey to ac ci dent.

Anx i ety is sim ply in sight that we haven’t yet found a pro duc tive use for, that hasn’t yet
made its way into art or phi los o phy.

Which is not to say that there aren’t bet ter and worse ways to ap proach our con di tion.
The sin gle most im por tant move is ac cep tance. There is no need – on top of ev ery thing
else – to be anx ious that we are anx ious. The mood is no sign that our lives have gone
wrong, merely that we are alive. We should also be more care ful when pur su ing things we
imag ine will spare us anx i ety. We can head for them by all means, but for other rea sons
than fan tasies of calm, and with a lit tle less vigour and a lit tle more scep ti cism. We will
still be anx ious when we fi nally have the house, the re la tion ship and the right in come.

We should at all points spare our selves the bur den of lone li ness. We are far from the
only ones to be suf fer ing. Ev ery one is more anx ious than they are in clined to tell us. Even
the ty coon and the cou ple in love are in pain. We have col lec tively failed to ad mit to our- 
selves how much anx i ety is our de fault state.

We must, when pos si ble, learn to laugh about our anx i eties, laugh ter be ing the ex u ber- 
ant ex pres sion of re lief when a hith erto pri vate agony is given a well-crafted so cial for mu- 
la tion in a joke. We may have to suf fer alone, but we can at least hold out our arms to our
sim i larly tor tured, frac tured and, above all else, anx ious neigh bours, as if to say, in the
kind est way pos si ble, ‘I know …’

Anx i ety de serves greater dig nity. It is not a sign of de gen er acy, rather a kind of mas ter- 
piece of in sight: a jus ti fi able ex pres sion of our mys te ri ous par tic i pa tion in a dis or dered, un- 
cer tain world.

THE NEED TO BE ALONE

Be cause our cul ture places such a high value on so cia bil ity, it can be deeply awk ward
to have to ex plain how much, at cer tain points, we need to be alone.

We may try to pass off our de sire as some thing work-re lated – peo ple gen er ally un der- 
stand a need to fin ish a project. But, in truth, a far less re spectable and more pro found de- 
sire may be driv ing us on: un less we are alone, we are at risk of for get ting who we are.

We, the ones who are as phyx i ated with out pe ri ods by our selves, take other peo ple very
se ri ously – per haps more se ri ously than those in the un com pli cated ranks of the end lessly
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gre gar i ous. We lis ten closely to sto ries, we give our selves to oth ers, we re spond with emo- 
tion and em pa thy. But as a re sult we can not keep swim ming in com pany in def i nitely.

At a cer tain point, we have had enough of con ver sa tions that take us away from our
own thought pro cesses, enough of ex ter nal de mands that stop us heed ing our in ner
tremors, enough of the pres sure for su per fi cial cheer ful ness that de nies the le git i macy of
our la tent melan choly – and enough of ro bust com mon sense that flat tens our pe cu liar i ties
and less well-charted ideas.

We need to be alone be cause life among other peo ple un folds too quickly. The pace is
re lent less: the jokes, the in sights, the ex cite ments. There can some times be enough in five
min utes of so cial life to take up an hour of anal y sis. It is a quirk of our minds that not ev- 
ery emo tion that im pacts us is at once fully ac knowl edged, un der stood or even – as it were
– truly felt. Af ter time among oth ers, there are myr iad sen sa tions that ex ist in an ‘un pro- 
cessed’ form within us. Per haps an idea that some one raised made us anx ious, prompt ing
in choate im pulses for changes in our lives. Per haps an anec dote sparked off an en vi ous
am bi tion that is worth de cod ing and lis ten ing to in or der to grow. Maybe some one sub tly
fired an ag gres sive dart at us and we haven’t had the chance to re al ize we are hurt. We
need quiet to con sole our selves by for mu lat ing an ex pla na tion of where the nas ti ness might
have come from. We are more vul ner a ble and ten der-skinned than we’re en cour aged to
imag ine.

By re treat ing into our selves, it looks as if we are the en e mies of oth ers, but our soli tary
mo ments are in re al ity a homage to the rich ness of so cial ex is tence. Un less we’ve had time
alone, we can’t be who we would like to be around our fel low hu mans. We won’t have
orig i nal opin ions. We won’t have lively and au then tic per spec tives. We’ll be – in the
wrong way – a bit like ev ery one else.

We’re drawn to soli tude not be cause we de spise hu man ity but be cause we are prop erly
re spon sive to what the com pany of oth ers en tails. Ex ten sive stretches of be ing alone may
in re al ity be a pre con di tion for know ing how to be a bet ter friend and a prop erly at ten tive
com pan ion.

THE IM POR TANCE OF STAR ING OUT OF THE WIN DOW

We tend to re proach our selves for star ing out of the win dow. Most of the time, we are
sup posed to be work ing, or study ing, or tick ing things off a to-do list. It can seem al most
the def i ni tion of wasted time. It ap pears to pro duce noth ing, to serve no pur pose. We
equate it with bore dom, dis trac tion, fu til ity. The act of cup ping our chin in our hands near
a pane of glass and let ting our eyes drift in the mid dle dis tance does not en joy high pres- 
tige. We don’t go around say ing, ‘I had a great day to day. The high point was star ing out of
the win dow.’ But maybe, in a bet ter so ci ety, this is ex actly what peo ple would qui etly say
to one an other.

The point of star ing out of a win dow is, para dox i cally, not to find out what is go ing on
out side. It is, rather, an ex er cise in dis cov er ing the con tents of our own minds. It is easy to
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imag ine we know what we think, what we feel and what’s go ing on in our heads. But we
rarely do en tirely. There’s a huge amount of what makes us who we are that cir cu lates un- 
ex plored and un used. Its po ten tial lies un tapped. It is shy and doesn’t emerge un der the
pres sure of di rect ques tion ing. If we do it right, star ing out of the win dow of fers a way for
us to be alert to the qui eter sug ges tions and per spec tives of our deeper selves. Plato sug- 
gested a metaphor for the mind: our ideas are like birds flut ter ing around in the aviary of
our brains. But in or der for the birds to set tle, Plato un der stood that we need pe ri ods of
pur pose-free calm. Star ing out of the win dow of fers such an op por tu nity. We see the world
go ing on: a patch of weeds is hold ing its own against the wind; a grey tower block looms
through the driz zle. But we don’t need to re spond, we have no over ar ch ing in ten tions, and
so the more ten ta tive parts of our selves have a chance to be heard, like the sound of church
bells in the city once the traf fic has died down at night.

The po ten tial of day dream ing isn’t rec og nized by so ci eties ob sessed with pro duc tiv ity.
But some of our great est in sights come when we stop try ing to be pur pose ful and in stead
re spect the cre ative po ten tial of reverie. Win dow day dream ing is a strate gic re bel lion
against the ex ces sive de mands of im me di ate, but in the end in signif i cant, pres sures in
favour of the dif fuse, but very se ri ous, search for the wis dom of the un ex plored deep self.

NA TURE

Na ture cor rects our er ro neous, and ul ti mately very painful, sense that we are es sen tially
free. The idea that we have the free dom to fash ion our own des tinies as we please has be- 
come cen tral to the con tem po rary world view: we are en cour aged to imag ine that we can,
with time, cre ate ex actly the lives we de sire, around our re la tion ships, our work and ex is- 
tence more gen er ally. This hope ful sce nario has been the source of ex tra or di nary and un- 
nec es sary suf fer ing.

There are many things we want des per ately to avoid, which we will spend huge parts
of our lives wor ry ing about and which we will then bit terly re sent when they force them- 
selves upon us nev er the less.

The idea of in evitabil ity is cen tral to the nat u ral world: the de cid u ous tree has to shed it
leaves when the tem per a ture dips in au tumn; the river must erode its banks; the cold front
will de posit its rain; the tide has to rise and fall. The laws of na ture are gov erned by forces
no body has cho sen, no one can re sist and which brook no ex cep tion.

When we con tem plate na ture (a for est in the au tumn, for ex am ple, or the re pro duc tive
cy cle of the salmon), we are think ing about rules that in their broad, ir re sistible struc ture
ap ply to our selves as well. We too must ma ture, seek to re pro duce, age, fall ill and die. We
face a litany of other bur dens too: we will never be fully un der stood by oth ers; we will al- 
ways be bur dened by pri mor dial anx i ety; we will never fully know what it is like to be
some one else; we will in vari ably fan ta size about more than we can have; we will re al ize
we can not – in key ways – be who we would wish.
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What we most fear can hap pen ir re spec tive of our de sires. But when we see frus tra tion
as a law of na ture, we drain it of some of its sting and bit ter ness. We rec og nize that lim i ta- 
tions are not in any way unique to us. In awe some, ma jes tic scenes (the life of an ele phant;
the erup tion of a vol cano), na ture moves us away from our ha bit ual ten dency to per son al- 
ize and rail against our lot.

Some times we re spond quite neg a tively to en coun ters with things that are much larger
and more pow er ful than our selves. It’s a feel ing that can strike us when we are alone in a
new city, try ing to ne go ti ate a vast rail way ter mi nus or the huge un der ground sys tem at
rush hour, and we sense that no one knows any thing about us or cares in the least for our
con fu sion. The scale of the place forces upon us the un wel come fact that we don’t mat ter
in the greater scheme of things and that what is of great con cern to us doesn’t fig ure at all
in the minds of oth ers. It’s a crush ing, lonely ex pe ri ence that in ten si fies anx i ety and ag i ta- 
tion.

But there’s an other way an en counter with the large-scale can af fect us – and calm us
down – that philoso phers have called ‘the sub lime’. Head ing back to the air port af ter a se- 
ries of frus trat ing meet ings, we no tice the sun set ting be hind the moun tains. Tiers of clouds
are bathed in gold and pur ple, while huge slant ing beams of light cut across the ur ban land- 
scape. To record the feel ing with out im ply ing any thing mys ti cal, it seems as if one’s at ten- 
tion is be ing drawn up into the ra di ant gap be tween the clouds and the sum mits, and that
one is for a mo ment merg ing with the cos mos. Nor mally the sky isn’t a ma jor fo cus of at- 
ten tion, but now it’s mes mer iz ing. For a while it doesn’t seem to mat ter so much what hap- 
pened in the of fice or that the con tract will – mad den ingly – have to be rene go ti ated by the
le gal team.

At this mo ment, na ture seems to be send ing us a hum bling mes sage: the in ci dents of
our lives are not ter ri bly im por tant. And yet, strangely, rather than be ing dis tress ing, this
sen sa tion can be a source of im mea sur able so lace and calm.

Things that have up to now been loom ing large in our minds (some thing has gone
wrong with the Sin ga pore dis cus sion, a col league has be haved coldly, there’s been dis- 
agree ment about pa tio fur ni ture) are cut down in size. The sub lime drags us away from the
mi nor de tails which nor mally – and in evitably – oc cupy our at ten tion and makes us con- 
cen trate on what is truly ma jor. The en counter with the sub lime un der cuts the gra da tions of
hu man sta tus and makes ev ery one – at least for a time – look rel a tively unim pres sive. Next
to the mighty canyon or the vast ocean, even the celebrity or the CEO does not seem so
mighty.

Deserts of fer par tic u lar respite in this con text. Year by year lit tle changes: a few more
stones will crum ble from the mesa; a few plants will eke out an ex is tence; the same pat tern
of light and shadow will be end lessly re peated. Car ing about hav ing a larger of fice or be ing
wor ried that one’s car has a small scratch over the left rear wheel or that the sofa is look ing
a bit moth-eaten doesn’t make much sense against the enor mity of time and space. Dif fer- 
ences in ac com plish ments, stand ing and pos ses sions that tor ment us in the cities don’t feel
es pe cially ex cit ing or im pres sive when con sid ered from the emo tional state that a desert
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in duces. Things hap pen on the scale of cen turies. To day and to mor row are es sen tially the
same. Your ex is tence is a small, tem po rary thing. You will die and it will be as if you had
never been.

It could sound de mean ing. But these are gen er ous sen ti ments when we oth er wise so
eas ily suf fer by ex ag ger at ing our own im por tance. We are truly minute and en tirely dis- 
pens able. The sub lime does not hum ble us by ex alt ing oth ers; it gives a sense of the lesser
sta tus of all of wretched hu man ity.

In the late eigh teenth cen tury, the Ger man philoso pher Im manuel Kant thought ‘the
starry heav ens above’ were the most sub lime spec ta cle in na ture and that con tem pla tion of
this tran scen dent sight could hugely as sist us in cop ing with our tra vails. Al though Kant
was in ter ested in the de vel op ing sci ence of as tron omy, he saw the field as pri mar ily serv- 
ing a ma jor psy cho log i cal pur pose. Un for tu nately, since then, the ad vances in as tro physics
have be come in creas ingly em bar rassed around this as pect of the stars. It would seem
deeply odd to day if in a sci ence class there were a spe cial sec tion not on the fact that Alde- 
baran is an or ange-red gi ant star of spec tral and lu mi nos ity type K5+III and that it is cur- 
rently los ing mass at a rate of (1–1.6) × 10-11 M⦿ yr-1 with a ve loc ity of 30 km s-1 but
rather on the ways in which the sight of stars can help us man age our emo tional lives and
re la tions with our fam i lies – even though know ing how to cope bet ter with anx i ety is in
most lives a more ur gent and im por tant task than steer ing one’s rocket around the gal ax ies.
Al though we’ve made vast sci en tific progress since Kant’s time, we haven’t prop erly ex- 
plored the po ten tial of space as a source of wis dom, as op posed to a puz zle for as tro physi- 
cists to un pick.

On an evening walk you look up and see the plan ets Venus and Jupiter shin ing in the
dark en ing sky. As the dusk deep ens you might see An dromeda and Aries. It’s a hint of the
unimag in able ex ten sions of space across the so lar sys tem, the gal axy, the cos mos. They
were there, qui etly re volv ing, their light stream ing down, as spot ted hye nas war ily eyed a
Stone Age set tle ment; and as Julius Cae sar’s triremes set out af ter mid night to cross the
Chan nel and reach the cliffs of Eng land’s south coast at dawn. The sight has a calm ing ef- 
fect be cause none of our trou bles, dis ap point ments or hopes have any rel e vance. What ever
hap pens to us, what ever we do, is of no con se quence from the point of view of the uni- 
verse.

And though we know that the moon is a life less ac cu mu la tion of ga lac tic de bris, we
might make a point of watch ing it emerge – as a rep re sen ta tive of an en tirely dif fer ent per- 
spec tive within which our own con cerns are mer ci fully ir rel e vant.

A cen tral task of cul ture should be to re mind us that the laws of na ture ap ply to us as
well as to trees, clouds and cliff faces. Our goal is to get clearer about where our own tan- 
ta liz ingly pow er ful yet al ways lim ited agency stops: where we will be left with no op tion
but to bow to forces in fin itely greater than our own.

AC CEP TANCE
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The more calm mat ters to us, the more we will be aware of all the very many times
when we have been less calm than we should. We’ll be sen si tive to our own painfully fre- 
quent bouts of ir ri ta tion and up set. It can feel laugh ably hyp o crit i cal. Surely a gen uine de- 
vo tion to calm would mean on go ing seren ity? But this isn’t a fair judge ment, be cause be- 
ing calm all the time isn’t ever a vi able op tion. What counts is the com mit ment one is mak- 
ing to the idea of be ing a lit tle calmer than last year. We can le git i mately count as lovers of
calm when we ar dently seek to grow calmer, not when we suc ceed at be ing calm on all oc- 
ca sions. How ever fre quent the lapses, it is the de vo tion that mat ters.

Fur ther more, it is a psy cho log i cal law that those who are most at tracted to calm will al- 
most cer tainly also be es pe cially ir ri ta ble and by na ture prone to par tic u larly high lev els of
anx i ety. We have a mis taken pic ture of what lovers of calm look like if we as sume them to
be among the most tran quil of the species.

Typ i cally, lovers of some thing are not the peo ple who al ready pos sess it but those who
are hugely aware of how much they lack it – and are there fore es pe cially hum ble be fore,
and com mit ted to, the task of se cur ing it.
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1 Get ting To gether

BE YOND RO MAN TI CISM

To fall in love with some one is such a per sonal and spon ta neous process, it can seem
hugely im plau si ble to imag ine that some thing else (call it so ci ety or cul ture) might be play- 
ing a covert, crit i cal role in gov ern ing our re la tion ships in their most in ti mate mo ments.

Yet the his tory of hu man ity shows us so many var ied ap proaches to love, so many dif- 
fer ent as sump tions about how cou ples are sup posed to get to gether and so many dis tinc tive
ways of in ter pret ing our feel ings, we should ac cept with a de gree of grace that the way we
go about our re la tion ships must in prac tice owe rather a lot to the pre vail ing en vi ron ment
be yond our bed rooms. Our loves un fold against a cul tural back drop that cre ates a pow er ful
sense of what is ‘nor mal’ in love: it sub tly di rects us as to where we should place our emo- 
tional em phases, it teaches us what to value, how to ap proach con flicts, what to get ex cited
about, when to tol er ate and what we can le git i mately be in censed by. Love has a his tory
and we ride, some times rather help lessly, its cur rents.

Since around 1750, we have been liv ing in the age of Ro man ti cism, an ide ol ogy that
be gan in the minds of po ets and artists and has now con quered the world, pow er fully (yet
al ways qui etly) de ter min ing how a shop keeper’s son in Yoko hama will ap proach a first
date, how a scriptwriter in Hol ly wood will shape the end ing of a film, or when a mid dle-
aged woman in Buenos Aires might de cide to call it a day with her civil ser vant hus band of
twenty years.

No sin gle re la tion ship ever fol lows the Ro man tic tem plate ex actly, but its broad out- 
lines are fre quently present nev er the less and might be summed up as fol lows:

■  Ro man ti cism is deeply hope ful about mar riage. It tells us that mar riage could com- 
bine all the ex cite ment of a love af fair with all the ad van tages of a set tled and prac ti- 
cal union. Ro man ti cism makes the re mark able claim that it may be pos si ble to feel,
af ter twenty years, a bustling house hold and a num ber of chil dren, al most all the long- 
ings that pre vi ous ages had re stricted to a lover at the time of the first em brace.

■  Along the way, Ro man ti cism has con cep tu ally united love and sex. It has el e vated sex
to the supreme ex pres sion of ad mi ra tion and re spect for an other per son. Fre quent,
mu tu ally sat is fy ing sex is as sumed to be not just plea sur able but the ex pected bell- 
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wether of the health of a re la tion ship. Ro man ti cism has thereby turned in fre quent sex
and adul tery from the prob lems they al ways were into the catas tro phes they now are.

■  Ro man ti cism has pro posed that true love must mean an end to all lone li ness. The
right part ner will, it prom ises us, un der stand us en tirely, pos si bly with out our need ing
to speak very much; they will in tuit our souls.

■  Ro man ti cism be lieves that choos ing a part ner is a mat ter of sur ren der ing to feel ings
rather than eval u at ing prac ti cal con sid er a tions. For most of recorded his tory, peo ple
had fallen into re la tion ships and mar ried for dy nas tic, sta tus or fi nan cial rea sons. It
was cer tainly not ex pected that, on top of ev ery thing else, one should love one’s part- 
ner. But for Ro man ti cism, a sound cou ple should be pulled to gether by an over- 
whelm ing in stinct and will know in their hearts – af ter a few pleas ant weeks and some
ex tra or di nary sen sa tions in bed – that they have found their des tiny.

■  Ro man ti cism man i fests a pow er ful dis dain for prac ti cal i ties and money. It has taught
us to feel that it is cold – or un-Ro man tic – to say that we know we are with the right
per son be cause they make an ex cel lent fi nan cial fit or be cause we gel over bath room
eti quette and at ti tudes to punc tu al ity. Peo ple, we have learned to think, only turn to
prac ti cal con sid er a tions when all else has failed (‘I couldn’t find love, I had to set tle
for con ve nience’) or be cause they are ex traor di nar ily sin is ter (the gold-dig ger, the so- 
cial climber).

■  Ro man ti cism be lieves that true love should in volve de light ing in a lover’s ev ery facet,
that it is syn ony mous with ac cept ing ev ery thing about some one. The idea that one’s
part ner (or one self) might need to evolve and ma ture is taken to be a sign that a re la- 
tion ship is on the rocks: ‘You’re go ing to have to change’ is a last-ditch threat and
‘Love me for who I am’ the most no ble of cries.

This tem plate of love is a his tor i cal cre ation. It is hugely beau ti ful and of ten en joy able
– for a while. The Ro man tics were bril liantly per cep tive about some di men sions of emo- 
tional life and were ex tremely tal ented about ex press ing their hopes and long ings. Many of
the feel ings they cel e brated had ex isted be fore, but the Ro man tics el e vated them, turn ing
them from pass ing fan cies into se ri ous con cepts with the power to de ter mine the course of
re la tion ships over a life time.

We can also state at this point that Ro man ti cism has been a dis as ter for love. It is an in- 
tel lec tual and spir i tual move ment which has had a dev as tat ing im pact on the abil ity of or- 
di nary peo ple to lead suc cess ful emo tional lives. Our strong est cul tural voices have, to our
huge cost, given us a very un help ful script to ap ply to a hugely tricky task. We have been
told, among other things, that:

■  we should meet a per son of ex tra or di nary in ner and outer beauty and im me di ately feel
a spe cial at trac tion to them, and they to us;



  1 Getting Together

95

■  we should have highly sat is fy ing sex, not only at the start, but for ev er more;

■  we should never be at tracted to any one else;

■  we should un der stand one an other in tu itively;

■  we don’t need an ed u ca tion in love (we may need to train to be come a pi lot or a brain
sur geon, but not a lover – we will pick that up along the way, by fol low ing our feel- 
ings);

■  we should have no se crets and spend con stant time to gether (work shouldn’t get in the
way);

■  we should raise a fam ily with out any loss of sex ual or emo tional in ten sity;

■  our lover must be our soul mate, best friend, co-par ent, co-chauf feur, ac coun tant,
house hold man ager and spir i tual guide.

Re flect ing on the his tory of Ro man ti cism should be con sol ing be cause it sug gests that
quite a lot of the trou bles we have with re la tion ships don’t stem (as we nor mally, guiltily,
end up think ing) from our in ep ti tude, our in ad e quacy or our re gret table choice of part ners.
Know ing the his tory in vites an other, more use ful idea: we were set an in cred i bly hard task
by our cul ture, which then had the temer ity to present it as easy.

It seems cru cial sys tem at i cally to ques tion the as sump tions of the Ro man tic view of
love – not in or der to de stroy love, but to save it. We need to piece to gether a post-Ro man- 
tic the ory of cou ples, be cause in or der to make a re la tion ship last we will al most cer tainly
have to be dis loyal to most of the Ro man tic emo tions that edged us into it in the first place.
The idea of be ing post-Ro man tic shouldn’t im ply cyn i cism; that one has aban doned the
hope of re la tion ships ever work ing out well. The post-Ro man tic at ti tude is just as am bi- 
tious about good re la tion ships, but it has a very dif fer ent sense of how hope can be hon- 
oured.

We need to re place the Ro man tic tem plate with a psy cho log i cally ma ture vi sion of love
we might call Clas si cal, which en cour ages in us a range of un fa mil iar but hope fully ef fec- 
tive at ti tudes:

■  that it is nor mal that love and sex do not al ways be long to gether;

■  that dis cussing money early on, up front, in a se ri ous way is not a be trayal of love;

■  that re al iz ing that we are rather flawed, and our part ner is too, is of huge ben e fit to a
cou ple in in creas ing the amount of tol er ance and gen eros ity in cir cu la tion;



  1 Getting Together

96

■  that we will never find ev ery thing in an other per son, nor they in us, not be cause of
some unique in ca pac ity, but be cause of the ba sic op er a tions of hu man na ture;

■  that we need to make im mense and of ten rather ar ti fi cial-sound ing ef forts to un der- 
stand one an other be cause in tu ition will never be enough;

■  that prac ti cal i ties mat ter – so, for ex am ple, there is spe cial dig nity around the top ics
of laun dry and do mes tic man age ment.

Such at ti tudes and many more be long to the new, more hope ful fu ture of love.

CHOOS ING A PART NER

Our mod ern un der stand ing of love is built on the prin ci ple of free dom of choice. We
have been un shack led from ex tra ne ous in hibit ing forces – eco nomic, fa mil ial, re li gious –
in or der to en joy the free dom to form re la tion ships with ex actly whom we like.

But we have, along the way, made a painful dis cov ery: that the great est in hibitor of our
free dom to choose part ners as we would wish comes from within. It turns out that we are
never ex actly free to love in ac cor dance with wis dom or our as pi ra tions for hap pi ness.

The orig i na tors of the idea of free choice in love cer tainly imag ined that their bold sug- 
ges tion would bring to an end the sort of un happy re la tion ships pre vi ously bro kered by
par ents and so ci ety. But our obe di ence to our in stincts has, very of ten, proved to be its own
dis as ter. Re spect ing the spe cial feel ings we get around cer tain peo ple in night clubs and at
train sta tions, at par ties and on web sites ap pears not to have made us any hap pier in our
unions than a me dieval cou ple shack led in mar riage by two royal courts keen to pre serve
the sovereignty of a slice of an ces tral land. ‘In stinct’ has been lit tle bet ter than ‘cal cu la- 
tion’ in un der writ ing the qual ity of our love sto ries.

This is be cause we don’t fall in love first and fore most with those who care for us best
and most de vot edly; we fall in love with those who care for us in ways that we ex pect.
Adult love emerges from a tem plate of how we should be loved that was cre ated in child- 
hood and is likely to be con nected to a range of prob lem atic com pul sions that mil i tate in
key ways against our chances of growth.

Far more than hap pi ness, what mo ti vates us in re la tion ships is a search for fa mil iar ity –
and what is fa mil iar is not re stricted to com fort, re as sur ance and ten der ness; it may in clude
feel ings of aban don ment, hu mil i a tion and ne glect, which can form part of the list of para- 
dox i cal in gre di ents we need to re find in adult love. We might re ject healthy, calm and nur- 
tur ing can di dates sim ply on the ba sis that they feel too right, too eerie in their un fa mil iar
kind ness, and nowhere near as sat is fy ing as a bully or an in grate, who will tor ture us in just
the way we need in or der to feel we are in love.

To get at the pe cu liar in stincts which cir cu late pow er fully in the less no ticed cor ners of
our brains, we might try to fin ish stub sen tences that in vite us to share what might charm or
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re pel us in oth ers:

If some one shows me huge kind ness and con sid er a tion, I …
If some one isn’t en tirely con vinced by me, I …
When some one tells me they re ally need me, I …

Our hon est re ac tions are lega cies that re veal our un der ly ing as sump tions about the kind
of love it feels we are al lowed, and are per haps not an es pe cially good guide to per sonal or
mu tual hap pi ness.

It is com mon to ad vise peo ple who are drawn to tricky can di dates sim ply to leave them
for more whole some op tions. This is the o ret i cally ap peal ing yet of ten prac ti cally im pos si- 
ble. We can not mag i cally re di rect the well springs of at trac tion. Rather than aim for a trans- 
for ma tion in the types of peo ple we are drawn to, it may be wiser to try to ad just how we
re spond and be have around the dif fi cult char ac ters whom our past man dates that we will
find in ter est ing.

Our prob lems are of ten gen er ated be cause we con tinue to re spond to com pelling peo- 
ple in the way we learned to be have as chil dren around their tem plates. For in stance,
maybe we had a rather irate par ent who of ten raised their voice. We loved them, but re- 
acted by feel ing that when they were an gry we must be guilty. We got timid and hum ble.
Now if a part ner (to whom we are mag net i cally drawn) gets cross, we re spond as
squashed, brow beaten chil dren: we sulk, we as sume it’s our fault, we feel got at and yet
de serv ing of crit i cism.

But rather than seek rad i cally to re-en gi neer our in stincts, we can try to learn to re act to
our lovers not as we did as chil dren but in the more ma ture and con struc tive man ner of a
ra tio nal adult. There is an enor mous op por tu nity to move our selves from child like to more
adult pat terns of re sponse in re la tion to the dif fi cul ties we are at tracted to.

Many of us are highly likely to end up with some body with a par tic u larly knotty set of
is sues which trig ger our de sires as well as our child like de fen sive re sponses. The an swer
isn’t usu ally to shut down the re la tion ship, but to strive to deal with the com pelling chal- 
lenges it throws up with some of the wis dom we weren’t ca pa ble of when we first en coun- 
tered these in a par ent or care giver.

It prob a bly isn’t in our re mit to lo cate a wholly grown-up per son to love; but it is al- 
ways in our re mit to be have in more grown-up ways around a part ner’s less ma ture sides.
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THAT WE ARE A HELLISH PROPO SI TION

The idea that one is in many ways an ex tremely dif fi cult per son to live around sounds,
at first, im prob a ble and even of fen sive. Yet fully un der stand ing and read ily and gra ciously
ad mit ting this pos si bil ity may be the surest way of mak ing cer tain that one proves a some- 
what en durable propo si tion. There are few peo ple more deeply in suf fer able than those who
don’t, at reg u lar in ter vals, sus pect they might be so.

We are, all of us, hellish. We don’t need to be think ing of any one in par tic u lar to know
this is true for ev ery one. We have all – in one way or an other – been in ad e quately par- 
ented, have a panoply of un for tu nate psy cho log i cal traits, are be set by bad habits, are anx- 
ious, jeal ous, ill-tem pered and vain. We are nec es sar ily go ing to bring an awe some amount
of trou ble into some one else’s life.

We tend to be shielded from this un wel come news through a mix ture of sen ti men tal ity
and ne glect. Our par ents may have loved us too much to out line the draw backs; our friends
may not have had the will. And our exes are li able to have been too keen to es cape to
bother with our re-ed u ca tion.

Fur ther more, it is im pos si ble, on one’s own, to no tice the ex tent of one’s power to mad- 
den. Our ec cen tric hours and re liance on work to ward off feel ings of vul ner a bil ity can
pass with out com ment when we fall singly into bed past one in the morn ing. Our pe cu liar
eat ing habits lack re al ity with out an other pair of eyes to reg is ter our dis may ing com bi na- 
tions.

Even tu ally, a part ner will call us out. It will feel like a hor ri ble per sonal at tack that a
nicer per son would not have put us through. But it is merely an in evitable re sponse to fail- 
ings any one ex posed to us would have even tu ally needed to bring up. We would all do well
to have a de tailed re sponse to the sug ges tion, best raised early on, that we might be a trial
to be with.

Ev ery one, seen close up, has an ap palling amount wrong with them. The specifics vary
hugely but the es sen tial point is shared. It isn’t that a part ner is too crit i cal or un usu ally de- 
mand ing. They are sim ply the bearer of in evitably awk ward news. Ask ing any one to be
with us is in the end a pe cu liar re quest to make of some one we claim to care in tensely
about.

THE HELLISH NESS OF OTH ERS

In an anal o gous move, to evolve a clear-eyed and un pan icked view of the grave fail- 
ings of one’s part ner is among the most gen er ous ac tions we are ca pa ble of in love. This is
be cause the suc cess or fail ure of a re la tion ship doesn’t hinge on whether the other is
deeply flawed – they are. What mat ters is how we in ter pret their fail ings; how we un der- 
stand the rea sons why they have pre vi ously been and will again in the fu ture be very dif fi- 
cult to be with.
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The crux is whether we can move from in ter pret ing be hav iour as a sign of mean ness to
view ing it as a symp tom of pain and anx i ety. We will have learned to love when our de- 
fault re sponse to un for tu nate mo ments is not to feel ag grieved but to won der what dam- 
aged as pects of a part ner’s rocky past have been en gaged.

An noy ing char ac ter is tics al most al ways have their roots in child hood, long be fore our
ar rival. They are, for the most part, strate gies that were de vel oped for cop ing with stresses
that could not cor rectly be pro cessed by an im ma ture mind. An over crit i cal, de mand ing
par ent might have made them feel as if be ing dis or ga nized and un tidy was a nec es sary re- 
bel lion, a cru cial as ser tion of in de pen dence against a threat en ing de mand for com pli ance.
A watch ful ness around so cial sta tus might have been the out come of a suc ces sion of bank- 
rupt cies in a fa ther’s busi ness dur ing ado les cence. An avoidant per son al ity might have re- 
sulted from an early un bear able dis ap point ment.

We are ready for re la tion ships not when we have en coun tered per fec tion, but when we
have grown will ing to give flaws the char i ta ble in ter pre ta tions they de serve.

Our part ners aren’t uniquely dam aged. We just know them a lot bet ter than the ex cit ing
stranger. Our part ner suf fers from the dis ad van tages of in cum bency: of hav ing been in our
lives for so long that we have had the op por tu nity to be pa tiently in tro duced to the full
range of their in ad e qua cies. Our cer tainty that we might be hap pier with an other per son is
founded on ig no rance, the re sult of hav ing been shielded from the worst and cra zier di- 
men sions of a new char ac ter’s per son al ity – which we must ac cept are sure to be there, not
be cause we know them in any de tail, but be cause we know the hu man race.

A char i ta ble mind set doesn’t make it lovely to be con fronted by the other’s trou bles.
But it strength ens our ca pac ity to stick with them, be cause we see that their fail ings don’t
make them un wor thy of love, rather all the more ur gently in need of it.

THE LONG ING FOR RE AS SUR ANCE

There are sweet mo ments, early on in re la tion ships, when one per son can’t quite work
up the courage to let an other know just how much they like them. They’d love to touch the
other’s hand and find a place in their life; but their fear of re jec tion is so in tense they hes i- 
tate and fal ter. Our cul ture has a lot of sym pa thy for this awk ward and in tensely vul ner a ble
stage of love. We’re taught to be pa tient about the way peo ple might grow some what flus- 
tered or tongue-tied. Or they might act sar cas ti cally or coldly, not from in dif fer ence, but as
a way of dis guis ing a dis turbingly pow er ful en thu si asm. How ever, the as sump tion is that
the ter ror of re jec tion will be lim ited in scope and fo cused on one par tic u lar stage of a re la- 
tion ship: its be gin ning. Once a part ner is fi nally ac cepted and the union gets un der way, the
as sump tion is that the fear must come to an end.

But one of the odder fea tures of re la tion ships is that, in truth, the fear of re jec tion never
ends. It con tin ues, even in quite sane peo ple, on a daily ba sis, with fre quently dif fi cult con- 
se quences – chiefly be cause we refuse to pay it suf fi cient at ten tion and aren’t trained to
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spot its counter-in tu itive symp toms in oth ers. We haven’t found a win ning way to keep ad- 
mit ting just how much re as sur ance we need.

Ac cep tance is never a given; rec i proc ity is never as sured. There can al ways be new
threats, real or per ceived, to love’s in tegrity. The trig ger to in se cu rity can be ap par ently mi- 
nus cule. Per haps the other has been away at work for un usual amounts of time; or they
were pretty an i mated talk ing to a stranger at a party; or it’s been a while since sex took
place. Per haps they weren’t very warm to us when we walked into the kitchen. Or they’ve
been rather silent for the last half an hour.

In stead of re quest ing re as sur ance en dear ingly and lay ing out our long ing with charm,
we have ten den cies to mask our needs be neath some tricky be hav iours guar an teed to frus- 
trate our ul ti mate aims. Within es tab lished re la tion ships, when the fear of re jec tion is de- 
nied, two ma jor symp toms tend to show up.

First, we may be come dis tant – or what psy chother a pists call ‘avoidant’. We want to
get close to our part ners but feel so anx ious that we may be un wanted, we freeze them out:
we say we’re busy, pre tend our thoughts are else where. We could get in volved with a third
per son, the ul ti mate de fen sive at tempt to be dis tant – and of ten a per verse at tempt to as sert
that we don’t re quire a love we feel too vul ner a ble to ask for.

We grow into avoidant pat terns when – in child hood – at tempts at close ness ended in
de grees of re jec tion, hu mil i a tion, un cer tainty or shame that we were ill-equipped to deal
with. We be came, with out con sciously re al iz ing it, de ter mined that such lev els of ex po sure
would never hap pen again. At an early sign of be ing dis ap pointed, we there fore now un- 
der stand the need to close our selves off from pain. We are too scarred to know how to stay
around and men tion that we are hurt.

Or else we be come con trol ling – or what psy chother a pists calls ‘anx ious’. We grow
sus pi cious, fran tic and eas ily fu ri ous in the face of the am bigu ous mo ments of love; catas- 
tro phe never feels too far away. A slightly dis tant mood must, we feel, be a har bin ger of re- 
jec tion; a some what non-re as sur ing mo ment is an al most cer tain pre lude to the end. Our
con cern is touch ing, but our way of ex press ing it of ten less so, for it emerges in di rectly as
an at tack rather than a plea. In the face of the other’s swiftly as sumed un re li a bil ity, we
com plain ad min is tra tively and try to con trol pro ce du rally. We de mand that they be back by
a cer tain hour, we be rate them for look ing away from us for a mo ment, we force them to
show us their com mit ment by putting them through an ob sta cle course of ad min is tra tive
chores. We get very an gry rather than ad mit, with seren ity, that we’re wor ried. We ward off
our vul ner a bil ity by den i grat ing the per son who eludes us. We pick up on their weak nesses
and com plain about their short com ings. Any thing rather than ask the ques tion which so
much dis turbs us: do you still care? And yet, if this harsh, grace less be hav iour could be
truly un der stood for what it is, it would be re vealed not as re jec tion or in dif fer ence, but as
a strangely dis torted – yet very real – plea for ten der ness.

A cen tral so lu tion to these pat terns is to nor mal ize a new and more ac cu rate pic ture of
emo tional func tion ing: to make it clear just how pre dictable it is to be in need of re as sur- 
ance – and at the same time, how un der stand able it is to be re luc tant to re veal one’s de pen- 
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dence. We should cre ate room for reg u lar mo ments, per haps as of ten as ev ery few hours,
when we can feel un em bar rassed and le git i mate about ask ing for con fir ma tion. ‘I re ally
need you. Do you still want me?’ should be the most nor mal of en quiries. We should un- 
cou ple the ad mis sion of need from any as so ci a tions with the un for tu nate and puni tive term
‘need i ness’. We must get bet ter at see ing the love and long ing that lurk be hind some of our
and our part ner’s most cold, stern or man age rial mo ments.

PART NER-AS-CHILD

Small chil dren some times be have in stun ningly un fair and shock ing ways: they scream
at the per son who is look ing af ter them, an grily push away a bowl of an i mal pasta, im me- 
di ately dis card some thing you have just fetched for them. But we rarely feel per son ally ag- 
i tated or wounded by their be hav iour. And the rea son is that we don’t read ily as sign neg a- 
tive mo tives or mean in ten tions to very small peo ple. We reach around for the most benev- 
o lent in ter pre ta tions. We don’t think they are do ing it in or der to up set us. We prob a bly
think that they are get ting a bit tired, or their gums are sore, or they are up set by the ar rival
of a younger sib ling. We’ve got a large reper toire of al ter na tive ex pla na tions which de fend
us from panic or ag i ta tion.

This is the re verse of what tends to hap pen around adults in gen eral and our lovers in
par tic u lar. Here we imag ine that oth ers have de lib er ately got us in their sights. If the part- 
ner is late for our mother’s birth day be cause of ‘work’, we may as sume it’s an ex cuse. If
they promised to buy us some ex tra tooth paste but then ‘for got’, we’ll imag ine a de lib er ate
slight. They prob a bly rel ish the thought of caus ing us a lit tle dis tress.

But if we em ployed the in fant model of in ter pre ta tion, our first as sump tion would be
quite dif fer ent: maybe they didn’t sleep well last night and are too ex hausted to think
straight; maybe they’ve got a sore knee; maybe they are do ing the equiv a lent of test ing the
bound aries of parental tol er ance. Seen from such a point of view, the lover’s adult be hav- 
iour doesn’t mag i cally be come nice or ac cept able. But the level of ag i ta tion is kept safely
low. It’s very touch ing that we live in a world where we have learned to be so kind to chil- 
dren; it would be even nicer if we learned to be a lit tle more gen er ous to wards the child like
parts of one an other.

It sounds strange at first – and even con de scend ing or de spair ing – to keep in mind that
in cru cial ways one’s part ner al ways re mains a child. On the out side they’re ob vi ously a
func tion ing adult. But the part ner-as-child the ory urges us to rec og nize that parts of the
psy che al ways re main teth ered to how they were at the early stages of life. This way of
see ing the per son one is with may be a help ful strat egy for man ag ing times when they are
very dif fi cult to cope with: when there are out bursts of deeply un rea son able petu lance,
sulk i ness or flashes of ag gres sion. When they fall far short of what we ide ally ex pect from
grown-up be hav iour and we dis mis sively la bel such at ti tudes as ‘child ish’, we are – with- 
out quite re al iz ing it – ap proach ing a hugely con struc tive idea, but then (un der stand ably
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though un for tu nately) see ing it as sim ply an ac cu sa tion, rather than what it truly is: recog- 
ni tion of an or di nary fea ture of the hu man con di tion.

The ther a peu tic ben e fit is the ob ser va tion that we are gen er ally very good at lov ing
chil dren. Our abil ity to con tinue to keep calm around chil dren is founded on the fact that
we take it for granted that they are not able to ex plain what is re ally both er ing them. We
de duce the real cause of their sor row from amid the ex ter nal symp toms of rage, be cause
we grasp that lit tle chil dren have very lim ited abil i ties to di ag nose and com mu ni cate their
own prob lems.

A cen tral premise of the part ner-as-child the ory is that it’s not an aber ra tion or unique
fail ing of one’s part ner that they re tain a child ish di men sion. It’s a nor mal, in evitable fea- 
ture of all adult ex is tence. You are not des per ately un lucky to have hitched your self to
some one who is still in fan tile in many ways. Adult hood sim ply isn’t a com plete state; what
we call child hood lasts (in a sub merged but sig nif i cant way) all our lives. There fore some
of the re sponses we re flex ively of fer to chil dren must for ever con tinue to be rel e vant when
we’re deal ing with an other grown-up.

Be ing benev o lent to one’s part ner’s in ner child doesn’t mean in fan tiliz ing them. This is
no call to draw up a chart de tail ing when they are al lowed screen time or to award stars for
get ting dressed on their own. It means be ing char i ta ble in trans lat ing things they say in
terms of their deeper mean ing: ‘You’re a bas tard’ might ac tu ally be a way of try ing to say,
‘I feel un der siege at work and I’m try ing to tell my self I’m stronger and more in de pen dent
than I re ally feel’; or ‘You just don’t get it, do you?’ might mean, ‘I’m ter ri fied and frus- 
trated and I don’t re ally know why. Please be strong.’

Of course, it’s much harder be ing grown up around an other adult whose in ner child is
on dis play than it is be ing with an ac tual child. That’s be cause we can see how lit tle and
un de vel oped a tod dler or a five-year-old is, so sym pa thy comes nat u rally. We know, and
are vis ually re minded, that it would be a dis as ter to sud denly turn on the child and try to
hold them fully re spon si ble for ev ery mo ment of their con duct. Psy chol ogy has been warn- 
ing us for half a cen tury or more that this isn’t the right route.

How ever, we don’t yet have this cul tural back-up fully in force to as sist us in cop ing
with a part ner’s child ish sides. The prob lem with adults is that they look mis lead ingly
adult – so the need for an ac cu rate, cor rec tive reimag in ing of their in ner lives is more un- 
ex pected. We need to force our selves to pic ture the tur moil, dis ap point ment, worry and
sheer con fu sion in peo ple who may out wardly ap pear merely ag gres sive. Our lover may be
tall and able to chair meet ings at work, but their be hav iour may still some times be dra mat i- 
cally con nected with their early years. We’re so keen never to seem pa tron iz ing by treat ing
some one as younger than they are that we over look the need oc ca sion ally to ig nore the
out ward, adult sides of our part ner in or der to per ceive, sym pa thize with and as suage the
an gry, con fused in fant lurk ing in side.

LOVE AND ED U CA TION
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The idea of want ing to change our part ners sounds deeply dis turb ing be cause, col lec- 
tively, we have been heav ily in flu enced by a par tic u lar as pect of the Ro man tic con cep tion
of love. This states that the prin ci pal marker of true af fec tion is the ca pac ity to ac cept an- 
other per son in their to tal ity, in all their good and bad sides – and in a sense, par tic u larly
their bad sides. To love some one is, ac cord ing to Ro man tic phi los o phy, quite sim ply to
love them as they are, with out any wish to al ter them. We must em brace the whole per son
to be wor thy of the emo tion we claim to feel.

At cer tain mo ments of love, it does feel par tic u larly poignant and mov ing to be loved
for things that oth ers have con demned us for or not seen the point of. It can seem the ul ti- 
mate proof of love that our trick ier sides can arouse in ter est, char ity and even de sire. When
a part ner finds you shy at par ties, they don’t laugh – they are sweet and take your tongue-
tied state as a sign of sin cer ity. They’re not em bar rassed by your slightly un fash ion able
clothes be cause, for them, it’s about hon esty and the strength to ig nore pub lic opin ion.
When you have a hang over, they don’t say it was your own fault for drink ing too much;
they rub your neck, bring you tea and keep the cur tains closed.

But we draw the wrong con clu sion from such sweet mo ments: the idea that lov ing
some one must al ways mean ac cept ing them in ev ery area, that love is in essence un con di- 
tional ap proval. Any de sire for change must, ac cord ing to this ide ol ogy, arouse up set, an- 
noy ance and deep re sis tance. It seems proof that there can’t be love, that some thing has
gone ter ri bly wrong …

But there is an other, more work able and ma ture phi los o phy of love avail able, one that’s
trace able back to the an cient Greeks. This states that love is an ad mi ra tion for the good
sides, the per fec tions, of a per son. The Greeks took the view that love is not an ob scure
emo tion. Lov ing some one is not an odd chem i cal phe nom e non in de scrib able in words. It
just means be ing awed by an other for all the sorts of things about them that truly are right
and ac com plished.

So, what do we do with what we per ceive as their weak nesses, the prob lems and re- 
gret table as pects? The Greek idea of love turns to a no tion to which we des per ately need to
re ha bil i tate our selves: ed u ca tion. For the Greeks, given the scale of our im per fec tions, part
of what it means to deepen love is to want to teach – and to be ready to be taught. Two
peo ple should see a re la tion ship as a con stant op por tu nity to im prove and be im proved.
When lovers teach each other un com fort able truths, they are not aban don ing the spirit of
love. They are try ing to do some thing very true to gen uine love, which is to make their
part ners more wor thy of ad mi ra tion.

We should stop feel ing guilty for sim ply want ing to change our part ners and we should
never re sent our part ners for sim ply want ing to change us. Both these projects are, in the- 
ory, highly le git i mate, even nec es sary. The de sire to put one’s lover right is, in fact, ut terly
loyal to the es sen tial task of love.

Un for tu nately, un der the sway of Ro man tic ide ol ogy, most of us end up be ing ter ri ble
teach ers and equally ter ri ble stu dents. That’s be cause we rebel against the ef fort nec es sary
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to trans late crit i cism into sen si ble-sound ing lessons and the hu mil ity re quired to hear these
lessons as car ing at tempts to ad dress the more trou ble some as pects of our per son al i ties.

In stead, in the stu dent role, at the first sign that the other is adopt ing a ped a gog i cal
tone, we tend to as sume that we are be ing at tacked and be trayed, and there fore close our
ears to the in struc tion, re act ing with sar casm and ag gres sion to our ‘teacher’.

Cor re spond ingly, when there is some thing we would like to teach, so un sure are we
that we’re go ing to be heard (we de velop ex pe ri ence of how these things usu ally go) or
that we have the right to speak, our lessons tend to be ex pressed in a tone of hys ter i cal an- 
noy ance. What might have been an op por tu nity for a thought ful les son will emerge – un der
the pan icky, scared, ‘class room’ con di tions of the av er age re la tion ship – as a se ries of
shouted, be lit tling in sults met with re bel lion and fury.

It’s a para dox of the field that our teach ing ef forts tend to suc ceed the less we care that
they do so. A sense that ev ery thing is at stake and the world is end ing – easy enough im- 
pres sions to reach in re la tion ships when it is late at night and the ir ri ta tion is large – guar- 
an tees to turn us into cat a strophic ped a gogues.

The good teacher knows that tim ing is crit i cal to suc cess ful in struc tion. We tend au to- 
mat i cally to try to teach a les son the mo ment the prob lem arises, rather than when it is
most likely to be at tended to (which might be sev eral days later). And so we typ i cally end
up ad dress ing the most del i cate and com plex teach ing tasks just at the point when we feel
most scared and dis tressed and our stu dent is most ex hausted and ner vous. We should learn
to pro ceed like a wily gen eral who knows how to wait for just the right con di tions to make
a move. We should de velop a cult of op ti mal tim ing in ad dress ing tricky mat ters, pass ing
down from gen er a tion to gen er a tion sto ries of how, af ter years of get ting nowhere with im- 
pulse-driven frontal as saults, a great teacher stood pa tiently by the dish washer early in the
morn ing, when ev ery one was well rested, un til their part ner had put down the news pa per,
re flected on the up com ing hol i days and then care fully ad vanced a long-pre pared point, and
even tu ally won a de ci sive teach ing vic tory.

The de fen sive have no trust in the benev o lence of teach ers. There is in their deep
minds no dis tinc tion be tween a com ment on their be hav iour and a crit i cism of their right to
ex ist. De fen sive ness raises the cost of dis agree ment – and thereby di a logue – in tol er a bly.

Some where in the early years of the de fen sive per son there will have been a sense of
grave dan ger about be ing in the sub or di nate po si tion, which would have in spired a flight
into claims of hy per-com pe tence. It is the task of all par ents to crit i cize their chil dren and
break bad news to them about their wishes and ef forts. But there are rather dif fer ent ways
of go ing about this. The best form of ped a gogy leaves the child at once aware of a need to
im prove and with a sense that they are liked de spite their ig no rance and flaws. Yet there
are also cases where crit i cism cuts too deep, where the child is left not just cor rected but
tarred with an im pres sion of ut ter worth less ness. To rec og nize – with out shame – and un- 
der stand sym pa thet i cally why one has be come ex ces sively de fen sive are key to un wind ing
habits of self-pro tec tion and there fore to open ing one self up to ed u ca tion and im prove- 
ment. We needed those de fences once. Now we can af ford to let them go.
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When teach ing and learn ing fail, we en ter the realm of nag ging. Nag ging is the dispir it- 
ing, un pleas ant, coun ter pro duc tive but wholly un der stand able and poignant ver sion of the
no ble am bi tion to im prove a lover. There is al ways so much we might fairly want to
change about our part ners. We want them to be more self-aware, punc tual, gen er ous, re li- 
able, in tro spec tive, re silient, com mu nica tive, pro found … Nag ging is, in essence, an at- 
tempt at trans fer ring an idea for im prove ment from one mind to an other that has given up
hope. It has de scended into an at tempt to in sist rather than in vite, to co erce rather than
charm.

Lamentably, it doesn’t work. Nag ging breeds its evil twin, shirk ing. The other pre tends
to read the pa per, goes up stairs and feels right eous. The shrill ness of one’s tone gives them
all the ex cuse they need to trust that we have noth ing kind or true to tell them.

It seems one can change oth ers only when the de sire that they evolve has not yet
reached an in sis tent pitch, when we can still bear that they re main as they are. All of us
change only when we have a sense that we are un der stood for the many rea sons why
change is so hard for us. We know, of course, that the bins need our at ten tion, that we
should strive to get to bed ear lier and that we have been a dis ap point ment. But we can’t
bear to hear these lessons in an un sym pa thetic tone; we want – tricky chil dren that we are
– to be in dulged for our am biva lence about be com ing bet ter peo ple.

The tragedy of nag ging is that its causes are usu ally so no ble and yet it doesn’t work.
We nag be cause we feel that our pos ses sion of the truth lets us off hav ing to con vey it el e- 
gantly. It never does. The so lu tion to nag ging isn’t to give up try ing to get oth ers to do
what we want. Rather, it is to rec og nize that per sua sion al ways needs to be couched in
terms that make in tu itive sense to those we want to al ter.

We should at the same time stop judg ing faulty at tempts at in struc tion so harshly.
Rather than read ing ev ery grat ing les son as an as sault on our whole be ing, we should take
it for what it is: an in di ca tion, how ever flawed, that some one can be both ered – even if
they aren’t yet break ing the news per fectly. We should never feel ashamed of in struct ing or
of need ing in struc tion. The only fault is to re ject the op por tu nity for ed u ca tion if it is of- 
fered, how ever clum sily. Love should be a nur tur ing at tempt by two peo ple to reach their
full po ten tial, never just a cru cible in which to look for en dorse ment for the panoply of
present fail ings.
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2 The Im por tance of Sex

SEX UAL LIB ER A TION

We are of ten given the im pres sion that we live in sex u ally en light ened times and be- 
long to a lib er ated age. We ought there fore, by now, to be find ing sex a rel a tively straight- 
for ward and un trou bling mat ter. But a nar ra tive of en light en ment ig nores the fact that we
re main in ter mit tently hugely con flicted, em bar rassed, ashamed and in deed odd about sex,
only with one added com pli ca tion: we are meant to find the mat ter sim ple.

In re al ity, none of us ap proaches sex as we are meant to, with the cheer ful, sport ing,
non-ob ses sive, clean, loyal, well-ad justed out look that we con vince our selves is the norm.
We are uni ver sally ec cen tric around sex, but only in re la tion to some highly and cru elly
dis torted ideals of nor mal ity. Most of what we are sex u ally re mains very fright en ing to
com mu ni cate to any one we would want to think well of us. We may choose to die with out
hav ing had cer tain con ver sa tions.

The dilemma is how si mul ta ne ously to ap pear nor mal and yet al low our selves to be
known. That we have to en dure such a sear ing di vi sion is a di rect legacy of Ro man ti cism,
for this move ment of ideas blithely in sisted that sex could be a beau ti ful, clean and nat u ral
force ut terly in sym pa thy with the spirit of love. It might be pas sion ate at points, but at
heart it was kindly, ten der, sweet and filled with af fec tion for a sin gle per son. This sounds
charm ing – and once in a while, for a bit, it is even true. But it woe fully ne glects some crit- 
i cal com po nents of erotic ex cite ment and can’t help but leave us deeply em bar rassed about
cer tain sides of what we want.

To start the list, here are just some of the un palat able truths that stir in our minds:

■  it’s very rare to main tain sex ual in ter est in only one per son, how ever much one loves
them, be yond a cer tain time;

■  it’s en tirely pos si ble to love one’s part ner and reg u larly want to have sex with
strangers, fre quently types who don’t align with our or di nary con cerns;

■  one can be a kind, re spectable and demo cratic per son and at the same time want to in- 
flict or re ceive very rough treat ment;
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■  it’s highly nor mal to have fan tasies about sce nar ios one would not wish to act out in
re al ity and that might in volve il le gal, vi o lent, hurt ful and un san i tary as pects;

■  it may be eas ier to be ex cited by some one one dis likes or thinks noth ing of than by
some one one loves.

These aren’t just points of mild cu rios ity. They are fun da men tals of the hu man sex ual
per son al ity that stand in shock ing con trast to ev ery thing that so ci ety sug gests is true.

De spite our best ef forts to cleanse it of its pe cu liar i ties, sex can’t be nor mal in the ways
we might like it to be. True lib er a tion is a chal lenge that re mains be fore us as we pa tiently
build up the courage to ad mit to the na ture of our de sires and learn to talk to our loved
ones and our selves with a pi o neer ing, un fright ened hon esty.

THE MEAN ING OF SEX UAL EX CITE MENT

Sex ual de sire makes us want, and do, what are, by the stan dards of or di nary life, highly
pe cu liar things. We seek to put our mouths in un usual places in other peo ple’s bod ies, pen- 
e trate im plau si ble ori fices and say sur pris ing and un com mon things.

Through out the twen ti eth cen tury the big gest in flu ence on how peo ple thought about
sex came from the work of Sig mund Freud. The psy cho an a lyst moved sex from a mar ginal
topic of dis cus sion to the cen tre of the cul tural con ver sa tion. Rad i cally, he in sisted that sex
might be pro foundly con nected with al most ev ery thing else in our lives. But, prob lem at i- 
cally and rather un wit tingly, he made it sound as if ev ery thing else could be de graded or at
least made sin is ter by this con nec tion. One might have thought one self in ter ested in no ble
sub jects like art or pol i tics, but in truth, Freud seemed from a dis tance to be sug gest ing,
one was just be ing rather base in a dis guised way. Through a Freudian lens, ev ery thing ap- 
peared to have been con tam i nated by a hid den stra tum of sex ual con cern.

Yet, with no dis re spect to Freud him self, ex actly the re verse might be true. It is not the
case that when we look at art or pol i tics we are merely be ing kinky; rather that when we
think we are merely be ing kinky we are in fact pur su ing some very earnest and in tel li gi ble
goals that are con nected with a raft of other, higher as pi ra tions. Our sex ual lives are much
more in con tact with our val ues than we tend to sup pose. What seems in com pre hen si bly
per verse is usu ally a very log i cal en deav our to reach a pro found and hon ourable goal by
bod ily means: we are, via sex, seek ing to con nect emo tion ally with, and make our selves
un der stood by, an other per son.

Take the prac tice of jam ming our face against some one’s vulva or tes ti cles. Oral sex
can be hard to ex plain. Yet as in so many sex ual acts, a feel ing of be ing ac cepted is at the
heart of the draw. For most of life, we learn to keep our eyes strictly averted from oth ers’
gen i tal ar eas. We take im mense care in chang ing rooms to de ploy tow els in strate gic ways
to en sure that no one will glimpse parts of us that we have learned to re fer to, tellingly, as
‘pri vate’. The thrill of oral sex is con nected to a brief, mag nif i cent re ver sal of all our in ter- 
nal ized taboos. We no longer have to feel ashamed or guilty. The act may be phys i cal, but
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the ec stasy is in essence an emo tional re lief that our se cret and in sub jec tive ways ‘bad’
sides have been wit nessed and en thu si as ti cally en dorsed by an other.

Much the same holds for anal sex. The anus is the most pro scribed and dan ger ous part
of the body, sur rounded by the strictest taboos and most se vere dic tates on hy giene. But
this re stric tion only di rectly feeds into the ten der ness of be ing al lowed to ex plore this part
of an other per son and of one self in the con text of a re la tion ship. We’re not for get ting that
the anus is the lo cus of dis gust; we are, within sex, rel ish ing the fact for sym bol iz ing how
much we have, with our part ner, cre ated a small, fenced-off utopia in which the nor mal
rules do not ap ply. Anal play would lose much of its ca pac ity to de light if the anus were no
more ‘dirty’ than a fore head or a shin; the plea sure is de pen dent on an other hu man let ting
us do some thing avowedly filthy with and for them, and upon the im pli ca tion that this is
some thing they would never do with a per son they cared lit tle about. It is ex actly the feel- 
ing that some thing is wrong, per verse or ob scene that makes the mu tual agree ment to try it
so great a mark of trust.

Sim i lar psy cho log i cal dy nam ics ap ply to degra da tion within sex. Nor mally – and with
im mense jus ti fi ca tion – we take in stinc tive of fence at the slight est signs of con de scen sion.
We are fu ri ous or de pressed if some one calls us a ‘cunt’ or a ‘fuck ing bas tard’ or tells us
we’re a ‘shit’ or ‘worth less’. These are the terms peo ple use when they most want to hurt
or up set an other per son, when they are des per ate to show con tempt or ha tred. So on the
face of it, it is shock ing and dis turb ing to think that we (or our part ner) might get erot i cally
ex cited by us ing just these sorts of abu sive terms in bed.

We would be wise to be gin study ing the is sue through the lens of per haps the great est
novel of the twen ti eth cen tury, Mar cel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time. In the first vol ume,
Swann’s Way, Proust’s un named nar ra tor, then a young teenager, is tak ing a walk near his
grand mother’s house in the French coun try side. As he passes a build ing at the edge of the
vil lage, he no tices, in an up per bed room, a woman, Made moi selle Vin teuil, mak ing love to
a fe male friend. He is mes mer ized and climbs a lit tle hill for a bet ter view. There he sees
some thing even more sur pris ing un fold ing: Made moi selle Vin teuil has po si tioned a pho to- 
graph of her dead fa ther on the bed side ta ble and is en cour ag ing her les bian lover to spit on
the im age as they have sex, this ges ture prov ing ex tremely ex cit ing to them both. Early
read ers of Proust’s novel were puz zled by and heav ily crit i cal of this scene of erotic de file- 
ment. What was this re volt ing episode do ing in an oth er wise gra cious and beau ti ful love
story, filled with ten der evo ca tion of river banks, trees and do mes tic life? Proust’s ed i tor
wanted to cut the scene, but the nov el ist in sisted on re tain ing it, ask ing the ed i tor to un der- 
stand its im por tance within his over ar ch ing phi los o phy of love.

Proust tried hard to make sure his read ers would not judge Made moi selle Vin teuil
harshly, go ing so far as to sug gest that even the woman’s fa ther wouldn’t ul ti mately have
minded be ing spat on by her lover, so long as he un der stood what was re ally go ing on: ‘I
have since re flected that if Mon sieur Vin teuil had been able to be present at this scene, he
might still, and in spite of ev ery thing, have con tin ued to be lieve in his daugh ter’s sound- 
ness of heart.’ Proust’s ar gu ment is that de file ment dur ing sex isn’t what it seems. Os ten si- 
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bly, it’s about vi o lence, ha tred, mean ness and a lack of re spect. But for Proust, it sym bol- 
izes a long ing to be prop erly one self in the pres ence of an other hu man be ing, and to be
loved and ac cepted by them for one’s dark est sides rather than just for one’s po lite ness and
good man ners. Made moi selle Vin teuil is, in her day-to-day be hav iour, an ex tremely moral
and kindly char ac ter, and yet this pres sure to be al ways re spon si ble and ‘good’ also begs
mo ments of re lease.

Sex in which two peo ple can ex press their de fil ing urges is, for Proust, at heart an in di- 
ca tion of a quest for com plete ac cep tance. We know we can please oth ers with our good- 
ness, but – sug gests Proust – what we re ally want is also to be en dorsed for our more pe cu- 
liar and dark im pulses. The dis ci pline in volved in grow ing up into a good per son seeks oc- 
ca sional al le vi a tion, which is what sex can pro vide in those rare mo ments when two part- 
ners trust one an other enough to re veal their oth er wise strictly cen sored de sires to dirty and
in sult. Though de fil ing sex seems on the sur face to be about hurt ing an other per son, re ally
it’s a quest for in ti macy and love – and a de light that, for a time at least, we can be as bad
as we like and still turn out to be the ob ject of an other’s af fec tion.

De file ment there fore has mean ing: it is a sur pris ing way of try ing to im prove a re la- 
tion ship. It’s not an act of sab o tage or a de nial of love. It’s a deeply cu ri ous but, in its own
way, very log i cal quest for close ness.

We need to em brace a sim i larly rad i cal un der stand ing of the many as pects of our sex u- 
al i ties that seem very odd at first. We are such com pli cated and sur pris ing ma chines; we
need to fos ter the re ha bil i ta tion (by which we mean the wise, sym pa thetic in ves ti ga tion) of
parts of our selves that are oth er wise so easy to dis own or panic around. Al though our
erotic en thu si asms may some times sound off-putting, they are al most al ways mo ti vated by
a search for the good: a de sire to build a con nec tion marked by un der stand ing, sym pa thy
and kind ness.

AF FAIRS

An af fair is a love – or sex ual – story be tween two peo ple, one of whom (at least) is os- 
ten si bly com mit ted to some one else. Most im por tantly, in our times, an af fair is a dis as ter,
pretty much the great est be trayal that can be fall us, a har bin ger of un tram melled suf fer ing,
fre quently the end of the re la tion ship it has vi o lated and al most al ways an oc ca sion for
fierce mor al iz ing and the di vi sion of par tic i pants into good ies (who have been be trayed)
and mon sters (who have be trayed).

How ever, in try ing to un der stand af fairs and make sense of their pains as well as their
less fre quently con fessed at trac tions, we should grasp that the way we in ter pret af fairs to- 
day is very par tic u lar to our own times. Judged against the long span of hu man ex pe ri ence,
we are re mark ably con torted about the whole busi ness. Peo ple have al ways had af fairs, but
what an af fair means has been sub ject to huge changes across so ci eties and eras.

When Does an Af fair Be gin?
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Once an af fair has been un cov ered, we of ten ask – in the po si tion of the be trayed,
pained party – when it be gan. Pin point ing the pre cise mo ment prom ises to shed light on its
mo ti va tions and on pos si ble ways to pre vent any fur ther such calami ties in the fu ture.

There is, un der stand ably, a hunt for the ex act time when the two stray ing in di vid u als
met and phys i cal con tact be gan. We think of how two peo ple had a drink af ter a busi ness
din ner or met on line or flirted at a party and agreed to meet up a few days later. We con- 
cen trate on de tails: when their knees touched un der the ta ble, when one of them lightly put
their arm round the other’s waist and when they first lied about where they were go ing or
to whom they were send ing a mes sage.

This kind of de tec tive work feels ob vi ous, but it over looks a com plex ity: the start of an
af fair should not be equated with the mo ment when two stray ing peo ple meet. Af fairs be- 
gin long be fore there is any one to have an af fair with. Their ori gins lie with cer tain ini tially
minute fis sures that open up within a sub tly frac tur ing cou ple. The af fair pre-dates, pos si- 
bly by many years, the ar rival of any ac tual lover.

The sit u a tion is du pli cated in many other ar eas, the study of his tory for one. It is com- 
mon to ask when a cat a clysmic event such as, for ex am ple, the French Rev o lu tion be gan.
A tra di tional re sponse is to point to the sum mer of 1789, when some of the deputies at the
Es tates Gen eral took an oath to re main in ses sion un til a con sti tu tion had been agreed on,
or a few days later when a group of Parisians at tacked and broke into the Bastille prison.
But a more so phis ti cated and in struc tive ap proach lo cates the be gin ning sig nif i cantly ear- 
lier: with the bad har vests of the pre vi ous ten years, with the loss of royal pres tige fol low- 
ing mil i tary de feats in North Amer ica in the 1760s or with the rise of a new phi los o phy in
the mid dle of the cen tury that stressed the idea of cit i zens’ rights. At the time, these in ci- 
dents didn’t seem par tic u larly de ci sive; they didn’t im me di ately lead to ma jor so cial
change or re veal their solemn na ture. But they slowly and pow er fully put the coun try on
course for the up heavals of 1789: they moved the coun try into a rev o lu tion-ready state.

Like wise, af fairs be gin long be fore the meet ing at the con fer ence or the whis pered con- 
fi dences at the party. It is not key to fix ate on the trip to Mi ami or the lo gin de tails of the
web site. The whole no tion of who is to blame and for what sud denly starts to look much
more com pli cated and less clear cut. One should be fo cus ing on cer tain con ver sa tions that
didn’t go well in the kitchen three sum mers ago or the sulk in the taxi home five years be- 
fore. The drama be gan long be fore any thing dra matic un folded.

This is how some of the minute but real causes might be laid out by a part ner who
even tu ally strayed.

Un end ing busy-ness

It was a Sun day morn ing. My part ner had been taken up for months with a big project
and I’d been very un der stand ing. Now it was over and I was look ing for ward to some
close ness and a trip to a cafe. But sud denly there was some thing new that he needed to
look at on his phone. I glanced over at his face, which was lit up by the glow of the screen,
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and his eyes looked cold, de ter mined and res o lutely else where. Or else my part ner hatched
a sud den firm plan to re or ga nize the kitchen cup boards just when at last we might have had
a quiet time in the park to gether. That’s per haps when the af ter noon of pas sion in Bor deaux
re ally be gan: with the need to stop ev ery thing in or der to swap around the crock ery and the
glasses.

Ne glect

I was away on an ex haust ing trip and in a break be tween meet ings I fought for the
chance to call my part ner. She picked up, but the tele vi sion con tin ued on in the back- 
ground. She had even for got ten that I’d had to give a speech and it felt a lit tle hu mil i at ing
to have to re mind her and to hear her lack lus tre ‘great’ in re sponse.

Sham ing

We were with some new friends, peo ple we didn’t know too well and wanted to cre ate
a good im pres sion on. My part ner was look ing to amuse them and, hav ing cast around for
op tions, started to tell ev ery one a story about how I once showed the wrong slides in a pre- 
sen ta tion at work. He knows how to tell a good story and there was a lot of laugh ter.

Own er ship

With out dis cussing it, my part ner ar ranged that we’d both go and have lunch with her
par ents. It wasn’t so much that I minded go ing, it was the fact that she didn’t feel the need
to ask if I minded and if the tim ing was con ve nient. On an other oc ca sion, with out even
men tion ing it, she bought a new ket tle and got rid of the old one. It was as if I had no say
at all. Some times she’d just tell me what to do – ‘Take the bins out’, ‘Pick up some min eral
wa ter at the shop’, ‘Put on dif fer ent shoes’ – with out adding ‘please’ or ‘would you mind’
or ‘it would be lovely if …’ Just a few words would have made all the dif fer ence.

Flirt ing

I was at a party with my part ner and I saw him across the room, bend ing to wards this
per son, say ing some thing. He was laugh ing, be ing charm ing. He put his hand on the back
of her chair. Later he said it had been a very bor ing con ver sa tion.

One too many ar gu ments

It wasn’t the ba sic fact of hav ing dis agree ments, it was the sheer num ber of them – and
their un end ing, repet i tive na ture. One that sticks in the mem ory was when we were at the
sea side and things should have been happy for once. Yet my part ner chose again to ramp
up the ten sion about a Thai take away that had been or dered. I re mem ber ar gu ing and, at
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the same time, one part of my mind was dis as so ci at ing, look ing down upon the two of us
stand ing on the pier with cross faces and won der ing, ‘Why?’

Lack of ten der ness

We were walk ing along the street to gether near the an tiques mar ket and I reached out
to hold my part ner’s hand, but he failed to no tice. An other time he was do ing some thing at
the kitchen ta ble and I put an arm round his shoul der, but he said sharply, ‘Not now.’ In
bed I’m al ways the one to turn to wards him and kiss him good night. He re sponds but
never, ever ini ti ates. This ran kles more than it seems nor mal or pos si ble to say.

Erotic dis en gage ment

There was a sex ual idea I’d been get ting in ter ested in but I felt awk ward about men- 
tion ing it to my part ner. I tried to give a few hints, but she didn’t give the im pres sion she
was cu ri ous. She didn’t en cour age me to ex pand. In stead she gave me the im pres sion that
it would be a lot more con ve nient if I just kept what ever it was that tick led me to my self.

In di vid u ally, none of these things may be very dra matic. Some lit tle ver sion of one or
other of them may be hap pen ing pretty much ev ery day. And it’s not all one way: both par- 
ties are prob a bly do ing some of these things quite reg u larly, with out par tic u larly notic ing
or mean ing to.

Yet a care ful his to rian of in fi delity might pin point any one of them as the mo ment at
which – in a true sense – an af fair be gan. Long be fore the party or the con fer ence, the feel- 
ing was im planted deep in some one’s mind (per haps be yond the range of their con scious
aware ness) that there was some thing im por tant miss ing in their re la tion ship that an other
per son might, pos si bly, be able to sup ply.

It is com mon, when an af fair is dis cov ered, to be come an in quisi to rial pros e cu tor: to
seize the phone and ask the ‘cheat’ in de tail where they have been; to read through their
emails; to parse ev ery re ceipt. But such as sid u ous ness is a lit tle late, a bit mis di rected and
rather too self-serv ing. We should look fur ther back than the mo ment when a lover came
on the scene. The rev o lu tion didn’t be gin with the sex ual act or the dirty texts and with the
ac tual storm ing of our do mes tic citadel; it be gan on an in no cent sunny af ter noon many
years be fore, when there was still a lot of good will, when a hand was prof fered and when
the part ner was per haps fate fully care less about how they re ceived it. That might be a
rather more painful ac count of our re la tion ship and its trou bles than ei ther of us is ready to
con tem plate for now, but it might also be a more ac cu rate and ul ti mately more use ful one.

How to Spot a Cou ple Who Might be Headed for an Af fair

Hav ing ar gu ments does not, in it self, say very much about the like li hood of a re la tion- 
ship dis in te grat ing. What mat ters is how ar gu ments are in ter preted, con ducted and re- 
solved. The frag ile unions aren’t nec es sar ily the ones in which peo ple shout, in sist that this
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is fi nally it, call the other a ninny and slam the door; they are the ones in which emo tional
dis con nec tion and rup ture are not cor rectly iden ti fied, ex am ined and re paired.

A num ber of qual i ties are re quired to en sure that a cou ple know how to ar gue well.
There is, first and fore most, the need for each party to be able to pin point sources of dis- 
com fort in them selves early and ac cu rately: to know how to rec og nize what they are un- 
happy about and what they need in or der to flour ish in the cou ple. This is not nec es sar ily as
ob vi ous as one might imag ine. It can take time and psy cho log i cal in sight to know that it
was ac tu ally the miss ing phone call or the re quest to move the date of the hol i day that is
re ally the source of anger.

Then there is the equally vi tal qual ity of feel ing that one has the right to speak, that one
isn’t duty bound to be ‘good’ and not cause trou ble, that it is ac cept able to say when one is
mis er able and trou bled by some thing – how ever small it might ap pear; that it is bet ter to
spoil a few evenings than ruin a mar riage.

It can help to have a san guine as sess ment of how hu man re la tion ships tend to go: to ac- 
cept that a bit of dis ap point ment and some fric tion be long to the nec es sary in gre di ents of
good enough love, that it isn’t a dis as ter to be cross at points and seem ingly con vinced that
this should be the end.

A sub sidiary tal ent is know ing how to speak up. It might not be ex actly the mo ment the
prob lem ap pears; diplo matic skills mat ter. One might need to wait un til some of the sur- 
face ten sion has dis si pated; per haps the next morn ing can do just as well. One needs a
back ground con fi dence not to have to blurt out ev ery ob jec tion in a pan icked di a tribe or
shout a wounded feel ing across the room when the other is them selves too up set to hear it.
One needs to know how to for mu late one’s com plaints into a con vinc ing, per haps even hu- 
mor ously framed point that has a chance of win ning over its tar get.

It mat ters in all this that one both feels at tached to the part ner and at the same time has
an ac tive im pres sion that one could walk away from them were mat ters ever truly to es ca- 
late. Feel ing that one has op tions, does not there fore have to cling and de serves good treat- 
ment en sures that one’s voice can be mea sured and that the sta tus quo will re main man age- 
able.

These fac tors tend to be ab sent in those un for tu nate cou ples who not only ar gue but
lack the gift of ar gu ing well. The fol low ing range of in ner ob sta cles pre vents them from
deal ing ef fec tively with their emo tional dis con nec tion and anger.

Over-op ti mism about re la tion ships

Frag ile cou ples tend, para dox i cally, to be very hope ful about love. They as so ciate hap- 
pi ness with con flict-free unions. They do not ex pect, once they have found the per son they
un wisely see as The One, ever to need to squab ble, storm out of a room or feel un happy for
the af ter noon. When trou ble emerges, as it in evitably does, they do not greet it as a sign
that love is pro gress ing as it should but as alarm ing ev i dence that their re la tion ship may be
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il le git i mate and fun da men tally flawed. Their hopes drain them of the en ergy needed for the
pa tient tasks of diplo matic ne go ti a tion and rou tine main te nance.

Be ing out of touch with pain

Frag ile cou ples tend not to be good de tec tives with re gard to their own suf fer ings.
They may be both un happy and yet un sure as to the ac tual causes of their dis sat is fac tions.
They know some thing is wrong in their union, but they can’t eas ily trace the cat a lyst. They
can’t zero in on how it was the lack of trust in them around money that ran kles or how it
was their be hav iour to wards a de mand ing youngest child that is hurt ing. They lash out in
vague or in ac cu rate di rec tions, their at tacks ei ther un fairly gen eral or un con vinc ingly spe- 
cific.

Shame

A shamed per son has fun da men tal doubts about their right to ex ist: some where in the
past, they have been im bued with the im pres sion that they do not mat ter very much, that
their feel ings should be ig nored, that their hap pi ness is not a pri or ity, that their words do
not count. Once they are part of a cou ple, shamed peo ple hurt like any one else, but their
ca pac ity to turn their hurt into some thing an other per son can un der stand and be touched by
is reck lessly weak. Shamed peo ple will sulk rather than speak, hide rather than di vulge,
feel se cretly wretched rather than can didly com plain. It is fre quently very late, far too late,
by the time shamed peo ple fi nally let their lover know more about the na ture of their des- 
per a tion.

Ex ces sive anx i ety

Com plain ing well re quires an im pres sion that not ev ery thing de pends on the com plaint
be ing heard per fectly. Were the les son to go wrong, were the other to prove in tran si gent,
one could sur vive and take one’s love else where. Not ev ery thing is at stake in an ar gu ment.
The other hasn’t ru ined one’s life. One there fore doesn’t need to scream, hec tor, in sist or
nag. One can de liver a com plaint with some of the non cha lance of a calm teacher who
wants lis ten ers to learn but can bear it if they don’t be cause the in for ma tion can al ways be
con veyed to mor row, or the next day.

Ex ces sive pride

It takes an in ner dig nity not to mind too much about hav ing to level com plaints around
things that could sound laugh ably ‘small’ or that leave one open to be ing de scribed as
petty or needy. With too much pride and fear, it can be come un bear able to ad mit that one
has been up set since lunch be cause some one didn’t take one’s hand on a walk or wishes so
much that they would be read ier for a hug last thing at night. One has to feel quite grown
up in side not to be of fended by one’s own more child like ap petites for re as sur ance and
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com fort. It is an achieve ment to know how to be strong about one’s vul ner a bil ity. One may
have said, rather too many times, from be hind a slammed door, in a de fen sive tone, ‘No,
noth ing is wrong what so ever. Go away’, when se cretly long ing to be com forted and un der- 
stood like a weepy, up set child.

Hope less ness about di a logue

Frag ile cou ples of ten come to gether with few pos i tive child hood mem o ries of con ver- 
sa tions work ing out: early role mod els may sim ply have screamed and then de spaired of
one an other. They may never have wit nessed dis agree ments even tu ally mor ph ing into mu- 
tual un der stand ing and sym pa thy. They would deeply love to be un der stood, but they can
bring pre cious few re sources to the task of mak ing them selves so.

None of these fac tors means there will au to mat i cally be an af fair, but they are gen er a- 
tors of emo tional dis con nec tion that con trib utes to an all-im por tant af fair-ready state. Out- 
wardly, things can seem good. A cou ple may have an in ter est ing so cial life, some lovely
chil dren, a new apart ment. But a more ju di cious anal y sis will re veal an un ex pected de gree
of risk. An af fair won’t in these cir cum stances – how ever it may look later – be just an idle
self-in dul gence or a mo men tary lack of self-con trol. It will be the re sult of iden ti fi able
long-term re sent ments that a cou ple, oth er wise blessed and com mit ted, lacked the in ner re- 
sources and courage to in ves ti gate.

The Role of Sex in Af fairs

When an af fair is dis cov ered, it is com mon to de scribe the per son who strayed as de- 
spi ca bly sex u ally prof li gate. They are lust ful, wan ton, dog-like. They have ceded con trol to
their an i mal selves. But we get a more nu anced view of the role of sex in af fairs by ask ing
a de lib er ately ob tuse, philo soph i cal-sound ing ques tion: why is sex so nice?

One pos si ble an swer, which can sound a lit tle odd, is: be cause we have ad vanced ten- 
den cies to hate our selves and find our selves un ac cept able. And sex with a new per son has
an ex cep tional ca pac ity to re duce feel ing like that.

A long-term re la tion ship can all too eas ily en force a sense that we are nei ther very ad- 
mirable nor wor thy. Man age ment of fam ily life, of clean ing ro tas, of fi nances and of re la- 
tions with friends and in-laws can con trib ute to an im pres sion that one is fun da men tally
trou ble some and un de serv ing of sus tained no tice. The mood around us is frac tious and un- 
grate ful. ‘Not you again’ may be the im plicit mes sage one re ceives upon en ter ing any
room.

Phys i cally, we have strict in struc tions to keep our selves to our selves. There is one per- 
son on the planet we are meant to be naked in front of and this fig ure is un likely to be par- 
tic u larly im pressed by or even vaguely cog nizant of our ap pear ance. With ev ery one else,
we are a cau tious, swad dled be ing. We would not dare to come more than thirty cen time- 
tres near to most of hu man ity.
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And then, sud denly, in the con text of an af fair, ev ery thing changes. We can be un laced
and care free. Our tongue, nor mally care fully shielded and used to form vowel sounds and
break down toast or the morn ing ce real, is given per mis sion to en ter an other per son’s
mouth. We are no longer just the one who makes prob lems around the in-laws and doesn’t
pull their weight around the house or the fi nances; in stead we are some one whose very
essence has, via the flesh, been wit nessed and en dorsed.

What we may be do ing is slip ping off an other’s top or invit ing them to re lease our
trousers, but what all this means is that an other hu man has – ex cep tion ally – cho sen to find
us wor thy.

For so-called cheats (who will most likely have to pay a very heavy price in deed for
go ing to bed with an other per son), sex can have re mark ably lit tle to do with ‘sex’. It is an
ac tiv ity con tin u ous with a range of non-phys i cal needs for ten der ness, ac cep tance, care and
com pan ion ship. It is an at tempt, ne go ti ated through the body but fo cused on the sat is fac- 
tions of the psy che, to make up for a long-stand ing painfully sev ered emo tional con nec tion
with a pri mary part ner.

The cru cial, ac tive el e ment in an af fair isn’t re ally the phys i cal sex per se: it’s the sense
of close ness, the warmth, the shared lik ing for which phys i cal sex pro vides the oc ca sion.

The thought opens us up to a more de fined, per haps more sear ing and yet use fully more
ac cu rate av enue of pain in re la tion to our part ner. The prob lem is not that they have been
horny, some thing for which we can not re ally be held re spon si ble and which we can there- 
fore safely mor al ize about. It is that they have been lonely – some thing which it is a great
deal harder to bear and think our selves wholly in no cent about.

How to Re duce the Risk of Af fairs

The tra di tional way to try to re duce the chances of some one hav ing an af fair is to fo cus
on con trol ling their ac tions and out ward move ments: not let ting them go to so cial events
with out us, call ing them at ran dom times or re duc ing their ac cess to so cial me dia.

But peo ple don’t have af fairs be cause they are able to meet at trac tive oth ers, they have
af fairs be cause they feel emo tion ally dis con nected from their part ners. The best way to
stop their be ing tempted to sleep with some one else is not, there fore, to re duce their op por- 
tu ni ties for con tact; it is to leave them free to wan der the world while en sur ing that they
feel heard by and are rec on ciled with their part ners. It is emo tional close ness, not cur fews,
that guar an tees the in tegrity of cou ples.

At a prac ti cal level, the route to close ness re quires us to en sure that the two main
sources of dis tance, re sent ment and lone li ness, are cor rectly iden ti fied and reg u larly
purged. The more we can tell our part ners what we are an noyed and dis ap pointed about,
what we long for and are made anx ious by, and the more we can feel heard for do ing so,
the less we will bear grudges, keep our dis tance and seek re venge by strip ping naked with
some one else. Few things are more prop erly ro man tic (in the true sense of the word, mean- 
ing con ducive to love) than highly hon est con ver sa tions in which we have an op por tu nity
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to lay bare the par tic u lar ways in which our part ners have dis ap pointed us. Noth ing may so
en dear us to some one as a chance to tell them why they have let us down.

To guide us in our restora tive com plaints, we might con sider the fol low ing range of
prompts.

I some times feel frus trated with you when …

It sounds like a nasty theme but, when han dled cor rectly, it is the gate way to great ten- 
der ness and close ness. It pro vides us with an op por tu nity to do some thing very rare: level
crit i cism with out anger. And it’s a chance to hear crit i cism as more than an at tack, to in ter- 
pret it for what it may truly be: a de sire to learn how to live to gether with less oc ca sion for
anger.

I’d love you to re al ize that you hurt me when …

We’re car ry ing around wounds that we have found it, un der stand ably and in evitably,
hard to ar tic u late. Per haps the com plaints sounded too petty or hu mil i at ing to men tion at
the time. The prob lem is that when they fes ter, the cur rents of af fec tion start to get blocked
and soon we may find that we flinch when our part ner tries to touch us. This prompt pro- 
vides a safe mo ment in which to re veal a set of – typ i cally en tirely un in ten tional – hurts.
Maybe last week there was some thing around work, or their mother, or the way they re- 
sponded to a fairly in no cent en quiry in the kitchen be fore a run. It’s vi tal that our part ner
doesn’t step in and deny that the hurt took place. There is no such thing as a hurt that is too
small to mat ter when emo tional close ness is at stake.

One of the hard est things for you to un der stand about me is …

We end up lonely be cause there is some thing im por tant about who we are that our part- 
ner ap pears not to grasp or, so we can con clude, does not even want to take on board. But
this lack of in ter est is rarely malev o lent; it is usu ally more the case that there hasn’t been a
proper oc ca sion for ex plo ration. The feel ing that one per son knows an other is the con stant
en emy of long-term cou ples. Our part ners may un der stand us well, but we still need pa- 
tiently and diplo mat i cally to keep ex plain ing things that re main un clear be tween us. We
are chang ing all the time, we’re no longer who we were last month, and we can strug gle to
ex plain our own evo lu tions and needs even to our selves. We must never be fu ri ous with
our beloveds for not grasp ing facets of our iden tity we haven’t yet prop erly man aged to
share with them.

What I’d love you to ap pre ci ate about me is …

We don’t want un tram melled praise, merely the odd mo ment when we can tell our part- 
ner what we feel is wor thy of ap pre ci a tion, maybe a lit tle more ap pre ci a tion than we have



  2 The Importance of Sex

119

un til now spon ta neously re ceived. We might want to draw at ten tion to our best in ten tions
(even when they didn’t en tirely work out); to the sweeter as pects of our char ac ter; or to the
good things about us which have qui etly re moved con flicts that would oth er wise have
emerged in the back ground. We’re re mind ing both of us that there are rea sons why we de- 
serve love.

Where I’m un ful filled in my life …

It need not al ways be the fault of a lover that we are dis sat is fied and rest less. The long- 
ing for an af fair can arise from a sense that the world more gen er ally has not heard us, that
we have been aban doned with ca reer anx i eties or lag be hind our peers in terms of achieve- 
ment and as sets. Day to day, we tend not to ex plain the ori gins of these dis tressed moods
very well. Our part ner is the wit ness to them but can’t eas ily rec og nize where the un hap pi- 
ness is com ing from. So they make the next most ob vi ous move and start to as sume that
we are sim ply mean or bad-tem pered. This is a chance to ex plain the back ground ex is ten- 
tial fear and pro fes sional en nui re spon si ble for some of our most acute ev ery day ir ri ta tions
and with drawn states; a chance to demon strate that we are not bad, merely long ing for their
re as sur ance and sup port to bat tle our im pres sion of in signif i cance and fail ure.

We also need, in or der to be close and re sist the lure of an af fair, to be able to speak
with un usual can dour about our sex ual as pi ra tions. Noth ing more quickly re duces the need
to act out a fan tasy than the abil ity to speak about it – and be heard with sym pa thy, tol er- 
ance and cu rios ity. Here are some of the prompts that might in duce the right sort of con- 
ver sa tion about sex:

Some thing I’m re ally in hib ited about sex u ally is …
I would love it if you could un der stand that some times I want …
What I wish I could change about me and sex is …
What I wish I could change about you and sex is …

None of these prompts can guar an tee that an af fair will never hap pen, but they could at
least help to di ag nose and re pair the feel ings of re sent ful dis tance or erotic lone li ness that
are the hid den driv ers of the de sire to wan der off with some one else. We should dare to
spend less time ban ning our part ners from hav ing lunch with strangers or trav el ling alone,
and more time en sur ing that they feel un der stood for their flaws and con fu sions – and ap- 
pre ci ated for their virtues.

Af fairs and High Horses

What ever its ben e fits and pains, be ing in volved in an af fair should, if noth ing else, cure
us once and for all of any ten dency to mor al ize – that is, to look harshly and with strict
judge ment on the mis de meanours and fol lies of oth ers.
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An af fair should nat u rally in duct us into the full scale of our men dac ity, im pa tience,
weak ness, cow ard li ness, de range ment and sen ti men tal ity. We should there after never be
able to feel im per vi ous and su pe rior when hear ing of cer tain in sane things that oth ers have
done in the name of love or de sire. We will have joined the le gions of the sex u ally chas- 
tened, who can have no more il lu sions as to their own pu rity or steadi ness of mind.

And yet we won’t be able to give up on our selves en tirely ei ther; we’ll have to keep
go ing with life and some how find a way to for give our selves for the days and nights we
lost to our mad ness. At best, we will learn how to laugh darkly at our selves, to know at all
times that, how ever grand and au thor i ta tive some parts of our lives might seem, we are
only ever mil lime tres away from tragedy and lu nacy.

Our af fairs will force us to dis mount from our high horses and do away for ever with
any sense of su pe ri or ity – and from there, we will have no op tion but to go on to be in fin- 
itely kind and un end ingly gen er ous to wards any one who ever wants to have, or has ever
been in volved in, those de light ful, wretched, tu mul tuous, de struc tive and com pelling ad- 
ven tures we call af fairs.
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3 Deal ing with Prob lems

AR GU MENTS

An av er age cou ple will have be tween thirty and fifty sig nif i cant ar gu ments a year, ‘sig- 
nif i cant’ mean ing an en counter which de parts sharply from civ i lized norms of di a logue,
would be un com fort able to film and show friends, and might in volve scream ing, rolled
eyes, histri onic ac cu sa tions, slammed doors and lib eral uses of terms like ‘ar se hole’ and
‘knob head’.

Given the in ten sity of the dis tress that ar gu ments cause us, we could ex pect mod ern so- 
ci eties to have learned to de vote a great deal of at ten tion and re sources to un der stand ing
why they hap pen and how we might more ef fec tively defuse or un tan gle them. We might
ex pect there to be school and uni ver sity cour ses on how to man age ar gu ments suc cess fully
and of fi cial tar gets for re duc ing their in ci dence.

But there are some strong rea sons for our col lec tive ne glect. The first is that our Ro- 
man tic cul ture sen ti men tally im plies that there might be a nec es sary con nec tion be tween
true pas sion and a fiery tem per. It can seem as if fight ing and hurl ing in sults might be
signs, not of im ma tu rity and a woe ful in ca pac ity for self-con trol, but of an ad mirable in ten- 
sity of de sire and strength of com mit ment.

Ro man ti cism also con spires to sug gest that ar gu ments might be part of the nat u ral
weather of re la tion ships and could never there fore be fairly an a lysed through rea son or dis- 
man tled with logic. Only a pedant would seek to think through an ar gu ment – as op posed
to let ting it run its some times trou bling and rowdy but ul ti mately al ways nec es sary course.

At a more in ti mate level, it may be that we can not quite face what ar gu ments show us
about our selves, pre sent ing an un bear able in sult to our self-love. Once the ar gu ment is
over, the vi cious ness, self-pity and pet ti ness on dis play are re pul sive to think about and so
we art fully pre tend to our selves and our part ner that what hap pened last night must have
been a pe cu liar aber ra tion, best passed over in si lence from the calmer per spec tive of
dawn.

We are fur ther stymied in our in ves ti ga tions be cause there is so lit tle pub lic ev i dence
that a ver sion of what oc curs in our union might un fold in ev ery one else’s as well. Out of
shame and a de sire to seem nor mal, we col lec tively shield each other from the re al ity of re- 
la tion ships – and then imag ine that our be hav iour must be uniquely sav age and child ish
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and there fore in ca pable of re demp tion or anal y sis. We miss out on a chance to im prove be- 
cause we take our selves to be the mad ex cep tions.

None of this needs to be the case. We ar gue badly and reg u larly prin ci pally be cause we
lack an ed u ca tion in how to teach oth ers who we are. Be neath the sur face of al most ev ery
ar gu ment lies a for lorn at tempt by two peo ple to get the other to see, ac knowl edge and re- 
spond to their emo tional re al ity and sense of jus tice. Be yond the in vec tive is a long ing that
our part ner should wit ness, un der stand and en dorse some cru cial el e ment of our own ex pe- 
ri ence.

The tragedy of ev ery sorry ar gu ment is that it is con structed around a hor rific mis match
be tween the mes sage we so badly want to send (‘I need you to love me, know me, agree
with me’) and the man ner in which we are able to de liver it (with im pa tient ac cu sa tions,
sulks, put-downs, sar casm, ex ag ger ated ges tic u la tions and force ful ‘fuck you’s).

A bad ar gu ment is a failed en deav our to com mu ni cate, which per versely ren ders the
un der ly ing mes sage we seek to con vey ever less vis i ble. It is our very des per a tion which
un der mines us and ush ers in the un rea son able ness that pre vents what ever point we lay
claim to from mak ing its way across. We ar gue in an ugly way be cause, in our times of dis- 
tress, we lose ac cess to all bet ter meth ods of ex plain ing our fears, frus trated hopes, needs,
con cerns, ex cite ments and con vic tions. And we do this prin ci pally be cause we are so
scared that we may have ru ined our lives by be ing in a re la tion ship with some one who can- 
not fathom the in ner move ments of our souls. We would do things so much bet ter if only
we cared a lit tle less.

We don’t, there fore, end up in bit ter ar gu ments be cause we are fun da men tally brutish
or res o lutely de mented but be cause we are at once so in vested and yet so in ca pable. It is
the un tu tored force of our wish to com mu ni cate that im pedes our steady abil ity to do so.

And yet, though ar gu ments may be de struc tive, avoid ing points of con flict isn’t
straight for wardly the an swer ei ther. An ar gu ment is about some thing, so its con tent needs
even tu ally to be faced up to if a re la tion ship is to sur vive. The pri or ity is not so much to
skirt points of con tention as to learn to han dle them in less coun ter pro duc tively vin dic tive
and more gen tly strate gic ways.

Some of the rea son why we ar gue so much and so repet i tively is that we aren’t guided
to spot the sim i lar i ties that run through our ar gu ments; we do not have to hand an easy ty- 
pol ogy of squab bles that could be to do mes tic con flict what an en cy clo pe dia of birds is to
an or nithol o gist.

Though fights can from the out side look generic, with sim i lar dis plays of ag i ta tion and
ag gres sion, we should come to rec og nize the very dis tinct kinds of rows in op er a tion. Each
type listed here fore grounds a par tic u lar way in which we typ i cally fail to com mu ni cate a
vi tal and in tense truth to a part ner.

By ex am in ing them in turn, we may grad u ally as sem ble an un der stand ing of some of
the ob sta cles we face, and greet mo ments of dis sent with a lit tle less sur prise and rather
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more tol er ance and hu mor ous recog ni tion. We will be re minded – once more – that love is
a skill, not an emo tion.

The In ter minable Ar gu ment

One of the hard est to un pick, this type of ar gu ment looks, from a dis tance, as though it
is al ways new and al ways unique. One day it is about some thing some one said to a friend,
the next about a fam ily re union. Some times it cen tres around a stain that’s ap peared on the
sofa, some times around the bank’s ap proach to the set ting of in ter est rates.

What is hard to imag ine is that we may un wit tingly – all along – be hav ing the same ar- 
gu ment in dis guise. The flash points of ag i ta tion may su per fi cially seem di verse but are in
fact all re con fig u ra tions of the same ba sic con flict ual ma te rial.

Ar gu ments about whether to take the train or the bus, or about putting out the bins, or
about the eco nomic po ten tial of Africa, or about a scratch on a wooden ta ble, or about
whether it’s OK to be five min utes late for a den tal ap point ment, or about what to give a
friend as a wed ding present, or about the dif fer ence be tween a servi ette and a nap kin – all
of these may be emerg ing from the re peated frus trated at tempt to trans mit a sin gle in ti mate
truth: I feel you don’t re spect my in tel li gence.

We keep ar gu ing be cause we never man age to iden tify and ad dress the key is sue we’re
ac tu ally cross about. Ir ri tabil ity is anger that lacks self-knowl edge.

Why should it be so hard to trace the ori gins of our rage? At points be cause what of- 
fends us is so hu mil i at ing in struc ture. It can be shame ful for us to re al ize that the per son in
whom we have in vested so much may not ac tu ally de sire us phys i cally, or may not fun da- 
men tally be kind, or could be ex ploit ing us fi nan cially or gravely im ped ing our pro fes- 
sional as pi ra tions. We come un der im mense in ter nal pres sure not to square up to truths that
would re quire us to ac cept a range of prac ti cally dif fi cult and emo tion ally dev as tat ing re al- 
iza tions. We pre fer to let our anger seep out in myr iad mi nor con flicts over seem ingly not
very much rather than have to ar gue over the di rec tion of our lives.

We may, fur ther more, not have grown up with a sense that our dis sat is fac tions ever de- 
served ex pres sion. Our par ents might have been too anx ious, too vul ner a ble or too bul ly ing
to al low much room for our early needs. We might have be come mas ters in the art of not
com plain ing and of ac cept ing what we are given as the price of sur vival and of pro tec tion
of those we loved. This doesn’t now spare us feel ings of frus tra tion. It sim ply makes us in- 
ca pable of giv ing them a voice.

We are hence doomed to keep hav ing small or di ver sion ary squab bles so as not to have
to touch the fun da men tal truth at the core of our com plaints: You don’t show me enough
phys i cal af fec tion. My life is harder than your life. Your fam ily are much worse than you
think they are. I’m threat ened by your friends. You have the wrong ap proach to money.

But nat u rally, in the course of not hav ing the big dis cus sion, we poi son ev ery thing else.
No day is free of the marks of the con flict that has not been ex pressed.



  3 Dealing with Problems

124

We should learn to have the courage of our frus tra tions – and of our fears. It is al ways
bet ter to touch the ur-ar gu ment than for a re la tion ship to die by a thou sand squab bles. We
will cease to fight so much when we can face up to, and voice, what we’re re ally fu ri ous
about.

The De fen sive Ar gu ment

We of ten op er ate in ro man tic life un der the mis taken im pres sion – un con sciously im- 
ported from law courts and school de bat ing tra di tions – that the per son who is ‘right’ or
has the stronger case should, le git i mately, ‘win’ an ar gu ment. But this is fun da men tally to
mis un der stand the point of re la tion ships, which is not so much to de feat an op po nent as to
help each other evolve into the best ver sions of our selves.

There’s a kind of ar gu ment that erupts when one part ner has a largely cor rect in sight
into the prob lems of their part ner. With a stern and glee ful tone, they may de clare, ‘You’ve
been drink ing too much’, ‘You hogged the con ver sa tion at the party’, ‘You’re al ways
boast ing’, ‘You don’t take enough re spon si bil ity’, ‘You waste too much time on line’ or
‘You never take enough ex er cise.’

The in sights are not wrong; that’s what is so tricky. The critic is cor rect, but they are
un able to ‘win’ be cause there are no prizes in love for cor rectly dis cern ing the flaws of our
part ners – other than self-sat is fied lone li ness. For para dox i cally, by at tack ing a part ner with
clin i cal en ergy, we re duce our chances of ever reach ing the real goal: the evo lu tion of the
per son we have to live with.

When we’re on the re ceiv ing end of a dif fi cult in sight into our fail ings, what makes us
bris tle and deny ev ery thing isn’t gen er ally the ac cu sa tion it self (we know our flaws all too
well), it’s the sur round ing at mos phere. We know the other is right, we just can’t bear to
take their crit i cism on board, given how se verely it has been de liv ered. We start to deny
ev ery thing be cause we are ter ri fied: the light of truth is shin ing too brightly. The fear is
that if we ad mit our fail ings, we will be crushed, shown up as worth less, re quired to at- 
tempt an ar du ous, mis er able process of change with out sym pa thy or claim on the af fec- 
tions of the other.

We feel so bur dened with shame and guilt al ready, a lover’s fur ther up braid ing is im- 
pos si ble to lis ten to. There’s too much pre-ex ist ing fragility in our psy ches for us to ad mit
to an other dif fi cult in sight into what’s wrong with us.

Plato once out lined an idea of what he called the ‘just lie’. If a crazed per son comes to
us and asks, ‘Where’s the axe?’ we are en ti tled to lie and say we don’t know – be cause we
un der stand that if we were to tell the truth they would prob a bly use the tool to do some- 
thing hor ren dous to us. That is, we can rea son ably tell a lie when our life is in dan ger. In
the same way, our part ner might not lit er ally be search ing for an axe when they make their
ac cu sa tion, but psy cho log i cally this is pre cisely how we might ex pe ri ence them – which
makes it un der stand able if we say we sim ply don’t know what they are talk ing about.
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It may feel un fair to ask our part ner to take our fears on board. But if they want to help
the re la tion ship they will need to make it clear that they won’t ever use the truth (if it is ac- 
knowl edged) as a weapon.

What is so sad is how eas ily we the ac cused might, if only the cir cum stances were
more sym pa thetic, con fess to ev ery thing. We would in fact love to un bur den our selves and
ad mit to what is bro ken and wounded in us.

Peo ple don’t change when they are gruffly told what’s wrong with them; they change
when they feel suf fi ciently sup ported to un der take the change they – al most al ways – al- 
ready know is due.

The Spoil ing Ar gu ment

There is a kind of ar gu ment that be gins when one part ner de lib er ately –and for no im- 
me di ately ob vi ous rea son – at tempts to spoil the good mood and high spir its of the other.

The cheer ful part ner may be mak ing a cake for their vis it ing nephew or whistling a
tune while they re ar range the kitchen. They may be mak ing plans for the week end or dis- 
cussing what fun it will be to see an old school friend again soon. Or they may be ex press- 
ing un usual op ti mism about their pro fes sional fu ture and fi nan cial prospects.

De spite our love for them, some thing about the sit u a tion may sud denly grate with us.
Within a short time, we may find our selves say ing some thing un usu ally harsh or crit i cal:
we may point out a flaw in their school friend (they tell very bor ing anec dotes, they can be
pretty snob bish); we may take ex cep tion to their re arrange ment of the cup boards; we may
find fault with the cake; we may bring up an as pect of their work that we know our part ner
finds dispir it ing; we may com plain that they haven’t prop erly con sid ered the road works
when plan ning the week end. We do ev ery thing to try to in duce a mood of anx i ety, fric tion
and mis ery.

On the sur face it looks as if we’re sim ply mon sters. But if we dig a lit tle deeper a more
un der stand able (though no less re gret table) pic ture may emerge. We are act ing in this way
be cause our part ner’s buoy ant and breezy mood can come across as a for bid ding bar rier to
com mu ni ca tion. We fear that their cur rent hap pi ness could pre vent them from know ing the
shame or melan choly, worry or lone li ness that presently pos sesses us. We are try ing to
shat ter their spir its be cause we are afraid of be ing lonely.

We don’t make this ar gu ment ex plic itly to our selves but a dark in stinct in our minds
ex pe ri ences our part ner’s up beat mood as a warn ing that our uncheery parts must now be
un wel come. And so we make a crude, wholly im ma ture but psy cho log i cally com pre hen si- 
ble as sump tion that we will never be prop erly known and loved un til our part ner can feel
as sad and frus trated as we do, a plan for the re cal i bra tion of their mood that we put into
mo tion with ma li cious de ter mi na tion.

But of course that’s not how things pan out. We may suc ceed in mak ing our part ner up- 
set but we al most cer tainly won’t thereby se cure the imag ined ben e fits of their gloom: they
won’t – once their mood has been spoilt – emerge with any greater ap petite for lis ten ing to
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our mes sages of dis tress or for cradling us in dul gently in their con sol ing arms. They will
just be fu ri ous.

The bet ter move, if only we could man age it, would be to con fess to, rather than act
out, our im pulses. We should ad mit to our part ner that we have been seized by an ugly fear
about their hap pi ness, laugh ingly re veal how much we would ide ally love to cause a stink
and firmly pledge that we won’t. We would all the while re mind our selves that ev ery
cheer ful per son has been sad and that the buoy ant among us have by far the best chances
of keep ing afloat those who re main emo tion ally at sea.

The spoil ing ar gu ment is a wholly para dox i cal plea for love that leaves one party ever
fur ther from the ten der ness and shared in sight they crave. Know ing how to spot the phe- 
nom e non should lead us, when we are the ones cheer ily bak ing or whistling a tune, to re- 
mem ber that the per son at tempt ing to ruin our mood isn’t per haps just nasty (though they
are a bit of that too); they are, child ishly but sin cerely, wor ried that our hap pi ness may
come at their ex pense and are, through their re morse less neg a tiv ity, in a gar bled and mad- 
den ing way beg ging us for re as sur ance.

The Pathol o giz ing Ar gu ment

There are ar gu ments in which one per son gets so up set that they start to be have in ways
that range far be yond the imag ined norms of civ i lized con duct: they speak in a high-
pitched voice, they ex ag ger ate, they weep, they beg, their words be come al most in co her- 
ent, they pull their own hair, they bite their own hand, they roll on the floor.

Un sur pris ingly, it can be supremely tempt ing for their in ter locu tor to de cide that this
dra matic be hav iour means they have gone mad – and to close them down on this score. To
press the point home, the un ag i tated part ner may start to speak in a preter nat u rally calm
way, as if ad dress ing an un ruly dog or a red-faced two-year-old. They may as sert that,
since their part ner has grown so un rea son able, there doesn’t seem to be any point in con- 
tin u ing the con ver sa tion – a con clu sion which drives the dis tressed part ner to fur ther
parox ysms and con vul sions.

It can feel nat u ral to pro pose that the per son who loses their tem per in the course of an
ar gu ment thereby loses any claim to cred i bil ity. What ever point they may be try ing to
make seems au to mat i cally to be in val i dated by the fact that they are do ing so while in a
chaotic state. The only pri or ity seems to be to shift at ten tion to how ut terly aw ful and im- 
ma ture they are be ing. It is ev i dent: the one who is calm is good; the one who is froth ing
and splut ter ing is a cretin.

Un for tu nately, both part ners end up trapped in an un pro duc tive cy cle that ben e fits nei- 
ther of them. There’s a mo ment when the calm one may turn and say, ‘Since you are mad,
there’s no point in talk ing to you.’ The aware ness – in the rag ing lover’s mind – that, as
they rant and flail, they are in eluctably throw ing away all pos si bil ity of be ing prop erly at- 
tended to or un der stood feeds their ever-mount ing sense of panic: they be come yet more
de mented and ex ag ger ated, fur ther un der min ing their cred i bil ity in the dis cus sion. Hear ing
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their con di tion di ag nosed as in sane by the calm one serves to re in force a sus pi cion that
per haps they re ally are mad, which in turn weak ens their ca pac ity not to be so. They lose
con fi dence that there might be any rea son able as pect to their dis tress which could, the o ret i- 
cally, be ex plained in a clear way if only they could stop cry ing.

‘I’m not go ing to lis ten to you any fur ther if you keep mak ing such a fuss,’ the calm
part ner might go on to say, prompt ing ever more of pre cisely this ‘fuss’. The frus trated one
is grad u ally turned into a case study fit only for clin i cal psy chol ogy or a strait jacket. They
are, as we might put it, ‘pathol o gized’, held up as some one who is ac tu ally crazy, rather
than as an or di nary hu man who is es sen tially quite sane but has tem po rar ily lost their self-
pos ses sion in an ex tremely dif fi cult sit u a tion.

On the other side of the equa tion, the per son who re mains calm is au to mat i cally cast –
by their own im per turbable na ture and sub tle skills at pub lic re la tions – as de cent and rea- 
son able. But we should bear in mind that it is at least in the ory en tirely pos si ble to be cruel,
dis mis sive, stub born, harsh and wrong – and keep one’s voice ut terly steady. Just as one
can, equally well, be red-nosed, whim per ing and in co her ent – and have a point.

We need to keep hold of a hero ically gen er ous at ti tude: rage and histri on ics can be the
symp toms of a des per a tion that sets in when a hugely im por tant in ti mate truth is be ing bla- 
tantly ig nored or de nied, with the un con trolled per son be ing nei ther evil nor mon strous.

Ob vi ously the method of de liv ery is dras ti cally un help ful; ob vi ously it would al ways
be bet ter if we didn’t start to cry. But it is not be yond un der stand ing or, hope fully, for give- 
ness if we were to do so. It’s hor ri ble and fright en ing to wit ness some one get ting in tensely
worked up, but with the ben e fit of per spec tive, their in ner con di tion calls for deep com pas- 
sion rather than a lec ture. We should re mem ber that only some one who in ter nally felt their
life was in dan ger would end up in such a mess.

We should keep this in mind, be cause some times we will be the ones who fall into a
de ranged state; we won’t al ways be the ag grieved, cooler-headed party. We should all have
a lit tle film of our selves at our very worst mo ments from which we re play brief high lights
and so re mem ber that, while we looked mad, our con tor tions were only the outer signs of
an in ner agony at be ing un able to make our selves un der stood on a cru cial point by the per- 
son we re lied on.

We can stay calm with al most ev ery one in our lives. If we lose our tem per with our
part ners, it is – at best, in part – be cause we are so in vested in them and our joint fu tures.
We shouldn’t in vari ably hold it against some one that they be have in a stricken way; it isn’t
(prob a bly) a sign that they are mad or hor ri ble. Rather, as we should have the grace to re- 
call, it is just that they love and de pend on us very much.

The Ab sen tee Ar gu ment

There are so many ways in which the world wounds us. At work, our man ager re peat- 
edly hu mil i ates and be lit tles us. We hear of a party to which we were not in vited. A bet ter-
look ing, wealth ier per son snubs us at a con fer ence. We de velop a skill that turns out not to
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be much in de mand in the world; some peo ple we were with at uni ver sity set up a hugely
suc cess ful busi ness.

Our hurt, hu mil i a tion and dis ap point ments ac cu mu late – but al most al ways, we can not
pos si bly com plain about them to any one. Our man agers would sack us if we told them how
we felt. Our ac quain tances would be hor ri fied by the depth of our in se cu ri ties. No one
gives a damn about an ad mirable com pany that has hurt our feel ings through its suc cess.
There is no way to take out our dis tress on geopol i tics or eco nomic his tory or the ex is ten- 
tial para dox that we are re quired to make de ci sions about our lives be fore we could pos si- 
bly know what they will en tail. We can not rave at the cos mos or at the ac ci dents of po lit i- 
cal power. We need, most of the time, sim ply to po litely swal low our hurt and move on.

But there is one ex cep tion to this rule: we can rant and moan at a per son who is more
re li ably kind to us than any one else, a per son whom we love more than any other, a blessed
be ing who is wait ing for us at home at the end of ev ery new gru elling day …

Un for tu nately, we don’t nec es sar ily al ways tell our part ner that we are caus ing prob- 
lems be cause we are sad about things that have noth ing to do with them; we just cre ate ar- 
gu ments to al le vi ate our dis tress – we are mean to them be cause our boss didn’t care, the
econ omy wasn’t avail able for a chat and there was no God to im plore. We reroute all the
hu mil i a tion and rage that no one else had time for on to the shoul ders of the one per son
who most cares about our well-be ing. We tell them that if only they were more sup port ive,
were less in tru sive, made more money, were less ma te ri al is tic, were more imag i na tive or
less naive, less fussy or more de mand ing, more dy namic or more re laxed, sex ier or less ob- 
sessed with sex, more in tel li gent or less wrapped up in the world of books, more ad ven tur- 
ous or more set tled … then we could be happy – our life would be soothed and our er rors
re deemed. It is, as we im ply and oc ca sion ally even tell them, all their fault.

This is, of course, hor ri ble and largely un true. But en folded within our de nun ci a tions
and ab surd crit i cisms is a strangely lov ing homage. Be hind our ac cu sa tions is an inar tic u- 
late yet large com pli ment. We com plain un fairly as a trib ute to the ex tent of our love and
the po si tion the part ner has taken in our lives.

We pick a fight with them over noth ing much, but what we are in ef fect say ing is: Save
me, re deem me, make sense of my pain, love me even though I have failed. The fact that we
are blam ing our part ner in ridicu lous ways is a heav ily dis guised but au then tic mark of the
trust we have in them. We must be civ i lized and grown up with ev ery one else, but with one
per son on the planet, we can at points be mad den ingly ir ra tional, ut terly de mand ing and
hor ri bly cross – not be cause they de serve it, but be cause so much has gone wrong, we are
so tired and they are the one per son who prom ises to un der stand and for give us. No won- 
der we love them.

The Ar gu ment of Nor mal ity

Be ing in a re la tion ship, even a very good one, re quires us con stantly to de fend our
pref er ences and points of view against the pos si bil ity of a part ner’s ob jec tions. We can find
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our selves hav ing to ar gue about what time to go to bed, where to put the sofa, how of ten to
have sex, what to do in a for eign city or what the best colour for a new car might be. In
pre vi ous eras, the sorts of jus ti fi ca tions we wielded were far sim pler. The per son with more
power would sim ply as sert with haughty in dif fer ence: Be cause I say so … or Be cause I
want it this way … But we live in a more ra tio nal age fo cused on dis cus sion, where only
well-founded and ar tic u lated rea sons are ex pected to swing a point.

Be cause we live in a demo cratic age too, one of the tools to which war ring cou ples
most of ten have re sort when at tempt ing to jus tify their choices is ma jor ity opin ion. That is,
in the heat of a fight, we re mind our op po nent that what we want to do, think or feel is nor- 
mal. We sug gest that they should agree with us, not only or pri mar ily be cause of what we
hap pen to say, but be cause they’ll find – once they stop to con sider the mat ter with ap pro- 
pri ate hu mil ity – that all right-think ing peo ple agree with us too. Our po si tion (on travel
plans, sex ual rou tines or car colours) isn’t mere idio syn crasy; it is syn ony mous with that
lodestar of con tem po rary ethics, ‘nor mal ity’.

As we fight, we bol ster our per sonal and there fore frag ile opin ion with the sup posed
im preg nable voice of the en tire com mu nity: It is not sim ply that I – one soli tary, eas ily
over looked per son – find your at ti tude very dis pleas ing. All rea son able peo ple – in fact, an
elec toral ma jor ity of the world – are presently with me in con demn ing your ideas. You are
– in your opin ion on how to cook pasta, when to call your sis ter or the merit of the prize-
win ning novel – ut terly alone.

In a pure sense, what is ‘nor mal’ shouldn’t mat ter very much at all. What is wide spread
in our com mu nity is of ten wrong and what is cur rently con sid ered odd might ac tu ally be
quite wise. But how ever much we know this in tel lec tu ally, we are pro foundly so cial crea- 
tures; mil lions of years of evo lu tion have shaped our brains so as nat u rally to give a great
deal of weight to the opin ions of those around us. In re al ity, it al most al ways feels emo- 
tion ally cru cial to try to re tain the broad good will and ac cep tance of our com mu nity. So the
claim to ‘nor mal ity’, how ever ap prox i mately and un fairly it is made, touches on a sen si tive
spot in our minds – which is pre cisely why our part ner in vokes it so deftly.

Nev er the less, we should hold on to the counter-ar gu ments. When it comes to per sonal
life, we have no sound idea of what is nor mal, be cause we have no easy ac cess to the in ti- 
mate truths of oth ers. We don’t know what a nor mal amount of sex re ally is, or how nor- 
mal it is to cry, sleep in a dif fer ent bed or dis like a part ner’s best friend. There are no re li- 
able polls or wit nesses.

In ad di tion, and more im por tantly, we should cease cyn i cally laud ing the idea of the
nor mal when it suits us by ac knowl edg ing that al most ev ery thing that is beau ti ful and
worth ap pre ci at ing in our re la tion ship is deeply un-nor mal. It’s very un-nor mal that some- 
one should find us at trac tive, should have agreed to go out with us, should put up with our
an tics, should have come up with such an en dear ing nick name for us that al ludes to our
favourite an i mal from child hood, should have both ered to spend some of their week end
sewing on but tons for us – and should bother to lis ten to our anx i eties late into the night.
We are the ben e fi cia ries of some ex tremely rare even tu al i ties and it is the height of in grat i- 
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tude to claim to be a friend of the nor mal when most of what is good in our lives is the re- 
sult of awe somely mi nus cule odds. We should stop bad ger ing our part ners with phoney
demo cratic ar gu ments and ad mit to some thing far truer and pos si bly more ef fec tive in its
hon est vul ner a bil ity: We would love some thing to hap pen be cause, and only be cause, it
would make us very happy if it did – and very up set if it didn’t.

The Parental-Re sem blance Ar gu ment

There is a move many of us make in the heat of an ar gu ment with our part ner that is at
once dev as tat ing, ac cu rate and en tirely un called for. In a par tic u larly con temp tu ous, sly
and yet glee ful tone, part ners are in clined to an nounce, as if a rare truth were be ing un- 
earthed, ‘You’re turn ing into your mother’ or ‘You’re turn ing into your fa ther.’

The claim is apt to si lence us be cause, how ever much we may have tried to de velop
our own in de pen dent char ac ters, we can’t help but har bour a deep and se cret fear that we
are prey to an un con scious psy cho log i cal des tiny. In one side of our brains, we are aware
of a range of neg a tive qual i ties we ob served in our par ents which we sense are in ter mit- 
tently hinted at in our own per son al i ties. And we are ter ri fied.

We catch our selves re hears ing opin ions that once struck us as patently ab surd or laugh- 
able. At mo ments of weak ness, we find our selves re play ing just the same sar cas tic or petty,
vain or an gry at ti tudes we once felt sure we would never want to em u late. The ac cu sa tions
of our part ner hurt so much be cause they knock up against a gen uine risk.

At the same time, the crit i cism is deeply un der hand. First, be cause even if we our selves
oc ca sion ally share an ac count of our par ents’ fail ings with our part ners, the uni ver sal rules
of fil ial loy alty mean that we – and only we – are ever al lowed to bring these up again in
an ag gres sive tone.

Sec ond, the ac cu sa tion is un fair be cause it is at tempt ing to push us into deny ing some- 
thing that is in vari ably partly cor rect. How could we not be a lit tle like our par ents, given
the many years we spent around them, the un told genes we share with them and the mal- 
leabil ity of the in fant mind?

We should never get rail roaded into protest ing that we are un like those who put us on
the earth; we should un der cut the im plicit charge by im me di ately can didly ad mit ting that
we are – of course – very much like our par ents, as they are akin to theirs. How could we
be any thing else? Why wouldn’t we be? But, in a twist to the nor mal ar gu ment, we should
then re mind our part ners that we chose to be with them pre cisely in or der to at ten u ate the
risks of an un ex am ined parental des tiny. It was and re mains their solemn duty not to mock
us for be ing like our par ents, but to as sist us with kind ness to be come a lit tle less like them
where it counts. By hec tor ing and ac cus ing us, they aren’t iden ti fy ing a rare truth from
which we hide away in shame; they are stat ing the ob vi ous and then be tray ing the fun da- 
men tal con tract of adult love. Their task as our part ner isn’t to bully us into mak ing con fes- 
sions that we would have been ready to ac cept from the start, but to help us evolve away
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from the worst sides of peo ple who have in evitably messed us up a lit tle and yet whom we
can’t – of course, de spite ev ery thing – stop lov ing in or di nately.

The Ar gu ment from Ex ces sive Logic

It seems odd at first to imag ine that we might get an gry, even mad dened, by a part ner
be cause they are, in the course of a dis cus sion, prov ing to be too rea son able and too log i- 
cal. We are used to think ing highly of rea son and logic. We are not nor mally en e mies of
ev i dence and ra tio nal ity. How, then, do these in gre di ents be come prob lem atic in the course
of love? But from close up, con sid ered with suf fi cient imag i na tion, our sus pi cion can make
a lot of sense.

When we are in dif fi cul ties, what we may pri mar ily be seek ing from our part ners is a
sense that they un der stand what we are go ing through. We are not look ing for an swers (the
prob lems may be too large for there to be any ob vi ous ones) so much as com fort, re as sur- 
ance and fel low feel ing. In the cir cum stances, the de ploy ment of an overly log i cal stance
may come across not as an act of kind ness, but as a species of dis guised im pa tience.

Let’s imag ine some one who comes to their part ner com plain ing of ver tigo. The fear of
heights is usu ally man i festly un rea son able: the bal cony ob vi ously isn’t about to col lapse,
there’s a strong iron balustrade be tween us and the abyss, the build ing has been re peat edly
tested by ex perts. We may know all this in tel lec tu ally, but it does noth ing to re duce our
sick en ing anx i ety in prac tice. If a part ner were pa tiently to be gin to ex plain the laws of
physics to us, we wouldn’t be grate ful; we would sim ply feel they had mis un der stood us.

Much that trou bles us has a struc ture akin to ver tigo: our worry isn’t ex actly rea son- 
able, but we’re un set tled all the same. We can, for ex am ple, con tinue to feel guilty about
let ting down our par ents, no mat ter how nice to them we’ve ac tu ally been. Or we can feel
very wor ried about money, even if we’re ob jec tively eco nom i cally quite safe. We can feel
hor ri fied by our own ap pear ance, even though no one else judges our face or body harshly.
Or we can be cer tain that we’re fail ures who’ve messed up ev ery thing we’ve ever done,
even if, in ob jec tive terms, we seem to be do ing pretty well. We can ob sess that we’ve for- 
got ten to pack some thing, even though we’ve taken a lot of care and can in any case buy
al most ev ery thing at the other end. Or we may feel that our life will fall apart if we have to
make a short speech, even though thou sands of peo ple make quite bad speeches ev ery day
and their lives con tinue as nor mal.

When we re count our wor ries to our part ner, we may re ceive a set of pre cisely de liv- 
ered, unim pas sioned log i cal an swers – we have been good to our par ents, we have packed
enough tooth paste, etc. – an swers that are en tirely true and yet un help ful as well, and so in
their own way en rag ing. It feels as if the ex ces sive logic of the other has led them to look
down on our con cerns. Be cause, rea son ably speak ing, we shouldn’t have our wor ries, the
im pli ca tion is that we must be mad for hav ing them.

The one putting for ward the ‘log i cal’ point of view shouldn’t be sur prised by the an gry
re sponse they re ceive. They are for get ting how weird and be yond the or di nary rules of rea- 
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son all hu man minds can be, theirs in cluded. The logic they are ap ply ing is re ally a species
of brute com mon sense that re fuses the in sights of psy chol ogy. Of course our minds are
prey to phan tasms, il lu sions, pro jec tions and neu rotic ter rors. Of course we’re afraid of
many things that don’t ex ist in the so-called real world. But such phe nom ena are not so
much ‘il log i cal’ as de serv ing of the ap pli ca tion of a deeper logic. Our sense of whether
we’re at trac tive or not isn’t a re flec tion of what we ac tu ally look like; it fol lows a pat tern
that goes back to child hood and how loved we were made to feel by those we de pended on.
The fear of pub lic speak ing is bound up with long-stand ing shame and dread of oth ers’
judge ment.

An ex ces sively log i cal ap proach to fears dis counts their ori gins and con cen trates in- 
stead on why we shouldn’t have them – which is mad den ing when we are in pain. It’s not
that we ac tu ally want our part ner to stop be ing rea son able; we want them to ap ply their in- 
tel li gence to the task of sen si tive re as sur ance. We want them to en ter into the weirder bits
of our own ex pe ri ence by re mem ber ing their own. We want to be un der stood for be ing the
mad an i mals we are, and then com forted and re as sured that it will all be OK any way.

Then again, it could be that the ap pli ca tion of ex ces sive logic isn’t an ac ci dent or a
form of stu pid ity. It might be an act of re venge. Per haps our part ner is giv ing brief, log i cal
an swers to our wor ries be cause their ef forts to be sym pa thetic to wards us in the past have
gone nowhere. Per haps we have ne glected their needs. If two peo ple were be ing prop erly
‘log i cal’ in the deep est sense of the word – that is, truly alive to all the com plex i ties of
emo tional func tion ing – rather than squab bling around the ques tion ‘Why are you be ing so
ra tio nal when I’m in pain?’, the per son on the re ceiv ing end of su per fi cial logic would gen- 
tly change the sub ject and ask, ‘Is it pos si ble I’ve hurt or been ne glect ing you?’ That
would be real logic.

The No-Sex Ar gu ment

It could, on the sur face, be an ar gu ment about al most any thing: what time to leave for
the air port, who for got to post the tax form, where to send the chil dren to school … But in
re al ity, in dis guise, un men tioned and un men tion able, it is typ i cally the very same ar gu- 
ment, the no-sex ar gu ment, the sin gle great est ar gu ment that ever af flicts com mit ted cou- 
ples, the ar gu ment which has pow ered more fu ri ous oblique ex changes among lovers than
any other, the ar gu ment that, right now, ex plains why one per son is an grily re fus ing to
speak to an other over a bowl of udon noo dles in a restau rant in down town Yoko hama and
an other is scream ing in an apart ment on an up per floor of a block in the sub urbs of Belo
Hor i zonte, why a child has ac quired a step-par ent and a per son is cry ing over a bot tle or at
their ther a pist’s of fice.

The real in jury – you have ceased to want me and I can no longer bear my self or you –
can’t be men tioned be cause it cuts too deep; it threat ens too much of our dig nity; it is big- 
ger than we are. Late at night in the dark ness, time af ter time, our hand moved to wards
theirs, tried to coax theirs into a ca ress and was turned down. They held our fin gers limply
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for a mo ment and then, as if we were the mon ster we now take our selves to be, curled
away from us and dis ap peared into the war ren of sleep. We have stopped try ing now. It
may hap pen once in a blue moon, a few times a year, but we un der stand the score well
enough: we are not wanted. We feel like out casts, the only ones to be re jected in this way,
the vic tims of a rare dis ease. We are nurs ing an emo tional in jury far too sham ing to men- 
tion to oth ers, let alone our selves, the only ones not to be hav ing sex in a happy, sex-filled
world. Our anger ag gra vates our in jury and traps us in cy cles of hos til ity. Per haps they
don’t want us in the night be cause we have been so vile in the day; but so long as our hand
goes un wanted, we can never muster the courage to be any thing but vin dic tive in their
pres ence. It hurts more than be ing sin gle, when at least the ne glect was to be ex pected.
This is a sen tence with out end. We can nei ther com plain nor let the is sue go. We feel com- 
pelled to fight by proxy about any thing we can lay our hands on – the wash ing pow der and
the walk to the park, the money for the den tist and the course of the na tion’s pol i tics – all
be cause we so badly need to be held and to hold, to pen e trate or to be pen e trated.

It is in a sense deeply strange, even silly, that so much should hang on this is sue, that
the fu ture of fam i lies, the fate of chil dren, the di vi sion of as sets, the sur vival of a friend- 
ship group should de pend on the right sort of frot tage of a few cen time tres of our up per
limbs. It’s the tini est thing and at the same time the very largest. The ab sence of sex mat- 
ters so much be cause sex it self is the supreme con cil ia tor and salve of all con flict, ill feel- 
ing, lone li ness and lack of in ter est. It is al most im pos si ble to make love and be sad, in dif- 
fer ent or bit ter. Fu ri ous per haps, in a pas sion ate and ar dent way. But not – al most never –
truly else where or be set by ma jor griev ances. The act forces pres ence, vul ner a bil ity, hon- 
esty, ten der ness, re lease. It mat ters in or di nately be cause it is the ul ti mate proof that ev ery- 
thing is, de spite ev ery thing, still OK.

As ever, so much would change if only we could be helped to find the words to fight
our way past our shame and not feel so alone (this should be proof enough that we aren’t);
if we could point to the prob lem with out fury, with out hu mil i a tion, with out de fen sive ness;
if we could sim ply name our des per a tion with out be com ing des per ate; if the one who
didn’t want sex could ex plain why in terms that made sense and were bear able and the one
who felt cast aside could ex plain with out giv ing way to vin dic tive ness or de spair.

We would ide ally, along side physics and ge og ra phy, learn the ba sics of all this in our
last year at high school: learn how to spot and as suage the no-sex ar gu ment with an in-
depth course and reg u lar re fresh ments through out our lives. It is the par a digm of all ar gu- 
ments. Those who can get over it can sur mount pretty much any dis pute; those who can not
must squab ble to the grave.

Were our species to learn how to do this, the world would be sud denly and de ci sively
calmer: there would be in fin itely fewer fights, al co holic out bursts, di vorces, af fairs, rages,
de nun ci a tions, re crim i na tions, civil wars, armed con flicts and nu clear con fla gra tions. At
the first signs of no-sex ar gu ments, cou ples would know how care fully to lo cate the words
that would ad dress their sor rows. There would not al ways be an an swer, but there would
al ways be the right sort of con ver sa tion.
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PES SIMISM

What ever dis ap point ing ex pe ri ences we have lived through in love, we tend to con sole
our selves with a highly rea son able-sound ing thought: that our prob lems to date have
resided not with our ex pec ta tions, but with the peo ple they were di rected to wards. It feels
pro foundly im plau si ble that the dif fi cul ties might be struc tural, might lie with re la tion ships
in gen eral, when is sues have man i fested them selves so dis tinctly in re la tion to par tic u lar
peo ple we were with.

The so lu tion to our ag i ta tion lies, strangely, in a phi los o phy of pes simism: in the ex pec- 
ta tion of a blunt in evitabil ity that two peo ple will never un der stand more than a frac tion of
each other’s minds. We are all, in di verse ways, highly ar du ous propo si tions. Love be gins
with the dis cov ery of har mony in very spe cific ar eas, but wide spread dis agree ment, mis un- 
der stand ing, bore dom, a cer tain amount of rage and lone li ness are what hap pens when love
fi nally truly suc ceeds.

The only peo ple we can think of as pro foundly ad mirable are those we don’t yet know
very well.

For many of us, love starts rapidly, of ten at first sight: with an over whelm ing im pres- 
sion of the other’s love li ness. This phe nom e non – the crush – goes to the heart of the mod- 
ern un der stand ing of love. It could seem like a small in ci dent, a mi nor planet in the con- 
stel la tion of love, but it is in fact the un der ly ing se cret cen tral sun around which our no- 
tions of the Ro man tic re volve. A crush rep re sents in pure and per fect form the es sen tial dy- 
nam ics of Ro man ti cism: the ex plo sive in ter ac tion of lim ited knowl edge, out ward ob sta cles
to fur ther dis cov ery and bound less hope.

We wouldn’t be able to de velop crushes if we weren’t so good at al low ing a few de tails
about some one to sug gest the whole of them. From a few cues only, per haps a dis tant look
in the eyes, a forth right brow or a gen er ous wit, we rapidly start to an tic i pate an in tense
con nec tion and stretches of hap pi ness, buoyed by pro found mu tual sym pa thy and un der- 
stand ing.

We can not be en tirely wrong, there are surely gen uine virtues to hand, but the pri mary
er ror of the crush is to ig nore the fact that life will in im por tant ways have twisted us all
out of shape. No one has come through com pletely un scathed. The chances of a per fectly
ad mirable hu man walk ing the earth are non-ex is tent. Our fears and our frail ties play them- 
selves out in a thou sand ways – they can make us de fen sive or ag gres sive, grandiose or
hes i tant, clingy or avoidant – but we can be as sured that un for tu nate ten den cies ex ist in us
all and will make ev ery one much less than per fect and, at mo ments, ex tremely hard to live
with.

Ev ery hu man can be guar an teed to frus trate, anger, an noy, mad den and dis ap point us –
and we will (with out any mal ice) do the same to them. There can be no end to our sense of
empti ness and in com plete ness. This is a truth chis elled in deli bly into the script of ro man tic
life. Choos ing whom to com mit our selves to is there fore merely a case of iden ti fy ing a
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spe cific kind of dis sat is fac tion we can bear rather than an oc ca sion to es cape from grief al- 
to gether.

UN RE QUITED LOVE

When love re mains un re cip ro cated for too long, a par tic u lar agony can de scend. We are
haunted by a sense of all that might have been. Epochal hap pi ness seemed tan ta liz ingly
close yet is now mad den ingly out of reach. We are of ten kindly coun selled to try to for get
the beloved and to think of some thing or some one else. Yet such kind ness is mis guided.
The cure for love does not lie in ceas ing to think of the fugi tive lover, but in learn ing to
think more in tensely and con struc tively about who they might re ally be.

What pre vents us from loos en ing our grip on love is sim ply a lack of knowl edge. This
is what can make un re quited love so vi cious. By deny ing us the chance to grow close to
the beloved, we can not tire of them in the cathar tic and lib er at ing man ner that is the gift of
re quited love. It isn’t their charms that are keep ing us mag ne tized; it is our lack of knowl- 
edge of their flaws.

The cure for un re quited love is, in struc ture, there fore very sim ple. We must get to
know them bet ter. The more we learn about them, the less they will ever look like the so lu- 
tion to our un easy lives. We will dis cover the end less small ways in which they are irk- 
some; we’ll get to know how stub born, how crit i cal, how cold and how hurt by things that
strike us as mean ing less they can be. That is, if we get to know them bet ter, we will re al ize
how much they have in com mon with ev ery one else.

Pas sion can never with stand too much ex po sure to the full re al ity of an other per son.
The un bounded ad mi ra tion on which it is founded is de stroyed by the knowl edge that a
prop erly shared life in evitably brings.

The cru elty of un re quited love isn’t re ally that we haven’t been loved back, rather that
our hopes have been aroused by some one who can never dis ap point us, some one whom we
will have to keep be liev ing in be cause we lack the knowl edge that would set us free.

In a po si tion of long ing for a new per son when we are con strained within an ex ist ing
re la tion ship, we must be ware too of the ‘in cum bent prob lem’: the vast but of ten over- 
looked and un fair ad van tage that all new peo ple, and also cities and jobs, have over ex ist- 
ing – or, as we put it, in cum bent – ones. The beau ti ful per son glimpsed briefly in the street,
the city vis ited for a few days, the job we read about in a cou ple of tan ta liz ing para graphs
in a mag a zine all tend to seem im me di ately and defini tively su pe rior to our cur rent part ner,
our long-es tab lished home and our com mit ted work place and can in spire us to sud den and
(in ret ro spect some times) re gret table di vorces, re lo ca tions and res ig na tions.

When we spot ap par ent per fec tion, we tend to blame our spec tac u lar bad luck for the
medi ocrity of our lives, with out re al iz ing that we are mis tak ing an asym me try of knowl- 
edge for an asym me try of qual ity: we are fail ing to see that our part ner, home and job are
not es pe cially aw ful, but rather that we know them es pe cially well.
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The cor rec tive to in suf fi cient knowl edge is ex pe ri ence. We need to mine the se cret re- 
al ity of other peo ple and places and so learn that, be neath their charms, they will al most in- 
vari ably be es sen tially ‘nor mal’ in na ture: that is, no worse yet no bet ter than the in cum- 
bents we al ready un der stand.

We should ex trap o late what we al ready know of peo ple and ap ply it to those we don’t
yet.

THE LAUN DRY

In the his tory of West ern lit er a ture, in hun dreds of po ems and nov els, no Ro man tic
hero or hero ine has ever ironed their un der pants. This might seem a triv ial point, but it is
cru cial and per son ally ur gent, be cause it sig nals that we’ve taken our cues about what be- 
longs to love from a so ci etal nar ra tive that is rad i cally in com plete and mis lead ing in na- 
ture.

Ro man tic cul ture takes no in ter est in the myr iad chal lenges that fall within the realm of
the ‘do mes tic’, a term that cap tures all the prac ti cal i ties of liv ing to gether, ex tend ing across
a range of small but vi tal is sues, in clud ing who one should visit at the week end, when to
empty the bins, who should clean the oven and how of ten to have friends over for din ner.

From the Ro man tic point of view, these things can not be se ri ous or worth the at ten tion
of in tel li gent peo ple. Re la tion ships are made or bro ken over grand, dra matic mat ters: fi- 
delity and be trayal, the courage to face so ci ety on one’s own terms or the tragedy of be ing
ground down by the de mands of con ven tion. The day-to-day minu tiae of the do mes tic
sphere seem en tirely unim pres sive and hu mil i at ingly in signif i cant by com par i son.

Partly as a re sult of this ne glect, we don’t go into re la tion ships ready to per ceive do- 
mes tic is sues as im por tant po ten tial flash points to look out for and de vote sus tained at ten- 
tion to. We don’t ac knowl edge how much it may end up mat ter ing whether we can ma- 
turely re solve is sues around how to clean the kitchen floor or the co nun drum of whether it
is stylish or a touch pre ten tious to give a cock tail party.

When a prob lem has high pres tige, we are ready to ex pend en ergy and time try ing to
re solve it. This has of ten hap pened around large sci en tific ques tions. It was en tirely un der- 
stood that map ping the hu man genome would be enor mously dif fi cult, as is the puz zle of
ar ti fi cial in tel li gence. This re spect leads to an un ex pected but cru cial con se quence. We
don’t panic around the chal lenges, be cause we un der stand the dif fi culty of what we are at- 
tempt ing to do. We are a lot calmer around pres ti gious prob lems. It’s prob lems that feel
triv ial or silly but nev er the less take up large sec tions of our lives that drive us to height- 
ened states of ag i ta tion. Such ag i ta tion is pre cisely what the Ro man tic ne glect of do mes tic
life has un wit tingly en cour aged: its legacy is over hasty con ver sa tions about the tem per a- 
ture of the bed room and curt re marks about which news pro gramme to watch, mat ters
which can – over many years – con trib ute to a crit i cal ero sion of our ca pac i ties to love.
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Pieter de Hooch, In te rior with Women be side a Linen Cup board, 1663.
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At cer tain points in his tory artists have at tempted to cor rect the dis tri bu tion of pres tige.
In the sev en teenth cen tury, the Dutch painter Pieter de Hooch spe cial ized in por tray ing
high-sta tus, in ter est ing-look ing peo ple en gaged in do mes tic chores. He wanted to show the
rel e vance of such ac tiv i ties to hav ing a good life and to con vey that these were not in any
way de grad ing or un wor thy tasks. Or ga niz ing a linen cup board was, de Hooch was propos- 
ing, no less a task than check ing the ac counts of a ma jor cor po ra tion or mak ing sure that a
load-bear ing wall was suf fi ciently strong to sup port the weight of an at tic storey.

Do mes tic pre oc cu pa tion isn’t re ally a sign of the death of love. It’s what awaits us
when love has suc ceeded. We will only be rec on ciled to the re al ity of love when we can
ac cept with out ran cour the gen uine dig nity of the iron ing board.

IT WAS MEANT TO BE NICER

Of ten, our part ner isn’t nec es sar ily be ing ter ri ble in overt ways, but we feel a grow ing
sad ness about the char ac ter of our re la tion ship: they’re not as fo cused on us as we’d
hoped; there are of ten times when they don’t un der stand us prop erly; they’re of ten busy
and pre oc cu pied; they can be a bit off hand or abrupt; they’re not hugely in ter ested in the
de tails of our day; they call their friends rather than talk with us. We feel dis en chanted and
let down. Love was sup posed to be lovely. But, with out any one huge thing hav ing gone
wrong, it doesn’t much feel that way day to day.

This sor row has a para dox i cal source: we’re up set now be cause at some point in the
past we were re ally rather for tu nate. We’re sad be cause we’ve been lucky. To ex plain the
seem ing para dox we need to have a look at the in ti mate ori gins of love.

Our idea of what a good, lov ing re la tion ship should be like (and what it feels like to be
loved) doesn’t ever come from what we’ve seen in adult hood; it arises from a stranger,
more pow er ful source. The idea of happy cou ple dom taps into a fun da men tal pic ture of
com fort, deep se cu rity, word less com mu ni ca tion and our needs be ing ef fort lessly un der- 
stood that comes from early child hood. Some of the most pop u lar pic tures in the world
show a mother very ten derly hold ing a small child, with an ex pres sion of com plete de vo- 
tion on her face. Of fi cially, these are pic tures of one spe cific and very un usual child and
one very holy and good mother. But the re li gious back ground to the Mother and Child im- 
ages isn’t the key to their ap peal. We’re moved be cause we rec og nize a par a disi a cal mo- 
ment in our own per sonal story; be cause we’re be ing brought into semi-con scious con tact
with a de light ful mem ory of how we were once cared for.

At the best mo ments of child hood (if things went rea son ably well) lov ing par ents of- 
fered us ex tra or di nary sat is fac tion. They knew when we were hun gry or tired, even though
we couldn’t ex plain. We did not need to strive. They made us feel com pletely safe. We
were held peace fully. We were en ter tained and in dulged. And even if we don’t re call the
ex plicit de tails, the ex pe ri ence of be ing cher ished has made a pro found im pres sion on us; it
has planted it self in our deep minds as the ideal tem plate of what love should be.
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As adults, with out re ally notic ing, we con tinue to be in thrall to this no tion of be ing
loved, pro ject ing the best ex pe ri ences of our early years into our present re la tion ships and
find ing them sorely want ing as a re sult – a com par i son that is pro foundly cor ro sive and un- 
fair.
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Leonardo da Vinci, The Madonna Litta, mid-1490s.
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The love we re ceived from a par ent can’t ever be a work able model for our later, adult,
ex pe ri ence of love. The rea son is fun da men tal: we were a baby then, we are an adult now –
a di chotomy with sev eral key ram i fi ca tions.

For a start, our needs were so much sim pler. We needed to be washed, amused, put to
bed. But we didn’t need some one to trawl in tel li gently through the trou bled cor ners of our
minds. We didn’t need a care giver to un der stand why we pre fer the first se ries of a tele vi- 
sion show to the sec ond, why it is nec es sary to see our aunt on Sun day or why it mat ters to
us that the cur tains har mo nize with the sofa cov ers or bread must be cut with a proper
bread knife. The par ent knew ab so lutely what was re quired in re la tion to ba sic phys i cal
and emo tional re quire ments. Our part ner is stum bling in the dark around needs that are im- 
mensely sub tle, far from ob vi ous and very com pli cated to ful fil.

Sec ondly, none of it was re cip ro cal. Our par ents were in tensely fo cused on car ing for
us, but they knew and wholly ac cepted that we wouldn’t en gage with their needs. They
didn’t for a minute imag ine that they could take their trou bles to us or ex pect us to nur ture
them. They didn’t need us to ask them about their day. Our re spon si bil ity was bliss fully
sim ple: all we had to do to please them was to ex ist. Our most or di nary ac tions – rolling
over on our tummy, grasp ing a bis cuit in our tiny hand – en chanted them with ease. We
were loved and didn’t have to love – a dis tinc tion be tween kinds of love which lan guage
nor mally art fully blurs, shield ing us from the dif fer ence be tween be ing the priv i leged cus- 
tomer of love or its more ex hausted and long-suf fer ing provider.

Fur ther more, our par ents were prob a bly kind enough to shield us from the bur den that
look ing af ter us im posed on them. They main tained a rea son ably sunny fa cade un til they
re tired to their own bed room, at which point the true toll of their ef forts could be wit nessed
(but by then we were asleep). This was im mensely kind, but did us one last ing dis ser vice:
it may un wit tingly have cre ated an ex pec ta tion of what it would mean for some one to love
us which was never true in the first place. We might in later life end up with lovers who are
tetchy with us, who are too tired to talk at the end of the day, who don’t mar vel at our ev- 
ery an tic, who can’t even be both ered to lis ten to what we’re say ing – and we might feel
(with some bit ter ness) that this is not how our par ents were. The irony, which has its re- 
deem ing side, is that in truth this is ex actly how our par ents were, they sim ply saved it un- 
til their bed room, when we were asleep and re al ized noth ing.

The source of our present sor row is not, there fore, a spe cial fail ing on the part of our
adult lovers. They are not trag i cally in ept or uniquely self ish. It’s rather that we’re judg ing
our adult ex pe ri ences against a very dif fer ent kind of child hood love. We are sor row ful not
be cause we have landed up with the wrong per son but be cause we have – sadly – been
forced to grow up.

SE CRETS

Many re la tion ships be gin with a deeply mis lead ing but be guil ing sense that we can tell
a part ner ev ery thing. At last, there is no more need for the usual hypocrisies. We can come
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clean about so much that we had pre vi ously needed to keep to our selves: our reser va tions
about our friends, our ir ri ta tion over small but wound ing re marks by col leagues, our in ter- 
est in less of ten-men tioned sex ual prac tices. Love can seem founded on the idea of an ab- 
sence of se crecy.

Then, grad u ally, we be come aware of so much we can not say. It might be around sex:
on a work trip, there was a flir ta tion; late one evening, we dis cov ered a porn site that beau- 
ti fully tar geted a spe cial quirk of our erotic imag i na tion; we find their brother (or sis ter)
very al lur ing. Or the se cret thoughts can be more broad-rang ing: the blog they wrote for
work, about their ex pe ri ence in client care, was very bor ing to read; the dark green scarf
they so love wear ing is hideous; their best friend from school, to whom they are still very
loyal, is ex ces sively silly and dull; in the wed ding photo of their par ents (lov ingly dis- 
played in a sil ver frame in the liv ing room) their mother looks un bear ably smug.

Love be gins with a hope of – at last – be ing able to tell some one else ev ery thing about
who we are and what we feel. The re lief of hon esty is at the heart of the feel ing of be ing in
love. But this shar ing of se crets sets up in our minds, and in our col lec tive cul ture, a pow- 
er ful and po ten tially prob lem atic ideal: that if two peo ple love one an other, then they must
al ways tell each other the truth about ev ery thing.

The idea of hon esty is sub lime. It presents a deeply mov ing vi sion of how two peo ple
can be to gether and it is a con stant pres ence in the early months. But in or der to be kind,
and in or der to sus tain love, it ul ti mately be comes nec es sary to keep a great many thoughts
out of sight.

Keep ing se crets can seem like a be trayal of the re la tion ship. At the same time, the
com plete truth even tu ally ap pears to place the union in mor tal dan ger.

Much of what we’d ide ally like to have rec og nized and con firmed is go ing to be gen- 
uinely dis turb ing even to some one who is fond of us. We face a choice be tween hon esty
and ac cept abil ity and – for rea sons that de serve a great deal of sym pa thy – mostly we
choose the lat ter.

We are per haps too con scious of the bad rea sons for hid ing some thing; we haven’t paid
enough at ten tion to the no ble rea sons why, from time to time, true loy alty may lead us to
say very much less than the whole truth. We are so im pressed by hon esty, we have for got- 
ten the virtues of po lite ness, this word de fined not as a cyn i cal with hold ing of im por tant in- 
for ma tion for the sake of harm, but as a ded i ca tion to not rub bing some one else up against
the true, hurt ful as pects of our na ture.

It is ul ti mately no great sign of kind ness to in sist on show ing some one our en tire selves
at all times. A ded i ca tion to main tain ing bound aries and edit ing our pro nounce ments be- 
longs to love as much as a ca pac ity to show our selves as we re ally are. The lover who does
not tol er ate se crets, who in the name of ‘be ing hon est’ di vulges in for ma tion so wound ing it
can not be for got ten, is no friend of love. Just as no par ent should ever tell a child the whole
truth, so we should ac cept the on go ing need to edit our full re al ity.
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And if one sus pects (and one should, rather reg u larly, if the re la tion ship is a good one)
that one’s part ner might be ly ing too (about what they are think ing about, about how they
judge one’s work, about where they were last night …), it is per haps best not to take up
arms and lay into them like a sharp, re lent less in quisi tor, how ever in tensely one yearns to
do just that. It may be kinder, wiser and per haps more in the true spirit of love to pre tend
one sim ply didn’t no tice.

THE WIS DOM OF COM PRO MISE

We re serve some of our deep est scorn for cou ples who stay to gether out of com pro- 
mise; those who are mak ing a show of una nim ity, but who we know are, deep down, not
fully happy. Maybe they’re pri mar ily to gether be cause of the chil dren; maybe they’re
stick ing around be cause they’re scared of be ing lonely; or maybe they’re just wor ried that
any one else they found wouldn’t be much bet ter.

These seem like dis grace ful mo tives to be with any one – dis grace ful on ac count of a
back ground be lief that cir cu lates pow er fully through the col lec tive mod ern psy che: the
idea that any one who puts their mind and will suf fi ciently to it doesn’t have to com pro mise
in love; that there are pain-free, pro foundly ful fill ing op tions avail able for all of us – and
the only things that could stand in the way of dis cov er ing them would be lazi ness and cow- 
ardice, flaws of char ac ter that de serve no par tic u lar sym pa thy or for give ness. Our high ro- 
man tic ex pec ta tions have made us no tably im pa tient around and cen so ri ous about those
who can’t at tain them.

But imag ine if we were to tweak the premise of the ar gu ment a lit tle and for a mo ment
ex plore the no tion that there re ally might be a pain-free and en tirely ful fill ing op tion avail- 
able for all of us at all times. What if our choices were, in many con texts, in fact of ten
rather more lim ited than Ro man ti cism pro poses? Maybe there aren’t as many ad mirable
un at tached peo ple in our vicin ity as there might be. Maybe we lack the charm, the per son- 
al ity, the ca reer, the con fi dence or the looks ever to at tract the ones who do ex ist. Maybe
time is run ning out. Or maybe our chil dren re ally would take it ex tremely badly if we
aban doned the fam ily for the sake of bet ter sex and greater cheer else where.

At the same time, maybe the cur rent sit u a tion – while clearly a com pro mise – is not
with out its virtues. A part ner may be only half-right, quite of ten mad den ing and prop erly
dis ap point ing in cer tain ar eas, but – hum blingly – still more sat is fy ing than be ing alone.
Hav ing chil dren to bring up to gether may be worth it even with a co-par ent about whom
one has a long, only semi-pri vate list of reser va tions. A few cud dles and oc ca sional mo- 
ments of cosi ness may re tain a small but de ci sive edge over a life alone in ter spersed with
hu mil i at ing dates.

The ca pac ity to com pro mise is not al ways the weak ness it is de scribed as be ing. It can
in volve a ma ture, re al is tic ad mis sion that there may – in cer tain sit u a tions – sim ply be no
ideal op tions. And, con versely, an in abil ity to com pro mise does not al ways have to be the
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coura geous and vi sion ary po si tion it is held to be by our im pa tient and per fec tion ist ide ol- 
ogy. It may just be a slightly rigid, proud and cruel delu sion.

Mock ing peo ple who com pro mise is, of course, emo tion ally very handy. It lo cal izes a
prob lem that it’s nor mal to want to dis avow. It pins to a few scape goat cou ples what we are
all ter ri fied about in our re la tion ships: that a de gree of sad ness may just be an in trin sic and
un avoid able part of them.

Wiser so ci eties would be care ful never to stig ma tize the act of com pro mise. It is
painful enough to have to do it; it is even more painful to have to hate one self for hav ing
done so. We should re ha bil i tate and hon our the abil ity to put up with a flawed fel low hu- 
man be ing, to nurse our sad ness with out fall ing into rage or de spair, to rec on cile our selves
to our dam aged ap pear ance and char ac ter and to ac cept that there may be no bet ter way for
us to live but partly in pain and long ing, given who we are and what the world can pro vide.
Cou ples who com pro mise may in re al ity not be the en e mies of love; they may be at the
van guard of un der stand ing what last ing re la tion ships truly de mand.

THE CON SO LA TIONS OF FRIEND SHIP

One of the most sub tly hurt ful and qui etly damn ing of all re marks, per haps softly and
sweetly de liv ered on the doorstep at the end of a long evening, with the taxi still hov er ing
some where just out of sight, is the sug ges tion that we should in the end prob a bly re main
‘just good friends’.

We know ex actly what to un der stand by this. The path to wards a ten der fu ture is be ing
gen tly but firmly closed off. We are, with a smile, be ing shunted into the cat e gory of the
failed, the ig nored and the lightly de spised. The other must in some way have worked out
the de spi ca ble truths about us – all the ones that we tried so hard to dis guise and even to
be lieve didn’t ex ist – and has log i cally de cided to take their leave. We re turn crushed to an
apart ment which we had left with but ter flies and el e vated hopes only a few hours be fore.

We hear the of fer of friend ship as some thing syn ony mous with in sult be cause our Ro- 
man tic cul ture has, from our youth, con tin u ously made one thing clear: love is the pur pose
of ex is tence; friend ship is the pal try, de pleted con so la tion prize.

Though this seems like un sur pris ing com mon sense, what should de tain us and en cour- 
age us to probe a lit tle at the claims made on love’s be half is one ba sic source of ev i dence:
the be hav iour, level of sat is fac tion and state of mind of those who en gage in it.

If we were to judge love chiefly by its im pact, by the ex tent of the tears, the depths of
the frus tra tions, the vi cious ness of the in sults that un fold in its name, we would not con- 
tinue to rate it as we do and might in deed mis take it for a form of ill ness or aber ra tion of
the mind. The scenes that typ i cally un fold be tween lovers would scarcely be con sid ered
imag in able out side con di tions of open hos til ity. Those we love, we hon our with our worst
moods, our most un fair ac cu sa tions, our most wound ing in sults. It is to our lovers that we
di rect blame for ev ery thing that has gone wrong in our lives; we ex pect them to know ev- 
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ery thing we mean with out both er ing to ex plain it; their mi nor er rors and mis un der stand- 
ings oc ca sion our sulks and rage.

By com par i son, in friend ship – the sup pos edly worth less and in fe rior state whose men- 
tion should crush us at the end of a date – we bring our high est and no blest virtues. Here
we are pa tient, en cour ag ing, tol er ant, funny and, most of all, kind. We ex pect a lit tle less
and there fore, by ex ten sion, for give in fin itely more. We do not pre sume that we will be
fully un der stood and so treat fail ings lightly and hu manely. We don’t imag ine that our
friends should ad mire us with out re serve, stick ing by us what ever we do, and so we put in
ef fort and be have, pleas ing our selves as well as our com pan ions along the way. We are, in
the com pany of our friends, our best selves.

Para dox i cally, it is friend ship that of ten of fers us the real route to the plea sures that Ro- 
man ti cism as so ciates with love. That this sounds sur pris ing is only a re flec tion of how un- 
der de vel oped our day-to-day vi sion of friend ship has be come. We as so ciate it with a ca sual
ac quain tance we see only once in a while to ex change in con se quen tial and shal low ban ter.
But real friend ship is some thing al to gether more pro found and wor thy of ex ul ta tion. It is
an arena in which two peo ple can get a sense of each other’s vul ner a bil i ties, ap pre ci ate
each other’s fol lies with out re crim i na tion, re as sure each other as to their value and greet
the sor rows and tragedies of ex is tence with wit and warmth.

Cul tur ally and col lec tively, we have made a mo men tous mis take which has left us both
lone lier and more dis ap pointed than we ever needed to be. In a bet ter world, our most se ri- 
ous goal would be not to lo cate one spe cial lover with whom to re place all other hu mans
but to put our in tel li gence and en ergy into iden ti fy ing and nur tur ing a cir cle of true friends.
At the end of an evening, we would learn to say to cer tain prospec tive com pan ions, with an
em bar rassed smile as we in vited them in side – know ing that this would come across as a
prop erly painful re jec tion – ‘I’m so sorry, couldn’t we just be … lovers?’

A MOD EST AR GU MENT FOR MAR RIAGE

It has be come, for many of us, ever harder to know what the point of mar riage might
be. The draw backs are ev i dent and well charted. Mar riage is a state-sanc tioned le gal con- 
struct, fun da men tally linked to mat ters of prop erty, prog eny and pen sion en ti tle ments – a
con struct which aims to re strict and con trol how two peo ple might feel to wards one an- 
other over fifty or more years. It places a cold, un help ful, ex pen sive and en tirely emo tion- 
ally alien frame around what is al ways go ing to be a pri vate mat ter of the heart. We don’t
need a mar riage cer tifi cate to show af fec tion and ad mi ra tion. And in deed, forc ing com mit- 
ment only in creases the dan ger of even tual in au then tic ity and dis hon esty. If love doesn’t
work out, be ing mar ried sim ply makes it much harder to dis en tan gle two lives and pro- 
longs the agony of a dys func tional union. Love ei ther works or it doesn’t – and mar riage
doesn’t help mat ters one iota ei ther way. It is com pletely rea son able to sup pose that the
ma ture, mod ern and log i cal move is to side step mar riage en tirely, along with the ob vi ous
non sense of a wed ding.
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It would be hope less to try to de fend mar riage on the grounds of its con ve nience. It is
clearly cum ber some, ex pen sive and risky, as well as ar guably at junc tures wholly ar chaic.
But that is the point. The whole ra tio nale of mar riage is to func tion as a prison that it is
very hard and very em bar rass ing for two peo ple to get out of.

The essence of mar riage is to tie our hands, to frus trate our wills, to put high and costly
ob sta cles in the way of split ting up and some times to force two un happy peo ple to stay in
each other’s com pany for longer than ei ther of them would wish. Why do we do this?

Orig i nally, we told our selves that God wanted us to stay mar ried. But even now, when
God looms less large in the ar gu ment, we con tinue to en sure that mar riage is rather hard to
undo. For one thing, we care fully in vite ev ery one we know to watch us pro claim that we’ll
stick to gether. We de lib er ately in vite an el derly aunt or un cle whom we don’t even like so
much to fly around the world to be there. We are will ingly cre at ing a huge layer of em bar- 
rass ment were we ever to turn round and ad mit it might have been a mis take. Fur ther more,
even though we could keep things sep a rate, mar riage tends to mean deep eco nomic and le- 
gal en tan gle ments. We know it is go ing to take the work of a pha lanx of ac coun tants and
lawyers to prise us apart. It can be done, of course, but it may be ru inous.

It is as if we some where rec og nize that there might be some quite good, though
strange-sound ing, rea sons to make it harder than it should be to get out of a pub lic life long
com mit ment to some one else.

One: Im pulse is Dan ger ous

The Marsh mal low Test was a cel e brated ex per i ment in the his tory of psy chol ogy de- 
signed to mea sure chil dren’s abil ity to de lay grat i fi ca tion, and track the con se quences of
be ing able to think long-term. Some three-year-old chil dren were of fered a marsh mal low,
but told they would get two if they held off from eat ing the first one for five min utes. It
turned out that a lot of chil dren just couldn’t make it through this pe riod. The im me di ate
ben e fit of gob bling the marsh mal low in front of them was stronger than the strat egy of
wait ing. Cru cially, it was ob served that these chil dren went on to have lives blighted by a
lack of im pulse con trol, far ing much worse than the chil dren who were best at sub or di nat- 
ing im me di ate fun for long-term ben e fit.

Re la tion ships are no dif fer ent. Here too many things feel very ur gent. Not eat ing
marsh mal lows, but es cap ing, find ing free dom, run ning away, pos si bly with the new of fice
re cruit … Some times we’re an gry and want to get out very badly. We’re ex cited by a
stranger and feel like aban don ing our present part ner at once. And yet as we look around
for the exit, ev ery way seems blocked. It would cost a for tune, it would be so em bar rass- 
ing, it would take an age …

Mar riage is a gi ant in hibitor of im pulse set up by our con science to keep our li bidi nous,
naive, de sir ing selves in check. What we are es sen tially buy ing into by sub mit ting to its
dic tates is the in sight that we are (as in di vid u als) likely to make very poor choices un der
the sway of strong short-term im pulses. To marry is to rec og nize that we re quire struc ture
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to in su late us from our urges. It is to lock our selves up will ingly, be cause we ac knowl edge
the ben e fits of the long-term – the wis dom of the morn ing af ter the storm.

Mar riage pro ceeds with out con stant ref er ence to the moods of its pro tag o nists. It isn’t
about feel ing. It is a dec la ra tion that it’s cru cially im per vi ous to our day-to-day de sires. It
is a very un usual mar riage in which the cou ple don’t spend a no table amount of time fan ta- 
siz ing that they aren’t in fact mar ried. But the point of mar riage is to make these feel ings
not mat ter very much. It is an ar range ment that pro tects us from what we de sire and yet
know, in our more rea son able mo ments, that we don’t truly need or want.

Two: We Grow and De velop Grad u ally

At their best, re la tion ships in volve us in at tempts to de velop, ma ture and be come
‘whole’. We of ten get drawn to peo ple pre cisely be cause they prom ise to edge us in the
right di rec tion.

But the process of our mat u ra tion can be ag o niz ingly slow and com pli cated. We spend
long pe ri ods (decades per haps) blam ing the other per son for prob lems which arise from
our own weak nesses. We re sist at tempts at be ing changed, naively ask ing to be loved ‘for
who we are’.

It can take years of sup port ive in ter est, many tear ful mo ments of anx i ety, much frus tra- 
tion, un til gen uine progress can be made. With time, af ter maybe 120 ar gu ments on a sin- 
gle topic, both par ties may be gin to see it from the other’s point of view. Slowly we start to
get in sights into our own mad ness. We find la bels for our is sues, we give each other maps
of our dif fi cult ar eas, we be come a lit tle eas ier to live with.

Un for tu nately, the lessons that are most im por tant for us – the lessons that con trib ute
most to our in creas ing wis dom and rounded com plete ness as peo ple – are al most al ways
the most painful to learn. They in volve con fronting our fears, dis man tling our de fen sive ar- 
mour, feel ing prop erly guilty for our ca pac ity to hurt an other per son, be ing gen uinely sorry
for our faults and learn ing to put up with the im per fec tions of some one else.

It is too easy to seem kind and nor mal when we keep start ing new re la tion ships. The
truth about us, on the ba sis of which self-im prove ment can be gin, only be comes clear over
time. Chances of de vel op ment can in crease hugely when we stay put and don’t suc cumb to
the temp ta tion to run away to peo ple who will falsely re as sure us that there’s noth ing too
wrong with us.

Three: In vest ment Re quires Se cu rity

Many of the most worth while projects re quire im mense sac ri fices from both par ties and
it’s in the na ture of such sac ri fices that we’re most likely to make them for peo ple who are
also mak ing them for us.

Mar riage is a means by which peo ple can spe cial ize – per haps in mak ing money or in
run ning a home. This can be hugely con struc tive. But it car ries a risk. Each per son (es pe- 
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cially if one stays at home) needs to be as sured that they will not later be dis ad van taged by
their de vo tion.

Mar riage sets up the con di tions in which we can take valu able de ci sions about what to
do with our lives that would be too risky out side its guar an tees.

Over time, the ar gu ment for mar riage has shifted. It’s no longer about ex ter nal forces
hav ing power over us: re li gions, the state, the le gal idea of le git i macy, the so cial idea of
be ing re spectable …

What we are cor rectly now fo cused on is the psy cho log i cal point of mak ing it hard to
throw in the towel. It turns out that we ben e fit greatly (though at a price) from hav ing to
stick with cer tain com mit ments, be cause some of our key needs have a long-term struc ture.

For the last fifty years, the bur den of in tel li gent ef fort has been on at tempt ing to make
sep a ra tion eas ier. The chal lenge now lies in an other di rec tion: in try ing to re mind our selves
why im me di ate flight doesn’t al ways make sense; in try ing to see the point of hold ing out
for the sec ond marsh mal low.

Teth er ing our selves to our part ner, via the pub lic in sti tu tion of mar riage, makes our un- 
avoid able fluc tu a tions of feel ing have less power to de stroy a re la tion ship, one that we
know, in calmer mo ments, is supremely im por tant to us. The point of mar riage is to be use- 
fully un pleas ant – at least at cru cial times. To gether we em brace a set of lim i ta tions on one
kind of free dom, the free dom to run away, so as to pro tect and strengthen an other kind, the
shared abil ity to ma ture and cre ate some thing of last ing value, the pains of which are
aligned to our bet ter selves.
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THE DAN GERS OF THE GOOD CHILD

Good chil dren do their home work on time; their writ ing is neat; they keep their bed- 
room tidy; they are of ten a lit tle shy; they want to help their par ents; they use their brakes
when cy cling down a hill.

Be cause they don’t pose many im me di ate prob lems, we tend to as sume that all is well
with good chil dren. They aren’t the tar get of par tic u lar con cern; that goes to the kids who
are graf fi ti ing the un der pass. Peo ple imag ine the good chil dren must be fine, on the ba sis
that they do ev ery thing that is ex pected of them.

And that, of course, is pre cisely the prob lem. The se cret sor rows – and fu ture dif fi cul- 
ties – of the good boy or girl be gin with their in ner need for ex ces sive com pli ance. The
good child isn’t good be cause, by a quirk of na ture, they sim ply have no in cli na tion to be
any thing else. They are good be cause they have been granted no other op tion, be cause the
more trans gres sive part of what they are can not be tol er ated. Their good ness springs from
ne ces sity rather than choice.

Good chil dren may be good out of love for a de pressed par ent who makes it clear that
they just couldn’t cope with any more com pli ca tions or dif fi cul ties. Or maybe they are
very good to soothe a vi o lently an gry par ent who could be come cat a stroph i cally fright en- 
ing at any sign of less than per fect con duct.

This re pres sion of more chal leng ing emo tions, though it gen er ates short-term cor dial- 
ity, stores up an im mense amount of dif fi culty for later life. Prac tised ed u ca tors and par ents
will spot signs of ex ag ger ated po lite ness and treat it as the dan ger it is.

Good chil dren be come the keep ers of too many se crets and the ap palling com mu ni ca- 
tors of un pop u lar but im por tant things. They say lovely words, they are ex perts in sat is fy- 
ing the ex pec ta tions of their au di ences, but their real thoughts and feel ings are buried, then
seep out as psy cho so matic symp toms, twitches, sud den out bursts, sul phurous bit ter ness
and an un der ly ing feel ing of un re al ity.

The good child has been de prived of one of the cen tral in gre di ents of a prop erly priv i- 
leged up bring ing: the ex pe ri ence of other peo ple wit ness ing and sur viv ing their mis chief.

Grown up, the good child typ i cally has par tic u lar prob lems around sex. They might
once have been praised for their pu rity. Sex, in its nec es sary ex tremes and ec stasies, lies at
the op po site end of the spec trum. They may in re sponse dis avow their de sires and de tach
them selves from their bod ies, or per haps give in to their long ings only in a furtive, ad dic- 
tive, dis pro por tion ate or de struc tive way that leaves them feel ing dis gusted and dis tinctly
fright ened.
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At work, the good adult also faces prob lems. As a child, it was enough to fol low the
rules, never to make trou ble and to avoid pro vok ing the mer est frus tra tion. But a cau tious
ap proach can not tide one sat is fac to rily across an adult life. Al most ev ery thing in ter est ing,
worth do ing or im por tant will meet with a de gree of op po si tion. The great est plan will nec- 
es sar ily ir ri tate or dis ap point cer tain peo ple – while re main ing em i nently valu able. Ev ery
no ble am bi tion has to skirt dis as ter and ig nominy. In their timid in abil ity to brook the dan- 
gers of hos til ity, the good child risks be ing con demned to ca reer medi ocrity and ster ile
peo ple-pleas ing.

Be ing prop erly ma ture in volves a frank, un fright ened re la tion ship with one’s own dark- 
ness, com plex ity and am bi tion. It in volves ac cept ing that not ev ery thing that makes us
happy will please oth ers or be hon oured as es pe cially ‘nice’, but it can be im por tant to ex- 
plore and hold on to it nev er the less.

The de sire to be good is one of the loveli est things in the world, but in or der to have a
gen uinely good life, we may some times need to be (by the stan dards of the good child)
fruit fully and bravely bad.

CON FI DENCE AND THE IN NER ID IOT

In well-mean ing at tempts to boost our con fi dence ahead of chal leng ing mo ments, we
are of ten en cour aged to pay at ten tion to our strengths: our in tel li gence, our com pe tence,
our ex pe ri ence.

But this can – cu ri ously – have awk ward con se quences. There’s a type of un der-con fi- 
dence that arises specif i cally when we grow too at tached to our own dig nity and be come
anx ious around sit u a tions that seem in some way to threaten it. We hold back from chal- 
lenges in which there is any risk of end ing up look ing ridicu lous, but these of course com- 
prise many of the most in ter est ing op tions.

In a for eign city, we grow re luc tant to ask any one to guide us, be cause they might think
us an ig no rant, pitiable lost tourist. We might long to be close to some one, but never let on
out of a fear that they might have caught sight of our ab surd in ner self. Or at work we
don’t ap ply for a pro mo tion, in case this re minds the se nior man age ment of their un der ly- 
ing wish to fire us. In a con certed bid never to look fool ish, we don’t ven ture very far from
our lair; and thereby – from time to time, at least – miss out on the best op por tu ni ties of
our lives.

At the heart of our un der-con fi dence is a skewed pic ture of how dig ni fied a nor mal per- 
son can be. We imag ine that it might be pos si ble to place our selves per ma nently be yond
mock ery. We trust that it is an op tion to lead a good life with out reg u larly mak ing a whole- 
hearted id iot of our selves.

One of the most charm ing books writ ten in early mod ern Eu rope is In Praise of Folly
(1511) by the Dutch scholar and philoso pher Eras mus. Eras mus ad vances a lib er at ing ar gu- 
ment. In a warm tone, he re minds us that ev ery one, how ever im por tant and learned they
might be, is a fool. No one is spared, not even the au thor. How ever well schooled he him- 
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self was, Eras mus re mained – he in sists – as much of a nitwit as any one else: his judge- 
ment is faulty, his pas sions get the bet ter of him, he is prey to su per sti tion and ir ra tional
fear, he is shy when ever he has to meet new peo ple, he drops things at el e gant din ners.
This is deeply cheer ing, for it means that our own re peated id io cies do not have to ex clude
us from the best com pany. Look ing like a prick, mak ing blun ders and do ing bizarre things
in the night don’t ren der us un fit for so ci ety; they just make us a bit more like the great est
scholar of the North ern Eu ro pean Re nais sance.

There’s a sim i larly up lift ing mes sage to be taken from the work of Pieter Bruegel. His
cen tral work, Dutch Proverbs, presents a com i cally dis en chanted view of hu man na ture.
Ev ery one, he sug gests, is pretty much de ranged: here’s a man throw ing his money into the
river; there’s a sol dier squat ting on the fire and burn ing his trousers; some one is in tently
bash ing his head against a brick wall, while an other is bit ing a pil lar. Im por tantly, the
paint ing is not an at tack on just a few un usu ally aw ful peo ple: it’s a pic ture of parts of all
of us.

The works of Bruegel and Eras mus pro pose that the way to greater con fi dence isn’t to
re as sure our selves of our own dig nity; it’s to live at peace with the in evitable na ture of our
ridicu lous ness. We are id iots now, we have been id iots in the past and we will be id iots
again in the fu ture – and that is OK. There aren’t any other avail able op tions for hu man be- 
ings.

We grow timid when we al low our selves to be over ex posed to the re spectable sides of
oth ers. Such are the pains peo ple take to ap pear nor mal, we col lec tively cre ate a phan tasm
– prob lem atic for ev ery one – which sug gests that rea son able ness and re spectabil ity might
be re al is tic pos si bil i ties.

But once we learn to see our selves as al ready, and by na ture, fool ish, it re ally doesn’t
mat ter so much if we do one more thing that might threaten us with a ver dict of id iocy. The
per son we try to love could in deed think us ridicu lous. The in di vid ual we asked di rec tions
from in a for eign city might re gard us with con tempt. But if these peo ple did so, it
wouldn’t be news to us; they would only be con firm ing what we had al ready grace fully ac- 
cepted in our hearts long ago: that we, like them – and ev ery other per son on the earth –
are on fre quent oc ca sions a nitwit. The risk of try ing and fail ing would have its sting sub- 
stan tially re moved. The fear of hu mil i a tion would no longer stalk us in the shad ows of our
minds. We would be come free to give things a go by ac cept ing that fail ure and id iocy were
the norm. And ev ery so of ten, amid the end less re buffs we’d have fac tored in from the out- 
set, it would work: we’d get a hug, we’d make a friend, we’d get a pay rise.
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Pieter Bruegel, Dutch Proverbs, 1559.
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The road to greater con fi dence be gins with a rit ual of telling one self solemnly ev ery
morn ing, be fore em bark ing on the chal lenges of the day, that one is a mut ton head, a cretin,
a dumb-bell and an im be cile. One or two more acts of folly should, there after, not feel so
cat a strophic af ter all.

IM POS TOR SYN DROME

Faced with hur dles, we of ten leave the pos si bil ity of suc cess to oth ers, be cause we
don’t seem to our selves to be any thing like the sorts of peo ple who win. When we ap- 
proach the idea of ac quir ing re spon si bil ity or pres tige, we quickly be come con vinced that
we are sim ply – as we see it – ‘im pos tors’, like an ac tor in the role of a pi lot, wear ing the
uni form and de liv er ing au thor i ta tive cabin an nounce ments while be ing in ca pable of start- 
ing the en gines.

The root cause of im pos tor syn drome is an un help ful pic ture of what peo ple at the top
of so ci ety are re ally like. We feel like im pos tors not be cause we are uniquely flawed, but
be cause we can’t imag ine how equally flawed the elite must nec es sar ily also be un der neath
their pol ished sur faces.

Im pos tor syn drome has its roots far back in child hood – specif i cally in the pow er ful
sense chil dren have that their par ents are re ally very dif fer ent from them. To a four-year-
old, it is in com pre hen si ble that their mother was once their age and un able to drive a car,
call the plumber, de cide other peo ple’s bed times and go on trips with col leagues. The gulf
in sta tus ap pears ab so lute and un bridge able. The child’s pas sion ate loves – bounc ing on the
sofa, Pingu, To blerone … – have noth ing to do with those of adults, who like to sit at a ta- 
ble talk ing for hours (when they could be rush ing about out side) and drink beer (which
tastes of rusty metal). We start out in life with a very strong im pres sion that com pe tent and
ad mirable peo ple are re ally not like us at all.

This child hood ex pe ri ence dove tails with a ba sic fea ture of the hu man con di tion. We
know our selves from the in side, but oth ers only from the out side. We’re con stantly aware
of all our anx i eties and doubts from within, yet all we know of oth ers is what they hap pen
to do and tell us, a far nar rower and more edited source of in for ma tion. We are very of ten
left to con clude that we must be at the more freak ish, re volt ing end of hu man na ture.

But re ally we’re just fail ing to imag ine that oth ers are ev ery bit as frag ile and strange
as we are. With out know ing what it is that trou bles or racks out wardly im pres sive peo ple,
we can be sure that it will be some thing. We might not know ex actly what they re gret, but
they will have ag o niz ing feel ings of some kind. We won’t be able to say ex actly what kind
of un usual kink ob sesses them, but there will be one. And we can know this be cause vul- 
ner a bil i ties and com pul sions can not be curses that have just de scended upon us uniquely;
they are uni ver sal fea tures of the hu man men tal con di tion.

The so lu tion to the im pos tor syn drome lies in mak ing a leap of faith and trust ing that
oth ers’ minds work ba si cally in much the same way as our own. Ev ery one is prob a bly as
anx ious, un cer tain and way ward as we are.
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Tra di tion ally, be ing a mem ber of the aris toc racy pro vided a fast-track to con fi dence-
giv ing knowl edge about the true char ac ters of the elite. In eigh teenth-cen tury Eng land, an
ad mi ral of the fleet would have looked deeply im pres sive to out siders (mean ing more or
less ev ery one), with his splen did uni form (cock aded hat, abun dant gold) and hun dreds of
sub or di nates to do his bid ding. But to a young earl or mar quess who had moved in the
same so cial cir cles all his life, the ad mi ral would ap pear in a very dif fer ent light. He would
have seen the ad mi ral los ing money at cards in their club the night be fore; he would know
that the ad mi ral’s pet name in the nurs ery was ‘Sticky’ be cause of his in ept way of eat ing;
his aunt would still tell the story of the ridicu lous way the ad mi ral tried to propo si tion her
sis ter in the yew walk; he would know that the ad mi ral was in debt to his grand fa ther, who
re garded him as pretty dim. Through ac quain tance, the aris to crat would have reached a
wise aware ness that be ing an ad mi ral was not an el e vated po si tion re served for gods; it
was the sort of thing Sticky could do.

The other tra di tional re lease from un der-con fi dence of this type came from the op po site
end of the so cial spec trum: be ing a ser vant. ‘No man is a hero to his valet,’ re marked the
six teenth-cen tury es say ist Mon taigne – a lack of re spect which may at points prove deeply
en cour ag ing, given how much our awe can sap our will to ri val or match our he roes. Great
pub lic fig ures aren’t ever so im pres sive to those who look af ter them, who see them drunk
in the early hours, ex am ine the stains on their un der pants, hear their se cret mis giv ings
about mat ters on which they pub licly hold firm views and wit ness them weep ing with
shame over strate gic blun ders they of fi cially deny.

The valet and the aris to crat rea son ably and au to mat i cally grasp the lim i ta tions of the
au thor ity of the elite. For tu nately, we don’t have to be ei ther of them to lib er ate our selves
from in hibit ing de grees of re spect for the pow er ful; imag i na tion will serve just as well.
One of the tasks that works of art should ide ally ac com plish is to take us more re li ably into
the minds of peo ple we are in tim i dated by and show us the more av er age, mud dled and
fret ful ex pe ri ences un fold ing in side.

At an other point in his Es says, Mon taigne play fully in formed his read ers in plain
French that ‘Kings and philoso phers shit and so do ladies.’

Mon taigne’s the sis is that for all the ev i dence that ex ists about this shit ting, we might
not guess that grand peo ple ever had to squat over a toi let. We never see dis tin guished
types do ing this – while, of course, we are im mensely well in formed about our own di ges- 
tive ac tiv i ties. And there fore we build up a sense that be cause we have crude and some- 
times rather des per ate bod ies, we can’t be philoso phers, kings or ladies; and that if we
were to set our selves up in these roles, we’d just be im pos tors.

With Mon taigne’s guid ance, we are in vited to take on a saner sense of what pow er ful
peo ple are ac tu ally like. But the real tar get isn’t just an un der-con fi dence about bod ily
func tions; it is psy cho log i cal timid ity. Mon taigne might have said that kings, philoso phers
and ladies are racked by self-doubt and feel ings of in ad e quacy, some times bump into doors
and have odd-sound ing thoughts about mem bers of their own fam i lies. Fur ther more, in- 
stead of con sid er ing only the big fig ures of six teenth-cen tury France, we could up date the
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ex am ple and re fer to CEOs, cor po rate lawyers, news pre sen ters and suc cess ful start-up en- 
trepreneurs. They too can’t cope, feel they might buckle un der pres sure and look back on
cer tain de ci sions with shame and re gret. No less than shit ting, such feel ings be long to us
all. Our in ner frail ties don’t cut us off from do ing what they do. If we were in their roles,
we’d not be im pos tors, we’d sim ply be nor mal.

Mak ing a leap of faith around what other peo ple are like helps to hu man ize the world.
When ever we en counter a stranger we’re not re ally en coun ter ing such a per son, we’re en- 
coun ter ing some one who is – in spite of sur face ev i dence to the con trary – in ba sic ways
very much like us, and there fore noth ing fun da men tal stands be tween us and the pos si bil ity
of re spon si bil ity, suc cess and ful fil ment.

FAME

Fame seems to of fer very sig nif i cant ben e fits. The fan tasy un folds like this: when you
are fa mous, wher ever you go, your good rep u ta tion will pre cede you. Peo ple will think
well of you, be cause your mer its have been im pres sively ex plained in ad vance. You will
re ceive warm smiles from ad mir ing strangers. You won’t need to make your own case la- 
bo ri ously on each oc ca sion. When you are fa mous, you will be safe from re jec tion. You
won’t have to win over ev ery new per son. Fame means that other peo ple will be flat tered
and de lighted even if you are only slightly in ter ested in them. They will be amazed to see
you in the flesh. They’ll ask to take a photo with you. They’ll some times laugh ner vously
with ex cite ment. Fur ther more, no one will be able to af ford to up set you. When you’re not
pleased with some thing, it will be come a big prob lem for oth ers. If you say your ho tel
room isn’t up to scratch, the man age ment will panic. Your com plaints will be taken very
se ri ously. Your hap pi ness will be come the fo cus of ev ery one’s ef forts. You will make or
break other peo ple’s rep u ta tions. You’ll be boss.

The de sire for fame has its roots in the ex pe ri ence of ne glect and in jury. No one would
want to be fa mous who hadn’t also, some where in the past, been made to feel ex tremely
in signif i cant. We sense the need for a great deal of ad mir ing at ten tion when we have been
painfully over ex posed to de pri va tion. Per haps our par ents were hard to im press. They
never no ticed us much, as they were so busy with other things, fo cus ing on other fa mous
peo ple, un able to have or ex press kind feel ings, or just work ing too hard. There were no
bed time sto ries and our school re ports weren’t the sub ject of praise and ad mi ra tion. That’s
why we dream that one day the world will pay at ten tion. When we’re fa mous, our par ents
will have to ad mire us too (which throws up an in sight into one of the great signs of good
par ent ing: that a child has no de sire to be fa mous).

But even if our par ents were warm and full of praise, there might still be a prob lem. It
might be that it was the buf fet ing and in dif fer ence of the wider world (start ing in the
school play ground) that were in tol er a ble af ter all the early years of adu la tion at home. We
might have emerged from fa mil ial warmth and been mor tally hurt that strangers were not
as kind and un der stand ing as we had come to ex pect. The crush ing ex pe ri ence of hu mil i a- 
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tion might even have been vi car i ous: our mother be ing rudely dis missed by a waiter; our
fa ther stand ing awk wardly alone.

What is com mon to all dreams of fame is that be ing known to strangers will of ten be
the so lu tion to a hurt. It presents it self as the an swer to a deep need to be ap pre ci ated and
treated de cently by other peo ple.

And yet fame can not, in truth, ac com plish what is be ing asked of it. It does have ad- 
van tages, which are ev i dent. But it also in tro duces a new set of very se ri ous dis ad van tages,
which the mod ern world re fuses to view as struc tural rather than in ci den tal. Ev ery new fa- 
mous per son who dis in te grates, breaks down in pub lic or loses their mind is judged in iso- 
la tion, rather than be ing in ter preted as a vic tim of an in evitable pat tern within the pathol- 
ogy of fame.

One wants to be fa mous out of a de sire for kind ness. But the world isn’t gen er ally kind
to the fa mous for very long. The rea son is ba sic: the suc cess of any one per son in volves
hu mil i a tion for lots of oth ers. The celebrity of a few peo ple will al ways con trast painfully
with the ob scu rity of the many. Wit ness ing the fa mous up sets peo ple. For a time, the re- 
sent ment can be kept un der con trol, but it is never som no lent for very long. When we
imag ine fame, we for get that it is in ex tri ca bly con nected to be ing too vis i ble in the eyes of
some, to bug ging them un duly, to com ing to be seen as the plau si ble cause of their hu mil i- 
a tion: a sym bol of how the world has treated them un fairly.

So, soon enough, the world will start to go through the old pro nounce ments of the fa- 
mous, it will com ment neg a tively on their ap pear ance, it will pore over their set backs, it
will judge their re la tion ships, it will mock their new ven tures.

Fame makes peo ple more, not less, vul ner a ble, be cause it leaves them open to un lim- 
ited judge ment. Ev ery one is wounded by a cruel as sess ment of their char ac ter or merit. But
the fa mous have an added chal lenge in store. The as sess ments will flood in from le gions of
peo ple who would never dare to say to their faces what they can now ex press from the
safety of the news pa per of fice or screen. We know from our own lives that a nasty re mark
can take a day or two to re cover from.

Psy cho log i cally, the fa mous are of course the very last peo ple on earth to be well
equipped to deal with what they’re go ing through. Af ter all, they only be came fa mous be- 
cause they were wounded, be cause they had thin skin; be cause they were in some re spects
men tally un well. And now, far from com pen sat ing them ad e quately for their dis ease, fame
ag gra vates it ex po nen tially. Strangers will voice their neg a tive opin ions in de tail, un able or
sim ply un will ing to imag ine that fa mous peo ple bleed far more quickly than any one else.
They might even think that the fa mous aren’t lis ten ing (though one wouldn’t be come fa- 
mous if one didn’t suf fer from a com pul sion to lis ten too much).

Ev ery worst fear about them selves (that they are stupid, ugly, not wor thy of ex is tence)
will daily be ac tively con firmed by strangers. They will be ex posed to the fact that peo ple
they have never met, peo ple for whom they have noth ing but good will, ac tively loathe
them. They will learn that de tes ta tion of their per son al ity is – in some quar ters – a badge of
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hon our. Some times the at tacks will be hor ri bly in sight ful. At other times they’ll make no
sense to any one who re ally knows the sit u a tion. But the crit i cisms will lodge in peo ple’s
minds nev er the less, and no lawyer, court case or ma gi cian will ever be able to delete them.

Need less to say, a hurt celebrity won’t be el i gi ble for sym pa thy. The very con cept of a
de serv ing celebrity is a joke, about as mov ing for the av er age per son as the sad ness of a
tyrant.

To sum up, fame re ally just means that some one gets no ticed a great deal, not that they
are more in tensely un der stood, ap pre ci ated or loved.

At an in di vid ual level, the only ma ture strat egy is to give up on fame. The aim that lay
be hind the de sire for fame re mains im por tant. One does still want to be ap pre ci ated and
un der stood. But the wise per son ac cepts that celebrity does not ac tu ally pro vide these
things. Ap pre ci a tion and un der stand ing are only avail able through in di vid u als one knows
and cares about, not via groups of a thou sand or a mil lion strangers. There is no short cut
to friend ship – which is what the fa mous per son is in ef fect seek ing.

For those who are al ready fa mous, the only way to re tain a hold on a mea sure of san ity
is to stop lis ten ing to what the wider world is say ing. This ap plies to the good things as
much as to the bad. It is best not to know. The wise per son knows that their prod ucts re- 
quire at ten tion. But they make a clear dis tinc tion be tween the purely prac ti cal needs of
mar ket ing and ad vo cacy and the in ti mate de sire to be liked and treated with jus tice and
kind ness by peo ple they don’t know.

At a col lec tive, po lit i cal level we should pay great at ten tion to the fact that so many
peo ple (par tic u larly young ones) to day want to be fa mous – and even see fame as a nec es- 
sary con di tion for a suc cess ful life. Rather than dis miss this wish, we should grasp its un- 
der ly ing and wor ry ing mean ing: they want to be fa mous be cause they do not feel re- 
spected, be cause cit i zens have for got ten how to ac cord one an other the de gree of ci vil ity,
ap pre ci a tion and de cency that ev ery one craves and de serves. The de sire for fame is a sign
that an or di nary life has ceased to be good enough.

The so lu tion is not to en cour age ever more peo ple to be come fa mous, but to put greater
ef forts into en cour ag ing a higher level of po lite ness and con sid er a tion for ev ery one, in
fam i lies and com mu ni ties, in work places, in pol i tics, in the me dia, at all in come lev els, es- 
pe cially mod est ones. A healthy so ci ety will give up on the un der stand able but er ro neous
be lief that fame might guar an tee that truly valu able goal: the kind ness of strangers.

SPE CIAL IZA TION

One of the great est sor rows of work stems from a sense that only a small por tion of our
tal ents is taken up and en gaged by the job we are paid to do ev ery day. We are likely to be
so much more than our labour al lows us to be. The ti tle on our busi ness card is only one of
thou sands of ti tles we the o ret i cally pos sess.

In his ‘Song of My self’, pub lished in 1855, the Amer i can poet Walt Whit man gave our
mul ti plic ity mem o rable ex pres sion: ‘I am large, I con tain mul ti tudes.’ By this he meant
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that there are al ways so many in ter est ing, at trac tive and vi able ver sions of one self, so
many good ways one could po ten tially live and work, and yet very few of these ever get
prop erly en acted in the course of the sin gle life we have. No won der that we’re qui etly and
painfully con scious of our un ful filled des tinies, and at times rec og nize with a le git i mate
sense of agony that we re ally could well have been some thing and some one else.

The big eco nomic rea son why we can’t ex plore our po ten tial as we might is that it is
hugely more pro duc tive for us not to do so. In The Wealth of Na tions (1776), the Scot tish
econ o mist and philoso pher Adam Smith first ex plained how what he termed the ‘di vi sion
of labour’ was at the heart of the in creased pro duc tiv ity of cap i tal ism. Smith ze roed in on
the daz zling ef fi ciency that could be achieved in pin man u fac tur ing, if ev ery one fo cused on
one nar row task (and stopped, as it were, ex plor ing their Whit man-es que ‘mul ti tudes’):

One man draws out the wire, an other straights it, a third cuts it, a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it at
the top for re ceiv ing the head; to make the head re quires two or three dis tinct op er a tions; to put it on is
a pe cu liar busi ness; to whiten the pins is an other; it is even a trade by it self to put them into the pa per;
and the im por tant busi ness of mak ing a pin is, in this man ner, di vided into about eigh teen dis tinct op er- 
a tions, all per formed by dis tinct hands. I have seen a small man u fac tory where they could make up- 
wards of forty-eight thou sand pins in a day. But if they had all wrought sep a rately and in de pen dently,
and with out any of them hav ing been ed u cated to this pe cu liar busi ness, they could have made per haps
not one pin in a day.

Adam Smith was as ton ish ingly pre scient. Do ing one job, prefer ably for most of one’s
life, makes per fect eco nomic sense. It is a trib ute to the world Smith fore saw – and helped
to bring into be ing – that we have all ended up do ing such spe cific jobs and carry such puz- 
zling ti tles as Se nior Pack ag ing & Brand ing De signer, In take and Triage Clin i cian, Re- 
search Cen tre Man ager, Risk and In ter nal Au dit Con troller and Trans port Pol icy Con sul- 
tant. We have be come tiny, rel a tively wealthy cogs in gi ant, ef fi cient ma chines. And yet, in
our quiet mo ments, we re ver ber ate with pri vate long ings to give our mul ti tudi nous selves
ex pres sion.

One of Adam Smith’s most in tel li gent and pen e trat ing read ers was the Ger man econ o- 
mist Karl Marx. Marx agreed en tirely with Smith’s anal y sis: spe cial iza tion had in deed
trans formed the world and pos sessed a rev o lu tion ary power to en rich in di vid u als and na- 
tions. But where he dif fered from Smith was in his as sess ment of how de sir able this de vel- 
op ment might be. We would cer tainly make our selves wealth ier by spe cial iz ing, but we
would also, as Marx pointed out, dull our lives and cau ter ize our tal ents. In de scrib ing his
utopian com mu nist so ci ety, Marx placed enor mous em pha sis on the idea of ev ery one hav- 
ing many dif fer ent jobs. There were to be no spe cial ists here. In a pointed dig at Smith in
The Ger man Ide ol ogy (1846), Marx wrote:

In com mu nist so ci ety … no body has one ex clu sive sphere of ac tiv ity but each can be come ac com- 
plished in any branch he wishes … thus it is pos si ble for me to do one thing to day and an other to mor- 
row, to hunt in the morn ing, to fish in the af ter noon, rear cat tle in the evening, crit i cize af ter din ner …
with out ever be com ing a hunter, fish er man, shep herd or critic.
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Part of the rea son why the job we do, as well as the jobs we don’t get to do, mat ters so
much is that our oc cu pa tion de ci sively shapes who we are. How ex actly our char ac ters are
marked by work is of ten hard for us to no tice – our out looks just feel nat u ral to us – but we
can ob serve the iden tity-defin ing na ture of work well enough in the pres ence of prac ti tion- 
ers from dif fer ent fields. The pri mary school teacher treats even the mid dle-aged a lit tle as
if they were in need of care ful shep herd ing; the psy cho an a lyst has a stud ied way of lis ten- 
ing and seem ing not to judge while ex ud ing a pen sive, re flec tive air; the politi cian lapses
into speeches at in ti mate din ner par ties. Ev ery oc cu pa tion weak ens or re in forces as pects of
our na ture. There are jobs that keep us con stantly teth ered to the im me di ate mo ment (A&E
nurse, news ed i tor); oth ers that fo cus our at ten tion on the out ly ing fringes of the time hori- 
zon (fu tur ist, ur ban plan ner, re for ester). Cer tain jobs daily sharpen our sus pi cions of our
fel low hu mans, sug gest ing that the real agenda must al ways be far from what is overtly be- 
ing said (jour nal ist, an tiques dealer); oth ers in ter sect with peo ple at the can did, in ti mate
mo ments of their lives (anaes thetist, hair dresser, fu neral di rec tor). In some jobs, it is clear
what you have to do to move for ward and how pro mo tion oc curs (civil ser vant, lawyer,
sur geon), a dy namic that lends calm and steadi ness to the soul, and di min ishes ten den cies
to plot and ma noeu vre; in oth ers (tele vi sion pro ducer, politi cian), the rules are mud died
and seem bound up with ac ci dents of friend ship and for tu itous al liances, en cour ag ing ten- 
den cies to anx i ety, dis trust and shifti ness.

The psy chol ogy in cul cated by work doesn’t neatly stay at work; it colours the whole of
who we end up be ing. We start to be have across our whole lives like the peo ple work has
re quired us to be in our pro duc tive hours. Along the way, this nar rows char ac ter. When
cer tain ways of think ing be come called for daily, oth ers start to feel pe cu liar or threat en ing.
By giv ing a large part of one’s life over to a spe cific oc cu pa tion, one nec es sar ily has to per- 
form an in jus tice to other ar eas of la tent po ten tial. What ever en large ments it of fers our per- 
son al i ties, work also pos sesses a pow er ful ca pac ity to tram mel our spir its.

We can ask our selves the poignant au to bi o graph i cal ques tion: what sort of per son
might I have been had I had the op por tu nity to do some thing else? There will be parts of us
that we’ve had to kill (per haps rather bru tally) or that lie in shadow, twitch ing oc ca sion ally
on late Sun day af ter noons. Con tained within other ca reer paths are other plau si ble ver sions
of our selves which, when we dare to con tem plate them, re veal im por tant, but un de vel oped
or sac ri ficed, op tions.

We are meant to be monog a mous about our work and yet truly have tal ents for many
more jobs than we will ever have the op por tu nity to ex plore. We can un der stand the ori gins
of our rest less ness when we look back at our child hoods. As chil dren, in a sin gle Sat ur day
morn ing, we might put on an ex tra jumper and imag ine be ing an Arc tic ex plorer, then have
brief stints as an ar chi tect mak ing a Lego house, a rock star mak ing up an an them about
corn flakes and an in ven tor work ing out how to speed up colour ing in by glu ing four felt-tip
pens to gether. We might then put in a few min utes as a mem ber of an emer gency res cue
team be fore try ing out be ing a pi lot bril liantly land ing a cargo plane on the rug in the cor ri- 
dor; we’d per form a life-sav ing op er a tion on a knit ted rab bit and fi nally we’d find em ploy- 
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ment as a sous-chef help ing make a ham and cheese sand wich for lunch. Each one of these
‘games’ might have been the be gin ning of a ca reer. And yet we had to set tle on only a sin- 
gle op tion, pur sued un remit tingly for half a cen tury.

Com pared to the play of child hood, we’re all lead ing fa tally re stricted lives. There is
no easy cure. As Adam Smith ar gued, the causes don’t lie in some per sonal er ror we’re
mak ing. It’s a lim i ta tion forced upon us by the greater logic of a com pet i tive mar ket econ- 
omy. But we can al low our selves to mourn that there will al ways be large as pects of our
char ac ter that won’t be sat is fied. We’re not be ing silly or un grate ful. We’re sim ply reg is ter- 
ing the clash be tween the de mands of the em ploy ment mar ket and the free, wide-rang ing
po ten tial of ev ery hu man life. There’s a touch of sad ness to this in sight. But it is also a re- 
minder that this sense of be ing un ful filled will ac com pany us in what ever job we choose:
we can’t over come it by switch ing jobs. No one job can ever be enough.

There’s a par al lel here – as so of ten – be tween our ex pe ri ence at work and what hap- 
pens in re la tion ships. There’s no doubt that we could (with out any blame at tach ing to a
cur rent part ner) have suc cess ful re la tion ships with dozens, even hun dreds of dif fer ent peo- 
ple. Each would bring to the fore dif fer ent sides of our per son al ity, please us (and up set us)
in dif fer ent ways and in tro duce us to new ex cite ments. Yet, as with work, spe cial iza tion
brings ad van tages: it means we can fo cus, bring up chil dren in sta ble en vi ron ments and
learn the dis ci plines of com pro mise. In love and work, life re quires us to be spe cial ists
even though we are by na ture equally suited for wide-rang ing ex plo ration. And so we will
nec es sar ily carry about within us, in em bry onic form, many al lur ing ver sions of our selves
which will never be given the proper chance to live. It’s a som bre thought but a con sol ing
one too. Our suf fer ing is painful but, in its com mon al ity, has a cu ri ous dig nity to it as well,
for it ap plies as much to the CEO as to the in tern, to the artist as to the ac coun tant. Ev ery- 
one could have found so many ver sions of hap pi ness that will elude them. In suf fer ing in
this way, we are par tic i pat ing in the com mon hu man lot. We may with a cer tain melan- 
cholic pride re move the job search en gine from our book marks and can cel our sub scrip tion
to a dat ing site in due recog ni tion of the fact that – what ever we do – parts of our po ten tial
will have to go un de vel oped and have to die with out ever hav ing had the chance to come
to full ma tu rity – for the sake of the ben e fits of fo cus and spe cial iza tion.

ARTISTS AND SU PER MAR KET TY COONS

Shang hai-based Xu Zhen is one of the most cel e brated Chi nese artists of the age. He
op er ates in a va ri ety of me dia, in clud ing video, sculp ture and fine art. His work dis plays a
deep in ter est in busi ness; he ap pears at once charmed and hor ri fied by com mer cial life. In
re cent years, he has be come es pe cially fas ci nated by su per mar kets. He’s in ter ested, in part,
in how lovely they can be. He likes the al lur ing pack ag ing, the abun dance (the feel of lift- 
ing some thing off a shelf and see ing mul ti ple ver sions of it wait ing just be hind) and the ex- 
quis ite pre ci sion with which items are dis played. He par tic u larly likes the claim of com pre- 
hen sive ness that su per mar kets im plic itly make: the sug ges tion that they can, within their
cav ernous in te ri ors, pro vide us with ev ery thing we could pos si bly need to thrive.
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At the same time, Xu Zhen feels there’s some thing very wrong with real su per mar kets,
and com mer cial life in gen eral. The ac tual prod ucts they sell of ten aren’t the things we
gen uinely need. De spite the enor mous choice, what we re quire to thrive isn’t on of fer.
Mean while, the back sto ries of the brightly coloured things on sale are of ten ex ploita tive
and dark. Ev ery thing has been care fully cal cu lated to get us to spend more than we mean
to. Cyn i cism per me ates the whole sys tem.
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Xu Zhen, Su per mar ket, 2007/2015.
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In re sponse, the Chi nese artist mocks su per mar kets re peat edly. His work in volves
recre at ing, at a very large scale, en tire su per mar kets in gal leries and mu se ums. The prod- 
ucts in these su per mar kets look real, you’re in vited to pick them up, but then you find out
they are empty, as phys i cally empty as Xu Zhen feels they are spir i tu ally in com plete. His
check outs are sim i larly de cep tive. They seem gen uine: you scan your prod ucts at a high-
tech counter, but you then get a re ceipt which turns out to be a fake; you’ve bought ‘noth- 
ing’ of value.

The su per mar ket in stal la tion takes us on a jour ney. At first it is get ting us to share the
artist’s ex cite ment around su per mar kets and then it’s punc tur ing the il lu sion: it’s a gi gan tic,
de lib er ate let-down. It’s highly sig nif i cant that Xu Zhen’s cri tique of su per mar kets is
ironic. We tend to be come ironic around things that we feel dis ap pointed by but don’t think
we’ll ever be able to change. It’s a ma noeu vre of dis ap point ment sto ically han dled. A lot
of art is ironic in its cri tiques of cap i tal ism; we’ve come to ex pect this. It mocks all that is
wrong but has no al ter na tives to put for ward. A kind of hol low laugh ter seems the only fit- 
ting re sponse to the com pro mises of com mer cial life.

Xu Zhen is trapped in the par a digm of what an artist does. A real artist, we have come
to sup pose – and the cur rent ide ol ogy of the art world in sists – couldn’t be en thu si as tic
about im prov ing a su per mar ket. He or she could only mock from the side lines. Nowa days,
for tu nately, we’ve loos ened old highly re stric tive def i ni tions of what a ‘real’ man or a
‘real’ woman might be like, but there re main com pa ra bly strict so cial taboos hem ming in
the idea of what a ‘real’ artist is al lowed to get up to. They can be as ex per i men tal and sur- 
pris ing as they like … un less they want to run a food shop or an air line or an en ergy cor po- 
ra tion, at which point they cross a de ci sive bound ary, fall from grace, lose their spe cial sta- 
tus as artists and be come the sup posed po lar op po sites: mere busi ness peo ple.
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Xu Zhen, Su per mar ket, 2007/2014.
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We should take Xu Zhen se ri ously, per haps more se ri ously than he takes him self. Be- 
neath the irony, Xu Zhen has the am bi tion to dis cover what an ideal su per mar ket might be
like, how it might be a suc cess ful busi ness and how cap i tal ism could be re formed. Some- 
where within his project, he car ries a hope: that a cor po ra tion like a su per mar ket could be
brought into line with the best val ues of art and as sume psy cho log i cal and spir i tual im por- 
tance in side the frame work of com merce.

Thou sands of miles away from Shang hai, in the flat lands of East An glia, lies an el e gant
mod ern build ing com pleted in 1978 by the ar chi tect Nor man Fos ter. The Sains bury Cen tre
for the Vis ual Arts is filled with some of the great est works of con tem po rary art. Here we
find mas ter pieces by Henry Moore, Gi a cometti and Fran cis Ba con. The col lec tion is made
pos si ble thanks to the enor mous wealth of the Sains bury fam ily, who own and run Britain’s
sec ond-largest su per mar ket chain. Dis counted shoul ders of lamb, white bread and spe cial
two-for-one of fers on sat sumas have led to ex quis ite dis play cases con tain ing Gi a cometti’s
elon gated, haunt ing fig ures and Bar bara Hep worth’s hol lowed-out oval oids. The gallery
seems guided by val ues that are light years from any ac tual su per mar ket. It is in tent on
feed ing the soul and the pa trons and cu ra tors are deeply am bi tious about the emo tional and
ed u ca tional ben e fit of the ex pe ri ence: they want you to come out cleansed and im proved.

From a very dif fer ent di rec tion, the Sains bury fam ily ar rived at a strik ingly sim i lar
con clu sion to Xu Zhen. Art and su per mar kets are es sen tially op posed. And like Xu Zhen,
they are caught in an iden tity trap, though this is a very dif fer ent one: the iden tity trap of
the phi lan thropist. The phi lan thropist has been imag ined as a per son who makes a lot of
money in the brutish world of com merce, with all the nor mal ex pec ta tions of max i miz ing
re turns, squeez ing wages and fo cus ing on ob vi ous op por tu ni ties, and then makes a clean
break. In their spare hours, they can de vote their wealth to projects that are pro foundly
non-com mer cial: the pa tient col lec tion of Ro man coins, Is lamic vases or mod ern sculp- 
tures. But phi lan thropists know that if they ever took an art-lov ing at ti tude to their busi- 
nesses these might suf fer eco nomic col lapse. In stead of mak ing big things hap pen in the
real world, they would be come mere artists who make lit tle in ter est ing things in the shel- 
tered, sub si dized world of the gallery.
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From sell-by dates to en dur ing art: The Sains bury Cen tre for the Vis ual Arts at the Uni ver sity of East An glia, de signed
by Nor man Fos ter and Wendy Cheesman, 1978.



  IV : Work

168

The Sains bury Cen tre, in te rior.
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The sit u a tion is strangely tan ta liz ing. The artist finds a lit tle that is lov able and much
that’s wrong around su per mar kets, but can’t imag ine run ning or bring ing the ideals of art
into ac tion in one. The su per mar ket own ers love art, but can’t imag ine bring ing their psy- 
cho log i cally and aes thet i cally am bi tious sides into fo cus in their busi ness. These two par- 
ties are both like pi o neers, at the edge of un ex plored ter ri tory. There is a huge idea they are
both cir cling round. The goal is a syn the sis of busi ness and art: a su per mar ket that is truly
guided by the ideals of art, a cap i tal ism that is com pat i ble with the higher val ues of hu- 
man ity.

Up to now, we have col lec tively learned to ad mire the val ues of the arts (which can be
summed up as a de vo tion to truth, beauty and good ness) in the spe cial arena of gal leries.
But their more im por tant ap pli ca tion is in the gen eral, daily fab ric of our lives – the area
that’s cur rently dom i nated by an of ten de pleted vi sion of com merce. It’s a tragic po lar iza- 
tion: we en counter the val ues we need, but only in a rar efied set ting, while we re gard these
val ues as alien to the cir cum stances in which we most need to meet them. For most of his- 
tory, artists have laboured to ren der a few square inches of can vas ut terly per fect or to
chisel a sin gle block of stone into its most ex pres sive form. Tra di tion ally, the most com- 
mon size for a work of art was be tween three and six feet across. And while artists have ar- 
tic u lated their vi sions across such ex panses, the large-scale projects have been given over
whole sale to busi nesses and gov ern ments, which have gen er ally op er ated with much lower
am bi tions. We’re so fa mil iar with this po lar iza tion, we re gard it as if it were an in evitable
fact of na ture, rather than what it re ally is: a cul tural and com mer cial fail ing.

Ide ally artists should ab sorb the best qual i ties of busi ness and vice versa. Rather than
see ing such qual i ties as op posed to what they stand for as artists or busi ness peo ple, they
should see them as great en abling ca pac i ties which help them ful fil their mis sions to the
world. Xu Zhen will prob a bly never get to build an air port, a ma rina, an old peo ple’s home
or a su per mar ket, but the ideal next ver sion of him will. We should want to si mul ta ne ously
raise and com bine the am bi tions of artists (to make the no blest con cepts pow er ful in our
lives) and of busi ness (to serve us in a deep sense suc cess fully).

CON SUMER SO CI ETY

Since time im memo rial, the over whelm ing ma jor ity of the earth’s in hab i tants have
owned more or less noth ing: the clothes they stood up in, some bowls, a pot and a pan, per- 
haps a broom and, if things were go ing well, a few farm ing im ple ments. Na tions and peo- 
ples re mained con sis tently poor, with global GDP not grow ing at all from year to year. The
world was in ag gre gate as hard up in 1800 as it had been at the be gin ning of time. Then,
start ing in the early eigh teenth cen tury, in the coun tries of north-west ern Eu rope, a re mark- 
able phe nom e non oc curred: economies be gan to ex pand and wages to rise. Fam i lies who
had never be fore had any money be yond what they needed to sur vive found they could go
shop ping for small lux u ries: a comb or a mir ror, a spare set of un der wear, a pil low, some
thicker boots or a towel. Their ex pen di ture cre ated a vir tu ous eco nomic cir cle: the more
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they spent, the more busi nesses grew, the more wages rose. By the mid-eigh teenth cen tury,
ob servers rec og nized that they were liv ing through a pe riod of epochal change that his to ri- 
ans have since de scribed as the world’s first ‘con sumer rev o lu tion’. In Britain, where the
changes were most marked, enor mous new in dus tries sprang up to cater for the wide spread
de mand for goods that had once been the pre serve of the very rich alone. In the cities, it
was pos si ble to buy fur ni ture made by Chip pen dale, Hep ple white and Sher a ton, porce lain
made by Wedg wood and Crown Derby, and cut lery from the man u fac tur ers of Sheffield,
while hats, shoes and dresses fea tured in best selling jour nals such as The Gallery of Fash- 
ion and The Lady’s Mag a zine. Styles for clothes and hair, which had for merly gone un- 
changed for decades, now al tered ev ery year, of ten in ex tremely the atri cal and im prac ti cal
di rec tions. In the early 1770s, there was a craze for dec o rated wigs so tall that their tops
could be ac cessed only by stand ing on a chair. It was fun for the car toon ists. So vivid and
nu mer ous were the con sumer nov el ties that the aus tere Dr John son wryly won dered
whether pris on ers were soon ‘to be hanged in a new way’ too.
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Frip peries, the mo tor of a sound econ omy: Matthew Darly, The Ex trav a ganza, or The Moun tain Head Dress, 1776.
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The Chris tian Church also looked on and did not ap prove. Up and down the coun try,
cler gy men de liv ered bit ter ser mons against the new ma te ri al ism. Sons and daugh ters were
to be kept away from shops; God would not look kindly on those who paid more at ten tion
to house hold dec o ra tion than to the state of their souls.

But along with the con sumer rev o lu tion there now emerged an in tel lec tual rev o lu tion
that sharply al tered the un der stand ing of the role of ‘van i ties’ in an econ omy. In 1705, a
Lon don physi cian called Bernard Man dev ille pub lished an eco nomic tract (un usu ally but
charm ingly writ ten in verse) en ti tled The Fa ble of the Bees, which pro posed that – con trary
to cen turies of re li gious and moral think ing – what made coun tries rich (and there fore safe,
hon est, gen er ous-spir ited and strong) was a very mi nor, un el e vated and ap par ently undig- 
ni fied ac tiv ity: shop ping for plea sure. It was the con sump tion of what Man dev ille called
‘frip peries’ – hats, bon nets, gloves, but ter dishes, soup tureens, shoe horns and hair clips –
that pro vided the en gine for na tional pros per ity and al lowed the gov ern ment to do in prac- 
tice what the Church only knew how to ser mo nize about in the ory: make a gen uine dif fer- 
ence to the lives of the weak and the poor. The one way to gen er ate wealth, ar gued Man- 
dev ille, was to en sure high de mand for ab surd and un nec es sary things. Of course, no one
needed em broi dered hand bags, silk-lined slip pers or ice creams, but it was a bless ing that
they could be prompted by fash ion to want them, for on the back of de mand for such tri fles
work shops could be built, ap pren tices trained and hos pi tals funded. Rather than con demn
recre ational ex pen di ture, as Chris tian moral ists had done, Man dev ille cel e brated them for
their con se quences. As his sub ti tle put it, it was a case of ‘Pri vate Vices, Pub lic Ben e fits’:

It is the sen sual courtier who sets no limit to his lux ury, the fickle strum pet who in vents new fash- 
ions ev ery week and the pro fuse rake and the lav ish heir who most ef fec tively help the poor. He that
gives most trou ble to thou sands of his neigh bours and in vents the most oper ose man u fac tures is, right
or wrong, the great est friend to so ci ety. Mer cers, up hol ster ers, tai lors and many oth ers would be
starved in half a year’s time if pride and lux ury were at once to be ban ished from the na tion.

Man dev ille shocked his au di ence with the stark ness of the choice he placed be fore
them. A na tion could ei ther be very high-minded, spir i tu ally el e vated, in tel lec tu ally re- 
fined, and dirt poor, or a slave to lux ury and idle con sump tion, and very rich.

Man dev ille’s dark the sis went on to con vince al most all the great an glo phone econ o- 
mists and po lit i cal thinkers of the eigh teenth cen tury. In his es say ‘Of Lux ury’ (1752), the
philoso pher David Hume re peated Man dev ille’s de fence of an econ omy built on mak ing
and sell ing un nec es sary things: ‘In a na tion, where there is no de mand for su per fluities,
men sink into in do lence, lose all en joy ment of life, and are use less to the pub lic, which
can not main tain or sup port its fleets and armies.’ The ‘su per fluities’ were clearly silly,
Hume was in no doubt, but they paved the way for some thing very im por tant and grand:
mil i tary and wel fare spend ing.

There were, nev er the less, some oc ca sional de par tures from the new eco nomic or tho- 
doxy. One of the most spir ited and im pas sioned voices was that of Switzer land’s great est
philoso pher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Shocked by the im pact of the con sumer rev o lu tion on
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the man ners and at mos phere of his na tive Geneva, he called for a re turn to a sim pler, older
way of life, of the sort he had ex pe ri enced in Alpine vil lages or read about in trav ellers’ ac- 
counts of the na tive tribes of North Amer ica. In the re mote cor ners of Ap pen zell or the
vast forests of Mis souri, there was – bless edly – no con cern for fash ion and no one-up man- 
ship around hair ex ten sions. Rousseau rec om mended clos ing Geneva’s bor ders and im pos- 
ing crip pling taxes on lux ury goods so that peo ple’s en er gies could be redi rected to wards
non-ma te rial val ues. He looked back with fond ness to the aus tere mar tial spirit of Sparta
and com plained, partly with Man dev ille and Hume in mind: ‘An cient trea tises of pol i tics
con tin u ally made men tion of morals and virtue; ours speak of noth ing but com merce and
money.’ How ever, even if Rousseau dis agreed with Hume and Man dev ille, he did not seek
to deny the ba sic premise be hind their analy ses: it truly ap peared to be a choice be tween
deca dent con sump tion and wealth on the one hand, and vir tu ous re straint and poverty on
the other. It was sim ply that Rousseau – un usu ally – pre ferred virtue to wealth.

The pa ram e ters of this de bate have con tin ued to dom i nate eco nomic think ing ever
since. We re-en counter them in ide o log i cal ar gu ments be tween cap i tal ists and com mu nists
and free mar keters and en vi ron men tal ists. But for most of us the de bate is no longer per ti- 
nent. We sim ply ac cept that we will live in con sumer economies with some very un for tu- 
nate side ef fects to them (crass ad ver tis ing, un healthy food stuffs, prod ucts that are dis con- 
nected from any rea son able as sess ment of our needs, ex ces sive waste …) in ex change for
eco nomic growth and high em ploy ment. We have cho sen wealth over virtue.

The one ques tion rarely asked is whether there might be a way to ame lio rate the dispir- 
it ing choice, to draw on the best as pects of con sumerism on the one hand and high-mind- 
ed ness on the other with out suf fer ing their worst con se quences: moral deca dence and pro- 
found poverty. Might it be pos si ble for a so ci ety to de velop that al lows for con sumer
spend ing (and there fore pro vides em ploy ment and wel fare) yet of a kind di rected at some- 
thing other than ‘van i ties’ and ‘su per fluities’? Might we shop for some thing other than
non sense? In other words, might we have wealth and (a de gree of) virtue?

It is a pos si bil ity of which we find some in trigu ing hints in the work of Adam Smith,
an econ o mist too of ten read as a blunt apol o gist for all as pects of con sumer so ci ety, but in
fact one of its more sub tle and vi sion ary an a lysts. In his The Wealth of Na tions, Smith
seems at points will ing to con cede to key as pects of Man dev ille’s ar gu ment: con sumer so- 
ci eties do help the poor by pro vid ing em ploy ment based around sat is fy ing what are of ten
rather sub op ti mal pur chases. Smith was as ready as other An glo phone econ o mists to mock
the triv i al ity of some con sumer choices, while ad mir ing their con se quences. All those em- 
broi dered lace hand ker chiefs, jew elled snuff boxes and minia ture tem ples made of cream
for dessert were friv o lous, he con ceded, but they en cour aged trade, cre ated em ploy ment
and gen er ated im mense wealth, and could be firmly de fended on this score alone.

How ever, Smith of fered some fas ci nat ing hopes for the fu ture. He pointed out that con- 
sump tion didn’t in vari ably have to in volve the trad ing of friv o lous things. He had seen the
ex pan sion of the Ed in burgh book trade and knew how large a mar ket higher ed u ca tion
might be come. He un der stood how much wealth was be ing ac cu mu lated through the con- 
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struc tion of Ed in burgh’s hand some and no ble New Town. He un der stood that hu mans have
many ‘higher’ needs that re quire a lot of labour, in tel li gence and work to ful fil, but that lie
out side cap i tal ist en ter prise as con ceived by ‘re al ists’ like Hume or Man dev ille: among
them, our need for ed u ca tion, for self-un der stand ing, for beau ti ful cities and for re ward ing
so cial lives. The ul ti mate goal of cap i tal ism was to tackle ‘hap pi ness’ in all its com plex i- 
ties, psy cho log i cal as op posed to merely ma te rial.

The cap i tal ism of our times still hasn’t en tirely come round to re solv ing the awk ward
choices that Man dev ille and Rousseau cir cled. But the cru cial hope for the fu ture is that we
will not for ever need to be mak ing money from ex ploita tive or vain con sumer ap petites;
that we will also learn to gen er ate size able prof its from help ing peo ple – as con sumers and
pro duc ers – in the truly im por tant and am bi tious as pects of their lives. The re form of cap i- 
tal ism hinges on an odd-sound ing but crit i cal task: the con cep tion of an econ omy fo cused
around higher needs.
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A prom ise of no ble con sump tion: Patrick Beg bie, James Craig’s Plan of the New Town, Ed in burgh, 1768.



  IV : Work

176

HIGHER NEEDS, A PYRA MID AND CAP I TAL ISM

The idea that cap i tal ism can give us what we need has al ways been cen tral to its de- 
fence. More ef fi ciently than any other sys tem, cap i tal ism has, in the ory, been able to iden- 
tify what we’re lack ing and de liver it to us with un par al leled ef fi ciency. Cap i tal ism is the
most skilled ma chine we have ever yet con structed for sat is fy ing hu man needs.

Be cause busi nesses have been so ex traor di nar ily pro duc tive over the last 200 years, it
has be come easy to think – in the wealth ier parts of the world, at least – that con sumer cap- 
i tal ism must by now have reached a stage of ex hausted stag nant ma tu rity, which is what
may ex plain both rel a tively high rates of un em ploy ment and low lev els of growth. The
heroic pe riod of de vel op ment, driven in part by break throughs in tech nol ogy, that equipped
a mass pub lic in the ad vanced na tions with the ba sics of food, shel ter, hy giene and en ter- 
tain ment, ap pears to have been brought up against some nat u ral lim its. We seem in ag gre- 
gate to be in the strange po si tion of hav ing rather too much of ev ery thing: shoes, dish- 
cloths, tele vi sions, choco lates, woollen hats … In the eyes of some, it is nor mal that we
should have ar rived at this end point. The earth and its re sources are, af ter all, lim ited, so
we should not ex pect growth to be un lim ited ei ther. Flatlin ing re flects the at tain ment of an
en vi able de gree of ma tu rity. We are ceas ing to buy quite so much for an un der stand able
rea son: we have all we need.

Yet, de spite its ev i dent suc cesses, con sumer cap i tal ism can not in truth re al is ti cally be
cred ited with hav ing ful filled a mis sion of ac cu rately sat is fy ing our needs, be cause of one
ev i dent fail ing: we aren’t happy. In deed, most of us are, a good deal of the time, prop erly
at sea: bur dened by com plaints, un ful filled hopes, barely for mu lated long ings, rest less ness,
anger and grief – lit tle of which our plethora of shops and ser vices ap pear re motely
equipped to ad dress. Given the range of our out stand ing needs and cap i tal ism’s the o ret i cal
com mit ment to ful fill ing them, it would be pro foundly para dox i cal to count the econ omy
as in any way ma ture and be yond ex pan sion. Far from it, it is ar guably a good deal too
small and des per ately un de vel oped in re la tion to what we would truly want from it, hav ing
re flected on the full ex tent of our sor rows and ap petites. De spite all the fac to ries, the con- 
crete, the high ways and the lo gis tics chains, con sumer cap i tal ism has – ar guably – not even
prop erly em barked on its tasks. A good fu ture may de pend not on min i miz ing con sumer
cap i tal ism but on rad i cally ex tend ing its reach and depth, via a slightly un fa mil iar route: a
close study of our unat tended needs.

If the prover bial Mar tian were to at tempt to guess what hu man be ings re quired in or der
to be sat is fied by scan ning lists of the top cor po ra tions in the lead ing wealthy coun tries,
they would guess that Homo sapi ens had im mense re quire ments for food, warmth, shel ter,
credit, in sur ance, mis siles, pack ets of data, strips of cot ton or wool to wrap around their
limbs and, of course, a lot of ketchup. This, the world’s stock mar kets seem to tell us, is
what hu man sat is fac tion is made up of.
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But the re al ity is nat u rally more com pli cated than that. The most con cise yet pen e trat- 
ing pic ture of hu man needs ever drawn up was the work of a lit tle-known Amer i can psy- 
chol o gist called Abra ham Maslow. In a pa per en ti tled ‘A The ory of Hu man Mo ti va tion’
pub lished in Psy cho log i cal Re view in 1943, Maslow ar ranged our long ings and ap petites in
a pyra mid-shaped con tin uum, rang ing from what he called the lower needs, largely fo- 
cused on the body, to the higher needs, largely fo cused on the psy che and en com pass ing
such el e ments as the need for sta tus, recog ni tion and friend ship. At the apex stood the need
for a com plete de vel op ment of our po ten tial, of the kind Maslow had seen in the lives of
the cul tural fig ures he most ad mired: Mon taigne, Voltaire, Goethe, Tol stoy and Freud.
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Abra ham Maslow’s Pyra mid of Needs.
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If we were to align the world’s largest cor po ra tions with the pyra mid, we would find
that the needs to which they cater are over whelm ingly those at the bot tom of the pyra mid.
Our most suc cess ful busi nesses are those that aim to sat isfy our phys i cal and sim pler psy- 
cho log i cal selves: they op er ate in oil and gas, min ing, con struc tion, agri cul ture, phar ma- 
ceu ti cals, elec tron ics, telecom mu ni ca tions, in sur ance, bank ing and light en ter tain ment.

What’s sur pris ing is how lit tle con sumer cap i tal ism has, un til now, been in any way
am bi tious about many of the things that de liver higher sorts of sat is fac tion. Busi ness has
helped us to be warm, safe and dis tracted. It has been markedly in dif fer ent to our flour ish- 
ing. This is the task ahead of us. The true des tiny of and mil len nial op por tu nity for con- 
sumer cap i tal ism is to travel up the pyra mid, to gen er ate ever more of its more prof its from
the sat is fac tion of the full range of ‘higher needs’ that cur rently lie out side the realm of in- 
dus tri al iza tion and com mod i fi ca tion.

Cap i tal ists and com pa nies are seem ingly – at least semi-con sciously – aware of their
fail ure to en gage with many of the el e ments at the top of the pyra mid, among them friend- 
ship, be long ing, mean ing ful ness and a sense of agency and au ton omy. And the ev i dence
for this lies in a rather sur pris ing place, in one of the key in sti tu tions for driv ing the sales
of cap i tal ism’s prod ucts for wards: ad ver tis ing.

THE PROM ISES OF AD VER TIS ING

When ad ver tis ing be gan in a sig nif i cant way in the early nine teenth cen tury, it was a
rel a tively straight for ward busi ness. It showed you a prod uct, told you what it did, where
you could get it and what it cost. Then, in 1960s Amer ica, a re mark able new way of ad ver- 
tis ing emerged, led by such lu mi nar ies of Madi son Av enue as William Bern bach, David
Ogilvy and Mary Wells Lawrence. In their work for brands like Esso, Avis and Life Ce- 
real, ad verts ceased to be in a nar row sense about the things they were sell ing. The fo cus of
an ad might os ten si bly be on a car, but our at ten tion was also be ing di rected at the har mo- 
nious, hand some cou ple hold ing hands be side it. It might on the sur face be an ad vert about
soap, but the true em pha sis was on the state of calm that ac com pa nied the ablu tions. It
might be whisky one was be ing in vited to drink, but it was the at ti tude of res o lute ness and
re silience on dis play that pro vided the com pelling fo cal point. Madi son Av enue had made
an ex tra or di nary dis cov ery: how ever ap peal ing a prod uct might be, there were many other
things that were likely to be even more ap peal ing to cus tomers – and by en twin ing their
prod ucts with these in gre di ents, sales could be trans formed.
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When ad verts ad ver tised what they were sell ing.
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Patek Philippe is one of the gi ants of the global watch mak ing in dus try. Since 1996,
they have been run ning a very dis tinc tive se ries of ad verts fea tur ing par ents and chil dren.
It is al most im pos si ble not to have glimpsed one some where. In one ex am ple, a fa ther and
son are to gether in a mo tor boat, a scene which ten derly evokes fil ial and pa ter nal loy alty
and love. The son is lis ten ing care fully while his kindly dad tells him about as pects of sea- 
far ing. We can imag ine that the boy will grow up con fi dent and in de pen dent, yet also re- 
spect ful and warm. He’ll be keen to fol low in his fa ther’s foot steps and em u late his best
sides. The fa ther has put a lot of work into the re la tion ship (one senses they’ve been out on
the wa ter a num ber of times) and now the love is be ing prop erly paid back. The ad ver tise- 
ment un der stands our deep est hopes around our chil dren. It is mov ing be cause what it de- 
picts is so hard to find in real life. We are of ten brought to tears not so much by what is
hor ri ble as by what is beau ti ful but out of reach.

Fa ther–son re la tion ships tend to be highly am biva lent. De spite a lot of ef fort, there can
be ex ten sive feel ings of ne glect, re bel lion and, on both sides, bit ter ness. Cap i tal ism doesn’t
al low dads to be too present. There may not be so many chances to talk. But in the world
of Patek Philippe, we glimpse a psy cho log i cal par adise.

We turn to Calvin Klein. The par ents and chil dren have tum bled to gether in a happy
heap. There is laugh ter; ev ery one can be silly to gether. There is no more need to put up a
front, be cause ev ery one here is trust ing and on the same side. No one un der stands you like
these peo ple do. In the anony mous air port lounge, in the lonely ho tel room, you’ll think
back to this cosy group and ache. Al ter na tively, you might al ready long for those years,
quite a way back, when it was so much eas ier than it’s be come. Now the kids are shad owy
pres ences around the house. Your re la tion ship with your spouse has suf fered too. Calvin
Klein knows this; it too has bril liantly latched on to our deep est and at the same time most
elu sive in ner long ings.

Ad verts wouldn’t work if they didn’t op er ate with a very good un der stand ing of what
our real needs are; what we truly re quire to be happy. Their emo tional pull is based on
know ing us eerily well. As they rec og nize, we are crea tures who hunger for good fam ily
re la tion ships, con nec tions with oth ers, a sense of free dom and joy, a prom ise of self-de vel- 
op ment, dig nity, calm and the feel ing that we are re spected.

Yet, armed with this knowl edge, they – and the cor po ra tions who bankroll them – un- 
wit tingly play a cruel trick on us, for while they ex cite us with re minders of our buried
long ings, they can not do any thing sin cere about sat is fy ing them. The ob jects ad verts send
us off to buy fall far short of the hopes that they have aroused. Calvin Klein makes lovely
cologne. Patek Philippe’s watches are ex tremely re li able and beau ti ful agents of time keep- 
ing. But these items can not by them selves help us se cure the psy cho log i cal pos ses sions our
un con scious be lieved were on of fer.

The real cri sis of cap i tal ism is that prod uct de vel op ment lags so far be hind the best in- 
sights of ad ver tis ing. Since the 1960s, ad ver tis ing has worked out just how much we need
help with the true chal lenges of life. It has fath omed how deeply we want to have bet ter ca- 
reers, stronger re la tion ships, greater con fi dence. In most ad verts, the pain and the hope of
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our lives have been su perbly iden ti fied, but the prod ucts are al most com i cally at odds with
the prob lems at hand. Ad ver tis ers are hardly to blame. They are, in fact, the vic tims of an
ex tra or di nary prob lem of mod ern cap i tal ism. While we have so many com plex needs, we
have noth ing bet ter to of fer our selves, in the face of our trou bles, than, per haps, a slightly
more ac cu rate chronome ter or a more sub tly blended per fume. Busi ness needs to get more
am bi tious in the cre ation of new kinds of ‘prod ucts’, in their own way as strange-sound ing
to day as a wrist watch would have been to ob servers in 1500. We need the drive of com- 
merce to get be hind fill ing the world – and our lives – with goods that re ally can help us to
thrive, flour ish, find con tent ment and man age our re la tion ships well.

To trace the fu ture shape of cap i tal ism, we have only to think of all our needs that cur- 
rently lie out side com merce. We need help in form ing co he sive, in ter est ing, benev o lent
com mu ni ties. We need help in bring ing up chil dren. We need help in calm ing down at key
mo ments (the ag gre gate cost of our high anx i ety and rage is ap palling). We need im mense
help in dis cov er ing our real tal ents in the work place and in un der stand ing where we can
best de ploy them. We have aes thetic de sires that can’t seem to get sat is fied at scale, es pe- 
cially in re la tion to hous ing. Our higher needs are not triv ial or mi nor, in signif i cant things
we could eas ily sur vive with out. They are, in many ways, cen tral to our lives. We have
sim ply ac cepted, with out ad e quate protest, that there is noth ing busi ness can do to ad dress
them, when in fact, be ing able to struc ture busi nesses around these needs would be the
com mer cial equiv a lent of the dis cov ery of steam power or the in ven tion of the elec tric
light bulb.

We don’t know to day quite what the busi nesses of the fu ture will look like, just as half
a cen tury ago no one could de scribe the cor po rate essence of the cur rent large tech nol ogy
com pa nies. But we do know the di rec tion we need to head in: one where the drive and in- 
ven tive ness of cap i tal ism tackle the higher, deeper prob lems of life. This will of fer an exit
from the fail ings that at tend busi ness to day. In the ideal fu ture for con sumer cap i tal ism, our
ma te ri al ism would be re fined, our work would be ren dered more mean ing ful and our prof- 
its more hon ourable.

Ad ver tis ing has at least done us the great ser vice of hint ing at the fu ture shape of the
econ omy; it al ready trades in all the right in gre di ents. The chal lenge now is to nar row the
gap be tween the fan tasies be ing of fered and what we truly spend our lives do ing and our
money buy ing.

ARTIS TIC SYM PA THY

One of the most trou bling as pects of our world is that it con tains such enor mous dis- 
par i ties in in come. At var i ous times, there have been con certed at tempts to cor rect the in- 
jus tice. In spired by Marx ism, com mu nist gov ern ments forcibly seized pri vate wealth and
so cial ist gov ern ments have re peat edly tried im pos ing se verely puni tive taxes on rich com- 
pa nies and in di vid u als. There have also been at tempts to re form the ed u ca tion sys tem, to
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cre ate pos i tive dis crim i na tion in the work place and to seize the es tates of the wealth i est
mem bers of so ci ety at their deaths.

But the prob lem of in equal ity has not gone away and is in deed un likely to be solved at
any point soon, let alone in the short time frame that is rel e vant to any of us, for a range of
stub bornly em bed ded, partly log i cal and partly ab surd rea sons.

How ever, there is one im por tant move we can make that might take start to re duce
some of the sting of in equal ity. For this, we need to be gin by ask ing what might sound like
an of fen sively ob vi ous ques tion: why is fi nan cial in equal ity a prob lem?

There are two very dif fer ent an swers. One kind of harm is ma te rial: not be ing able to
get a de cent house, qual ity health care, a proper ed u ca tion and a hope ful fu ture for one’s
chil dren. But there is also a psy cho log i cal rea son why in equal ity proves so prob lem atic:
be cause poverty is in tri cately bound up with hu mil i a tion. The pun ish ment of poverty is not
lim ited to money, but ex tends to the suf fer ing that at tends a lack of sta tus: a con stant low-
level sense that who one is and what one does are of no in ter est to a world that is puni- 
tively un equal in its dis tri bu tion of hon our as well as cash. Poverty not only in duces fi nan- 
cial harm but dam ages men tal health as well.

His tor i cally, the bulk of po lit i cal ef fort has been di rected at the first ma te rial prob lem,
yet there is also an im por tant move we can make around the psy cho log i cal is sue.

A sketch of a so lu tion to the gap be tween in come and re spect lies in a slightly un ex- 
pected place: a small paint ing hang ing in a top-floor gallery at Lon don’s Wal lace Col lec- 
tion called The Lace maker, by a lit tle-known Dutch artist, Cas par Netscher, who painted it
in 1662.

The artist has caught the woman mak ing lace at a mo ment of in tense con cen tra tion on
a dif fi cult task. We can feel the ef fort she is mak ing and can imag ine the skill and in tel li- 
gence she is de vot ing to her work. Lace was, at the time the paint ing was cre ated, highly
prized. But be cause many peo ple knew how to make it, the eco nomic law of sup ply and
de mand meant that the re ward for ex quis ite crafts man ship was tiny. Lace mak ers were
among the poor est in so ci ety. Were the artist, Cas par Netscher, to be work ing to day, his
por trait would have been equiv a lent to mak ing a short film about phone fac tory work ers or
fruit pick ers. It would have been ev i dent to all the paint ing’s view ers that the lace maker
was some one who or di nar ily re ceived no re spect or pres tige at all.

And yet Netscher di rected an ex tra or di nary amount of what one might call artis tic sym- 
pa thy to wards his sit ter. Through his eyes and artistry, she is no longer a no body. She has
grown into an in di vid ual, full of her own thoughts, sen si tive, se ri ous, de voted – en tirely
de serv ing of ten der ness and con sid er a tion. The artist has trans formed how we might look
at a lace maker.

Netscher isn’t lec tur ing us about re spect ing the low-paid; we hear this of ten enough
and the les son rarely sinks in. He’s not try ing to use guilt, which is rarely an ef fec tive tac- 
tic. He’s help ing us, in a rep re sen ta tive in stance, to ac tu ally feel re spect for his worker
rather than just know it might be her due. His pic ture isn’t nag ging, grim or for bid ding, it’s



  IV : Work

184

an ap peal ing and plea sur able mech a nism for teach ing us a very un fa mil iar but crit i cally
im por tant supra-po lit i cal emo tion.
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Cas par Netscher, The Lace maker, 1662.
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If lots of peo ple saw the lace maker in the way the artist did, took the les son prop erly to
heart and ap plied it widely and imag i na tively at ev ery mo ment of their lives, it is not an
ex ag ger a tion to say that the psy cho log i cal bur den of poverty would sub stan tially be lifted.
The fate of lace mak ers, but also of fice clean ers, ware house at ten dants, de liv ery work ers
and man ual labour ers would be sub stan tially im proved. This greater sym pa thy would not
be a re place ment for po lit i cal ac tion, it would be its pre con di tion; the sen ti ment upon
which a ma te rial change in the lives of the vic tims of in equal ity would be founded.

An artist like Netscher isn’t chang ing how much the low-paid earn; he is chang ing how
the low-paid are judged. This is not an unim por tant piece of progress. Netscher was liv ing
in an age in which only a very few peo ple might ever see a pic ture – and of course he was
con cen trat ing only on the then cur rent face of poverty. But the process he un der took re- 
mains pro foundly rel e vant.

Ide ally to day our cul ture would pur sue the same project but on a vastly en larged scale,
en tic ing us via our most suc cess ful, pop u lar and wide spread art forms to a grand po lit i cal
rev o lu tion in feel ing, upon which an even tual, firmly based evo lu tion in eco nomic think ing
could arise.
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V  :  C U L T U R E
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RO MAN TIC VS. CLAS SI CAL

As we have seen, we are – each of us – prob a bly a lit tle more one than the other. These
cat e gories ex plain much about us: how we ap proach na ture, what makes us laugh, our po- 
lit i cal ideas and, of course, our at ti tudes to love … We may not be used to con ceiv ing of
our selves in these terms, but the la bels Ro man tic and Clas si cal, so of ten al luded to up to
this point, use fully bring into fo cus some of the cen tral themes of our lives and help us to
gain a clearer pic ture of the un der ly ing struc ture of our en thu si asms and con cerns.

It may be help ful to try fi nally to pin down a few of the cen tral con trast ing char ac ter is- 
tics of Ro man tic and Clas si cal per son al i ties.

In tu ition vs. Anal y sis

Ro man tics are es pe cially aware of all that lies out side ra tio nal ex pla na tion, all that can- 
not neatly be sum ma rized in words. They sense, es pe cially late at night or in the vast ness
of na ture, the scale of the mys ter ies hu man ity is up against. The im pulse to cat e go rize and
to mas ter in tel lec tu ally is for Ro man tics a dis tinct form of van ity, like try ing to draw up a
list in a hur ri cane. There is a time when we must sur ren der to emo tion, feel rather than try
re lent lessly to cat e go rize and make sense of things. We can think too much – and grow
sick from try ing to pass the com plex i ties of ex is tence through the sieve of the con scious
mind. We should more of ten be guided by our in stincts and the voice of na ture within us.

De ci sions must not al ways be probed too hard, or moods un packed. We should re spect
and not tin ker with emo tions, es pe cially as they re late to love and the spir i tual va ri eties of
ex pe ri ence. We need to fall silent – more fre quently than we do – and sim ply lis ten. Some- 
times the best way to hon our the in ef fa ble is through un clear lan guage and ob scure modes
of ex pres sion. The supreme Ro man tic art form is mu sic.

Clas si cists like or der. They may be moved by the sight of a bi lat er ally sym met ri cal av- 
enue of trees ex tend ing into the dis tance as far as the eye can see. They reach for their
note books dur ing emo tional tem pests. They don’t be lieve there could be any thing le git i- 
mately termed ‘think ing too much’; there is only think ing well or badly. Rea son is the sole
tool we have avail able to de fend our selves against primeval chaos.

Clas si cists know a lot about feel ings and in tu itions. They have had plenty, of ten very
pow er ful ones. They just don’t re spect them. The last thing they are now in clined to do
with an emo tion is sur ren der to it. They have com mit ted too many fol lies to think that fol- 
low ing their hearts might be an idea. They know that not all the mys ter ies can be ex plained
but they are com mit ted to giv ing it a shot. They don’t think that love breaks if you ex am ine
it too care fully. They favour clear modes of ex pres sion (even about rare and evanes cent
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emo tions, like re flect ing on the Cen tau rus A gal axy or look ing into a part ner’s eyes) and a
crisp, min i mal lan guage that an in tel li gent twelve-year-old could un der stand.

Spon tane ity vs. Ed u ca tion

Ro man tics don’t like schools. The best kind of ed u ca tion comes from within. The most
im por tant ca pac i ties are in us from the start. We don’t need to learn how to love, how to be
kind, how to die … For mal learn ing kills ev ery topic of study. We need to learn to lis ten to
the voice in side us, which will pro vide us with all we need. There is no greater ex em plar of
spon tane ity than chil dren, and Ro man tics look upon them with par tic u lar ten der ness and
re spect. They are not beasts to be tamed, but gods to be heard. We knew, back then, what
mat tered. It was school that cor rupted us and made us lose our way, which is why it is from
the mouths of the very young that we hear truths and sen si bil i ties that the most so-called
in tel li gent adults will have for got ten. To the Ro man tic, it will al ways be a child who points
out that the em peror is wear ing no clothes.

Those of a Clas si cal tem per a ment don’t nec es sar ily re spect the ed u ca tion sys tem as it
stands – there is so much that could be im proved – but the ab stract idea of ed u ca tion seems
es sen tial and the bedrock of civ i liza tion. We didn’t for get how to live; we just never knew,
as no one is ever born know ing. Chil dren aren’t any more no ble than adults, they just have
a par tic u larly hard time con tain ing them selves. The pur pose of ed u ca tion is to pass down
one or two painfully won in sights so that not ev ery gen er a tion needs to re peat the same
des per ate er rors.

Hon esty vs. Po lite ness

There is too much hypocrisy al ready, say the Ro man tics. We are drown ing in our lies
and in our com pro mises. We must do ev ery thing to strip away the se crecy our so ci ety im- 
poses on us. Au then tic ity is the high est form of moral ity. Po lite ness is a lid that we place
upon our real selves to sup press the truths that could free us.

For the Clas si cal per son, po lite ness is the lid we gen er ously place on our in ner mad- 
ness to stop hurt ing those we care for. Not be ing our selves is the kind est thing we can do to
some one we claim to love. To give oth ers an un cen sored view of our emo tions, with their
minute-by-minute va garies and com pul sions, is sheer lazi ness or cru elty. We can not pos si- 
bly be good and en tirely hon est, nor should we try. Strate gic in au then tic ity is the mark of a
kindly soul.

Ide al ism vs. Re al ism

The Ro man tic is ex cited by how things might ide ally be and judges what cur rently ex- 
ists in the world by the stan dard of a bet ter imag ined al ter na tive. Most of the time, the cur- 
rent state of so ci ety arouses in tense dis ap point ment and anger as they con sider the in jus- 
tices, pre var i ca tions, com pro mises and timid ity all around. It seems nor mal to be fu ri ous
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with gov ern ments and sur prised and out raged by ev i dence of ve nal and self-in ter ested con- 
duct in so ci ety.

By con trast, the Clas si cal per son pays spe cial at ten tion to what can go wrong. They are
very con cerned to mit i gate the down side. They are aware that most things could be a lot
worse. Be fore con demn ing a gov ern ment, they con sider the stan dard of gov ern ments
across his tory and may re gard a cur rent ar range ment as bear able, un der the cir cum stances.
Their view of peo ple is fun da men tally rather dark. They be lieve that ev ery one is prob a bly
slightly worse than they seem. They feel we have deeply dan ger ous im pulses, lusts and
drives and take bad be hav iour for granted when it man i fests it self. They sim ply feel this is
what hu mans are prone to. High ideals make them ner vous.

Earnest ness vs. Irony

Ro man tics don’t be lieve in how things are. Their at ten tion is fixed on how they should
be. They there fore re sist the de fla tion ary call of ironic hu mour, which seems de featist.
They are earnest in their search for a bet ter fu ture.

The Clas si cal con vic tion is not that the world is a cheer ful place, far from it; but rather
that a cheer ful mood is a good start ing point for liv ing in a rad i cally im per fect and deeply
un sat is fac tory realm where the pri or ity is to not give up, de spair and kill one self. Ironic hu- 
mour is a stan dard re course for them, be cause it emerges from the con stant col li sion be- 
tween how one would want things to be and how it seems they in fact are. They are pro po- 
nents of gal lows hu mour.

The Rare vs. the Ev ery day

The Ro man tic rebels against the or di nary. They are keen on the ex otic and the rare.
They like things which the mass of the pop u la tion won’t yet know about. The fact that
some thing is pop u lar will al ways be a mark against it. They don’t much like rou tine, es pe- 
cially in do mes tic life, ei ther. They are anx ious about higher things be ing put un der pres- 
sure to be come ‘use ful’ or com mer cial. They want hero ism, ex cite ment and an end to bore- 
dom.

The Clas si cal per son al ity wel comes rou tine as a de fence against chaos. They would
very much like good things to be pop u lar. They don’t nec es sar ily think that what is
presently pop u lar is good, but they see pop u lar ity as, in prin ci ple, a mark of virtue. They
are fa mil iar enough with ex tremes to wel come things that are a lit tle bor ing. They can see
the charm of do ing the laun dry.

Pu rity vs. Am biva lence

The Ro man tic is dis mayed by com pro mise. They are drawn to ei ther whole hearted en- 
dorse ment or to tal re jec tion. Ide ally part ners should love ev ery thing about each other. A
po lit i cal party should be ad mirable at ev ery turn. A phi lan thropist should draw no per sonal
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ben e fit from acts of char ity. They feel the at trac tion of the lost cause. It is very im por tant
for the Ro man tic to feel they are right; win ning is, by com par i son, not such an ur gent mat- 
ter.

The Clas si cal per son takes the view that very few things, and no peo ple, are ei ther
wholly good or en tirely bad. They as sume that there is likely to be some worth in op pos ing
ideas and some thing to be learned from both sides. It is Clas si cal to think that a de cent per- 
son might in many ar eas hold views you find deeply un palat able.

For a long time now, per haps since around 1750, Ro man tic at ti tudes have been dom i- 
nant in the West ern imag i na tion. The pre vail ing ap proach to chil dren, re la tion ships, pol i- 
tics and cul ture has all been coloured more by a Ro man tic than by a Clas si cal spirit.

Both Ro man tic and Clas si cal ori en ta tions have im por tant truths to im part. Nei ther is
wholly right or wrong. They need to be bal anced. And none of us are in any case ever sim- 
ply one or the other. But be cause a good life re quires a ju di cious bal ance of both po si tions,
at this point in his tory it might be the Clas si cal at ti tude whose dis tinc tive claims and wis- 
dom we need to lis ten to most in tently. It is a mode of ap proach ing life which is ripe for re- 
dis cov ery.

WHY WE HATE CHEAP THINGS

We don’t think we hate cheap things, but we fre quently be have as if we do. Con sider
the pineap ple. Colum bus was the first Eu ro pean to be de lighted by the phys i cal grandeur
and vi brant sweet ness of the pineap ple, which is a na tive of South Amer ica but had
reached the Car ib bean by the time he ar rived there. The first meet ing be tween Eu ro peans
and pineap ples took place in No vem ber 1493, in a Carib vil lage on the is land of Guade- 
loupe. Colum bus’s crew spot ted the fruit next to a pot of stew ing limbs. The out side re- 
minded them of a pine cone, the in te rior pulp of an ap ple.

But pineap ples proved ex tremely dif fi cult to trans port and very costly to cul ti vate. For
a long time only roy alty could ac tu ally af ford to eat them. Rus sia’s Cather ine the Great
was a huge fan, as was Charles II of Eng land. A sin gle fruit in the sev en teenth cen tury sold
for to day’s equiv a lent of £5,000. The pineap ple was such a sta tus sym bol that, if they
could get hold of one, peo ple would keep it for dis play un til it fell apart. In the mid-eigh- 
teenth cen tury, at the height of the pineap ple craze, whole aris to cratic evenings were struc- 
tured around the rit ual dis play of these fruits. Po ems were writ ten in their hon our. Savour- 
ing a tiny sliver could be the high point of a year. The pineap ple was so ex cit ing and so
loved that in 1761 the 4th Earl of Dun more built a tem ple on his Scot tish es tate in its hon- 
our. And Christo pher Wren had no hes i ta tion in top ping the south tower of St Paul’s Cathe- 
dral with this ev i dently di vine fruit.
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Charles II be ing of fered the first pineap ple ever suc cess fully grown in Eng land by John Rose, the Royal Gar dener, 1675.
Hen drick Danck erts, Charles II Pre sented with a Pineap ple, c. 1675–80.
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The Dun more Pineap ple, built in 1761, Scot land.
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Christo pher Wren, south tower of St Paul’s Cathe dral, Lon don, 1711.

Then, at the very end of the nine teenth cen tury, two things changed. Large com mer cial
plan ta tions of pineap ples were es tab lished in Hawaii and there were huge ad vances in
steamship tech nol ogy. Pro duc tion and trans port costs plum meted and, un wit tingly, trans- 
formed the psy chol ogy of pineap ple-eat ing. To day, you can get a pineap ple for around
£1.50. It still tastes ex actly the same, but now the pineap ple is one of the world’s least
glam orous fruits. It is never served at smart din ner par ties and would never be carved on
the top of a ma jor civic build ing.

The pineap ple it self has not changed; it is our at ti tude to it that has. Con tem pla tion of
the his tory of the pineap ple sug gests a cu ri ous over lap be tween love and eco nom ics: when
we have to pay a lot for some thing nice, we ap pre ci ate it to the full. Yet as its price in the
mar ket falls, pas sion has a habit of fad ing away. Nat u rally, if the ob ject has no merit to be- 
gin with, a high price won’t be able to do any thing for it; but if it has real virtue and yet a
low price, then it is in se vere dan ger of fall ing into griev ous ne glect.

Why, then, do we as so ciate a cheap price with lack of value? Our re sponse is a hang- 
over from our long pre-in dus trial past. For most of hu man his tory, there truly was a strong
cor re la tion be tween cost and value: the higher the price, the bet ter things tended to be, be- 
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cause there was sim ply no way both for prices to be low and for qual ity to be high. Ev ery- 
thing had to be made by hand, by ex pen sively trained ar ti sans, with raw ma te ri als that
were im mensely dif fi cult to trans port. The ex pen sive sword, jacket, win dow or wheel bar- 
row was sim ply al ways the bet ter one. This re la tion ship be tween price and value held true
in an un in ter rupted way un til the end of the eigh teenth cen tury, when – thanks to the In dus- 
trial Rev o lu tion – some thing ex tremely un usual hap pened: hu man be ings worked out how
to make high-qual ity goods at cheap prices, be cause of tech nol ogy and new meth ods of or- 
ga niz ing the labour force.

On the back of this long ex pe ri ence, an en trenched cul tural as so ci a tion has formed be- 
tween the rare, the ex pen sive and the good: each has come to rapidly sug gest the other, and
the nat u ral-seem ing con verse is that things which are widely avail able and in ex pen sive
come to be seen as unim pres sive or un ex cit ing.

In prin ci ple, in dus tri al iza tion was sup posed to undo these con nec tions. The price
would fall and wide spread hap pi ness would fol low. High-qual ity ob jects would en ter the
mass mar ket, ex cel lence would be de moc ra tized. How ever, de spite the great ness of these
ef forts, in stead of mak ing won der ful ex pe ri ences uni ver sally avail able, in dus tri al iza tion
has in ad ver tently pro duced a dif fer ent re sult: it has seemed to rob cer tain ex pe ri ences of
their love li ness, in ter est and worth.

It’s not – of course – that we refuse to buy in ex pen sive or cheap things. It’s just that
get ting ex cited over cheap things has come to seem a lit tle bizarre. How do we re verse
this? The an swer lies in a slightly un ex pected area: the mind of a four-year-old. Imag ine
him with a pud dle. It started rain ing an hour ago, the street is now full of pud dles and there
could be noth ing bet ter in the world; the riches of the In dies would be noth ing com pared to
the plea sures of be ing able to see the rip pling of the wa ter cre ated by a jump in one’s
welling tons, the ed dies and whirlpools, the minute waves, the oceans be neath one …

Chil dren have two ad van tages: they don’t know what they’re sup posed to like and they
don’t un der stand money, so price is never a guide to value for them. They have to rely in- 
stead on their own de light (or lack of it) in the in trin sic mer its of the things they’re pre- 
sented with and this can take them in as ton ish ing (and some times mad den ing) di rec tions.
They’ll spend an hour with one but ton. We buy them a costly wooden toy made by
Swedish ar ti sans who hope to teach lessons in sym me try and find that they pre fer the card- 
board box that it came in. They be come mes mer ized by the won ders of turn ing on the light
and there fore pro ceed to try it 100 times. They’d pre fer the nail and screw sec tion of a DIY
shop to the fan ci est toy de part ment or the na tional mu seum.

This at ti tude al lows them to be en tranced by ob jects which have long ago ceased to
hold our won der. If asked to put a price on things, chil dren tend to an swer by the util ity
and charm of an ob ject, not its man u fac tur ing costs. This leads to un usual but – we rec og- 
nize – more right ful re sults. A child might guess that a sta pler costs £100 and would be
deeply sur prised, even shocked, to learn that a USB stick can be had for just over £1. Chil- 
dren would be right, if prices were de ter mined by hu man worth and value, but they’re not;
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they just re flect what things cost to make. The pity is, there fore, that we treat them as a
guide to what mat ters, when this isn’t what a fi nan cial price should ever be used for.

We have been look ing at prices the wrong way. We have fetishized them as to kens of
in trin sic value, we have al lowed them to set how much ex cite ment we are al lowed to have
in given ar eas, how much joy is to be mined in par tic u lar places. But prices were never
meant to be like this: we are breath ing too much life into them and thereby dulling too
many of our re sponses to the in ex pen sive world.

At a cer tain age, some thing very de bil i tat ing hap pens to chil dren (nor mally around the
age of eight). They start to learn about ‘ex pen sive’ and ‘cheap’ and ab sorb the view that
the more ex pen sive some thing is, the bet ter it may be. They are en cour aged to think well
of sav ing up pocket money and to see the ‘big’ toy they are given as much bet ter than the
‘cheaper’ one.

We can’t di rectly go back wards, we can’t for get what we know of prices. How ever, we
can pay less at ten tion to what things cost and more to our own re sponses. The peo ple who
have most to teach us here are artists. They are the ex perts at record ing and com mu ni cat ing
their en thu si asms, which, like chil dren, can take them in slightly un ex pected di rec tions.
The French artist Paul Cézanne spent a good deal of the late nine teenth cen tury paint ing
groups of ap ples in his stu dio in Provence. He was thrilled by their tex ture, shapes and
colours. He loved the tran si tions be tween the yel lowy golds and the deep reds across their
skins. He was an ex pert at notic ing how the generic word ‘ap ple’ in fact cov ers an in fin ity
of highly in di vid ual ex am ples. Un der his gaze, each one be comes its own planet, a ver i ta- 
ble uni verse of dis tinc tive colour and aura – and hence a source of real de light and so lace.

The ap ple that has only a lim ited life, that will make a slow tran si tion from sweet to
sour, that grew pa tiently on a par tic u lar tree, that sur vived the cu rios ity of birds and spi- 
ders, that weath ered the mis tral and a par tic u larly blus tery May is hon oured and prop erly
given its due by the artist (who was him self ex tremely wealthy, the heir to an enor mous
bank ing for tune – it seems im por tant to state this, to make clear that Cézanne wasn’t sim- 
ply mak ing a virtue of ne ces sity and would have wor shipped gold bul lion if he’d had the
chance). Cézanne had all the awe, love and ex cite ment be fore the ap ple that Cather ine the
Great and Charles II had be fore the pineap ple; but Cézanne’s won der ful dis cov ery was that
these el e vated and pow er ful emo tions are just as valid in re la tion to things which can be
pur chased for the small change in our pock ets. Cézanne in his stu dio was gen er at ing his
own rev o lu tion, not an in dus trial rev o lu tion that would make once-costly ob jects avail able
to ev ery one, but a rev o lu tion in ap pre ci a tion, a far deeper process, that would get us to no- 
tice what we al ready have to hand. In stead of re duc ing prices, he was rais ing lev els of ap- 
pre ci a tion – which is a move per haps more pre cious to us eco nom i cally be cause it means
we can all ac cess great value with very lit tle money.

Some of what we find ‘mov ing’ in an en counter with the ap ples is that we’re re stored
to a fa mil iar but for got ten at ti tude of ap pre ci a tion that we surely once knew in child hood,
when we loved the tog gles on our rain jack ets and found a pa per clip a source of fas ci na- 
tion and didn’t know what any thing cost. Since then life has pushed us into the world of
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money, where prices loom too large, as we now ac knowl edge, in our re la tion to things.
While we en joy Cézanne’s work, it might also un ex pect edly make us feel a lit tle sad. That
sad ness is a recog ni tion of how many of our gen uine en thu si asms and loves we’ve had to
sur ren der in the name of the adult world. We’ve per haps given up on too many of our na- 
tive loves. The ap ple is one in stance of a whole con ti nent we’ve ceased to mar vel at.
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Paul Cézanne, The Bas ket of Ap ples, c. 1893.
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Our re luc tance to be ex cited by in ex pen sive things isn’t a fixed de bil ity of hu man na- 
ture. It’s just a cur rent cul tural mis for tune. We all nat u rally used to know the so lu tion as
chil dren. The in gre di ents of the so lu tion are in trin si cally fa mil iar. We need to re think our
re la tion ship to prices. The price of some thing is prin ci pally de ter mined by what it cost to
make, not how much hu man value is po ten tially to be de rived from it.

There are two ways to get richer: one is to make more money and the sec ond is to dis- 
cover that more of the things we could love are al ready to hand (thanks to the mir a cles of
the In dus trial Rev o lu tion). We are, as ton ish ingly, al ready a good deal richer than we’re en- 
cour aged to think we are.

IM-PER FEC TION ISM

The Nether lands Board of Tourism is re spon si ble for mar ket ing the Dutch coun try side.
To at tract vis i tors, it em ploys im ages of ex tremely neat wind mills bor der ing pris tine
canals, with flow ers along the banks and per ma nently sunny skies.

There are oc ca sional places and one or two days of the year – par tic u larly near Lei den
in late July – when the Nether lands is ex actly like this. But there are many other more typ i- 
cal as pects of the Dutch coun try side that the Board of Tourism stays quiet about: it’s al- 
most al ways over cast, there are many places where there’s not a flower to be seen, it rains
most days and there’s al ways quite a lot of mud. You’ll en counter many a wonky old sluice
gate and some rick ety pal ings shoring up the banks. In or der to avoid an awk ward col li sion
with re al ity, the Board of Tourism would have been wise to con sult a paint ing in the na- 
tion’s main art gallery, the Ri jksmu seum, by the sev en teenth-cen tury artist Ja cob van Ruis- 
dael. Van Ruis dael loved the Dutch coun try side, spend ing as much time there as he could,
and he was very keen to let ev ery one know what he liked about it.
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Kinderdijk Wind mill, Al blasser dam.
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Sell ing the Nether lands: Ja cob van Ruis dael, The Wind mill at Wijk bij Du urst ede, c. 1668–70.
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In stead of care fully se lect ing a spe cial (and un rep re sen ta tive) spot and wait ing for a
rare and fleet ing mo ment of bright sun shine, he adopted a very dif fer ent ‘sell ing’ strat egy.
His most fa mous paint ing is an ad vert for the qual i ties he dis cov ered. Van Ruis dael loved
over cast days and care fully stud ied the fas ci nat ing char ac ter is tic move ments of stormy
skies: he was en tranced by the in fi nite gra da tions of grey and how one would of ten see a
patch of fluffy white bright ness drift ing be hind a darker, bil low ing mass of rain-dense
clouds. He didn’t deny that there was mud or that the river and canal banks were fre- 
quently quite messy. In stead he no ticed their spe cial kind of beauty and made a case for it.

The Nether lands Board of Tourism, on the other hand, felt that the re al ity of what it
was sell ing was un ac cept able and so re sorted – for the nicest rea sons, out of a touch ing
mod esty – to lies. But the Dutch coun try side is filled with mer its: it’s quiet and solemn; it
en cour ages tran quil con tem pla tion; it’s an an ti dote to stress and forced cheer ful ness. These
are things we might re ally need to help us cope with our over loaded and of ten in au then tic
lives.

We should de velop the sort of con fi dence that emerges from un der stand ing a ba sic fact
of hu man psy chol ogy: that we’re all very pre pared to ac cept the less than per fect, if only
we can be guided to ap pre ci ate it with skill, con fi dence and charm.

Ja pa nese aes thet ics in the early mod ern pe riod can teach us a great deal about this be- 
cause it man aged to cre ate ex cite ment around things which are, on first hear ing, ex tremely
un pre pos sess ing, in clud ing moss, weeds, aged houses and – es pe cially – bro ken pots.

Zen philoso phers de vel oped the view that pots, cups and bowls that had be come dam- 
aged shouldn’t sim ply be ne glected or thrown away. They should con tinue to at tract our re- 
spect and at ten tion and be re paired with enor mous care, this process sym bol iz ing a rec on- 
cil i a tion with the flaws and ac ci dents of time in tended to re in force the un der ly ing themes
of Zen. The word given to this tra di tion of ce ramic re pair is kintsugi (kin mean ing
‘golden’, tsugi ‘join ery’, so lit er ally ‘to join with gold’). In Zen aes thet ics, the bro ken
pieces of an ac ci den tally smashed pot should be care fully picked up, re assem bled and then
glued to gether with lac quer in flected with a very ex pen sive gold pow der. There should be
no at tempt to dis guise the dam age; rather, the point is to ren der the fault lines beau ti ful and
strong. The pre cious veins of gold are there to em pha size that breaks have a merit all of
their own. The ori gins of kintsugi are said to date to the Muro machi pe riod, when the
shogun of Japan, Ashik aga Yoshim itsu (1358–1408), broke his favourite tea bowl and, dis- 
traught, sent it to be re paired in China. On its re turn, he was hor ri fied by the ugly metal
sta ples that had been used to join the bro ken pieces and charged his crafts men with de vis- 
ing a more ap pro pri ate so lu tion. What they came up with was a method that didn’t dis guise
the dam age, but made some thing prop erly art ful out of it.
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The beauty of re silience: a kintsugi bowl.
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Kintsugi be longs to the Zen ideals of wabi-sabi, which cher ishes what is sim ple, un pre- 
ten tious and aged – es pe cially if it has a rus tic or weath ered qual ity. A story is told of one
of the great pro po nents of wabi-sabi, Sen no Rikyū (1522–91). On a jour ney through
south ern Japan, he was once in vited to a din ner where the host thought his guest would be
im pressed by an elab o rate and ex pen sive an tique tea jar that he had bought from China.
But Rikyū didn’t even seem to no tice this item and in stead spent his time chat ting and ad- 
mir ing a branch sway ing in the breeze out side. In de spair at this lack of in ter est, once
Rikyū had left, the dev as tated host smashed the jar to pieces and re tired to his room. But
the other guests more wisely gath ered the frag ments and stuck them to gether us ing
kintsugi. When Rikyū next came to visit, he turned to the re paired jar and, with a know ing
smile, ex claimed, ‘Now it is mag nif i cent.’

Con cepts like kintsugi pro vide case stud ies that teach us a use ful kind of con fi dence.
Things that might eas ily be thought un wor thy of ap pre ci a tion can, if de scribed in the right
way, emerge as deeply worth valu ing.

SO LACE

The great est share of all the art that hu mans have ever made for one an other has had
one thing in com mon: it has dealt, in one form or an other, with sor row. Un happy love,
poverty, dis crim i na tion, anx i ety, sex ual hu mil i a tion, ri valry, re gret, shame, iso la tion and
long ing – these have been the chief con stituents of art down the ages.

How ever, in pub lic dis cus sion we are of ten un help fully coy about the ex tent of our
grief. The chat tends to be up beat or glib; we are un der awe some pres sure to keep smil ing
in or der not to shock, pro vide am mu ni tion for en e mies or sap the en ergy of the vul ner a ble.
We there fore end up not only sad, but sad that we are sad – with out much pub lic con fir ma- 
tion of the es sen tial nor mal ity of our melan choly. We grow harm fully but toned up or con- 
vinced of the des per ate unique ness of our fate.

All this cul ture can cor rect, stand ing as a record of the tears of hu man ity, lend ing le git i- 
macy to de spair and re play ing our mis eries back to us with dig nity, shorn of many of their
hap haz ard or triv ial par tic u lars. ‘A book must be the axe for the frozen sea in side us,’ pro- 
posed Kafka (though the same could be said of any art form) – in other words, art is a tool
that can help re lease us from our numb ness and pro vide for cathar sis in ar eas where we
have for too long been wrong-head edly brave.

Such pes simism is also a cor rec tive to pre vail ing sen ti men tal ity. It pro vides an ac- 
knowl edge ment that we are in her ently flawed crea tures, in ca pable of last ing hap pi ness, be- 
set by trou bling sex ual de sires, ob sessed by sta tus, vul ner a ble to ap palling ac ci dents and
al ways – slowly – dy ing.

The Ger man artist Anselm Kiefer is – run ning counter to the nor mal habits of our so ci- 
ety – ex tremely forth right about the es sen tially sor row ful char ac ter of the hu man con di- 
tion. Ev ery thing we love and care about will come to ruin; all that we put our hope in will
fail. In a note ac com pa ny ing his vast paint ing Alka h est, which is nearly four me tres across,
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Kiefer writes that even ‘rock that looks as though it will last for ever is dis solved, crushed
to sand and mud’. The dra matic scale is not ac ci den tal. It’s a way of try ing to make ob vi- 
ous some thing that is of ten re pressed and ig nored: that de jec tion, sad ness and dis ap point- 
ment are ma jor parts of be ing hu man. The work’s icy, grey, harsh char ac ter sum mons up
equally grim thoughts about our own lives.
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Life is sor row: Anselm Kiefer, Alka h est, 2011.
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It’s not an in ti mate pic ture be cause the fact Kiefer is as sert ing isn’t a per sonal one.
He’s not at tempt ing to delve into the unique painful de tails of our in di vid ual sor rows. The
paint ing isn’t about a re la tion ship that didn’t work out, a friend ship that went wrong, a
dead par ent we never fully made peace with, a ca reer choice that led to wasted years. In- 
stead it sums up a feel ing and an at ti tude: lonely, lost, cold, wor ried, fright ened. And in- 
stead of de nounc ing these feel ings as wor thy only of losers, the work pro claims them as
im por tant, se ri ous and wor thy. It is as if the pic ture is beam ing out a col lec tive mes sage: ‘I
un der stand, I know, I feel the same as you do, you are not alone.’ Our own pri vate fail ings
and woes – which may strike us as sor did or shame ful or very much our own fault – are
trans formed; they are now a man i fes ta tion of the tragic theme of ex is tence, which is ev ery- 
where and im mutable. They are, in fact, en no bled, by their kin ship to this grand work. It is
like the way a na tional an them works: by singing it, the in di vid ual feels part of a greater
com mu nity and is strength ened, given con fi dence, even feel ing strangely heroic, ir re spec- 
tive of their cir cum stances. Kiefer’s work is like a vis ual an them for sor row, one that in- 
vites us to see our selves as part of the na tion of suf fer ers, which in cludes, in fact, ev ery one
who has ever lived.

Jean-Bap tiste-Camille Corot de scribed his paint ing The Lean ing Tree Trunk as a sou- 
venir or mem ory. It is filled with the idea of farewell. The mo ment will pass, light will
fade, night will fall – the years will pass and we will won der what we did with them. Corot
was in his six ties when he painted this work: the mood is ele giac, mourn ing what has gone
and will never come back. Ul ti mately, it is a farewell to life, but it is not a bit ter or des per- 
ate one. The mood is re signed, dig ni fied and, al though sad, ac cept ing. Our own per sonal
grief at the pass ing of our life (if not soon, then some day – but al ways too soon) is set
within a much wider con text. A tree grows, is bent and twisted by fate, like the one in the
back ground, and even tu ally dries up and with ers, like the one in the fore ground. The sun- 
light il lu mi nates the sky for a while and is then hid den be hind the clouds and night de- 
scends. We are part of na ture. Corot isn’t glad that the day is over, that the years have gone
and that the tree is dy ing, but his paint ing seeks to in stil a mood of sad yet tran quil ac cep- 
tance of our own share in the fate of all liv ing things.
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Our lives too will pass and fade: Jean-Bap tiste-Camille Corot, The Lean ing Tree Trunk, c. 1860–65.
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This is a propo si tion we en counter re peat edly in the arts: other peo ple have had the
same sor rows and trou bles that we have; it isn’t that these don’t mat ter or that we shouldn’t
have them or that they aren’t worth both er ing about. What counts is how we per ceive
them. We en counter the spirit or voice of some one who pro foundly sym pa thizes with suf- 
fer ing, but who al lows us to sense that through it we’re con nect ing with some thing uni ver- 
sal and unashamed. We are not robbed of our dig nity; we are dis cov er ing the deep est truths
about be ing hu man – and there fore we are not only not de graded by sor row but also,
strangely, el e vated.

We can imag ine our selves as a se ries of con cen tric cir cles. On the out side lie all the
more ob vi ous things about us: what we do for a liv ing, our age, ed u ca tion, tastes in food
and broad so cial back ground. We can usu ally find plenty of peo ple who rec og nize us at
this level. But deeper in are the cir cles that con tain our more in ti mate selves, in volv ing
feel ings about par ents, se cret fears, day dreams, am bi tions that might never be re al ized, the
stranger re cesses of our sex ual imag i na tion and all that we find beau ti ful and mov ing.

Though we may long to share the in ner cir cles, too of ten we seem able only to hover
with oth ers around the outer ones, re turn ing home from yet an other so cial gath er ing with
the most sin cere parts of us aching for recog ni tion and com pan ion ship. Tra di tion ally, re li- 
gion pro vided an ideal ex pla na tion for and so lu tion to this painful lone li ness. The hu man
soul, re li gious peo ple would say, is made by God and so only God can know its deep est se- 
crets. We are never truly alone, be cause God is al ways with us. In their way, re li gions ad- 
dressed a uni ver sal prob lem: they rec og nized the pow er ful need to be in ti mately known
and ap pre ci ated and ad mit ted frankly that this need could not re al is ti cally ever be met by
other peo ple.

What re placed re li gion in our imag i na tions, as we have seen, is the cult of hu man-to-
hu man love we now know as Ro man ti cism, which be queathed to us the beau ti ful but reck- 
less idea that lone li ness might be ca pa ble of be ing van quished, if we are for tu nate and de- 
ter mined enough to meet the one ex alted be ing known as our soul mate, some one who will
un der stand ev ery thing deep and strange about us, who will see us com pletely and be en- 
chanted by our to tal ity. But the legacy of Ro man ti cism has been an epi demic of lone li ness,
as we are re peat edly brought up against the truth: the rad i cal in abil ity of any one other per- 
son to wholly grasp who we truly are.

Yet there re mains, be sides the prom ises of love and re li gion, one other – and more
solid – re source with which to ad dress our lone li ness: cul ture.

Henri Ma tisse be gan paint ing peo ple read ing from his early twen ties and con tin ued to
do so through out his life; at least thirty of his can vases tackle the theme. What gives these
im ages their poignancy is that we rec og nize them as records of lone li ness that has at least
in part been re deemed through cul ture. The fig ures may be on their own, their gaze of ten
dis tant and melan choly, but they have to hand per haps the best pos si ble re place ment when
the im me di ate com mu nity has let us down: books.
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The Eng lish psy cho an a lyst Don ald Win ni cott, work ing in the mid dle years of the twen- 
ti eth cen tury, was fas ci nated by how cer tain chil dren coped with the ab sence of their par- 
ents. He iden ti fied the use of what he called ‘tran si tional ob jects’ to keep the mem ory of
parental love strong even when the par ents weren’t there. So a teddy bear or a blan ket, he
re al ized, could be a mech a nism for ac ti vat ing the mem ory of be ing cared for, a mech a nism
that is use fully mo bile and por ta ble and is al ways ac ces si ble when the par ents are at bay.
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Henri Ma tisse, Woman Read ing at a Small Ta ble, c. 1923.
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Chris ten Købke, View of Øster bro from Dosserin gen, 1838.
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Win ni cott pro posed that works of art can, for adults, func tion as more so phis ti cated
ver sions of just these kinds of tran si tional ob jects. What we are at heart look ing for in
friend ship is not nec es sar ily some one we can touch and see in front of us, but a per son who
shares, and can help us de velop, our sen si bil ity and val ues, some one to whom we can turn
and look for a sign that they too feel what we have felt, that they are at tracted, amused and
re pulsed by sim i lar things. And, strangely, it ap pears that cer tain imag i nary friends drawn
from cul ture can end up feel ing more real and in that sense more present to us than any of
our real-life ac quain tances, even if they have been dead a few cen turies and lived on an- 
other con ti nent. We can feel hon oured to count them among our best friends.

Chris ten Købke lived in and around Copen hagen in the first half of the nine teenth cen- 
tury (he died of pneu mo nia in his late thir ties in 1848), yet we might count him among our
clos est friends be cause of his sen si tiv ity to just the sort of ev ery day beauty we are deeply
fond of but that gets very lit tle men tion in the so cial cir cles around us. From a great dis- 
tance, Købke acts like an ideal com pan ion who gen tly works his way into the quiet, hid den
parts of us and helps them grow in strength and self-aware ness.

The arts pro vide a mirac u lous mech a nism whereby a to tal stranger can of fer us many
of the things that lie at the core of friend ship. And when we find these art friends, we are
un pick ing the ex pe ri ence of lone li ness. We’re find ing in ti macy at a dis tance. The arts al low
us to be come the soul mates of peo ple who, de spite hav ing been born in 1630 or 1808, are,
in lim ited but cru cial ways, our proper com pan ions. The friend ship may even be deeper
than that we could have en joyed in per son, for it is spared all the nor mal com pro mises that
at tend so cial in ter ac tions. Our cul tural friends can’t con verse fully, of course, and we can’t
re ply (ex cept in our imag i na tion). And yet they travel into the same psy cho log i cal space, at
least in some key re spects, as we are in at our most vul ner a ble and in ti mate points. They
may not know of our lat est tech nol ogy, they have no idea of our fam i lies or jobs, but in ar- 
eas that re ally mat ter to us they un der stand us to a de gree that is at once a lit tle shock ing
and deeply thrilling.

Con fronted by the many fail ings of our real-life com mu ni ties, cul ture gives us the op- 
tion of as sem bling a tribe for our selves, draw ing their mem bers across the widest ranges of
time and space, blend ing some liv ing friends with some dead au thors, ar chi tects, mu si cians
and com posers, painters and po ets.

The fif teenth-cen tury Ital ian painter An drea del Ver roc chio – one of whose ap pren tices
was Leonardo da Vinci – was deeply at tracted to the Bible story of To bias and the An gel. It
tells of a young man, To bias, who has to go on a long and dan ger ous jour ney. But he has
two com pan ions: one a lit tle dog, the other an an gel who comes to walk by his side, ad vise
him, en cour age him and guard him.

The old re li gious idea was that we are never fully alone; there are al ways spe cial be- 
ings around us upon whose aid we can call. Ver roc chio’s pic ture is touch ing not be cause it
shows a real so lu tion we can count on, but be cause it points to the kind of com pan ion ship
we would love to have and yet nor mally don’t feel we can find.
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Yet there is an avail able ver sion. Not, of course, in the form of winged crea tures with
golden ha los round their heads. But rather the imag i nary friends that we can call on from
the arts. You might feel phys i cally iso lated in the car, hang ing around at the air port, go ing
into a dif fi cult meet ing, hav ing sup per alone yet again or go ing through a tricky phase in a
re la tion ship, but you are not psy cho log i cally alone. Key fig ures from your imag i nary tribe
(the mod ern ver sion of an gels and saints) are with you: their per spec tive, their habits, their
ways of look ing at things are in your mind, just as if they were re ally by your side whis per- 
ing in your ear. And so we can con front the dif fi cult stretches of ex is tence not sim ply on
the ba sis of our own small re sources but ac com pa nied by the ac cu mu lated wis dom of the
kind est, most in tel li gent voices of all ages.
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Work shop of An drea del Ver roc chio, To bias and the An gel, c. 1470–75.
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Given the enor mous role of sad ness in our lives, it is one of the great est emo tional
skills to know how to ar range around us those cul tural works that can best help to turn our
panic or sense of per se cu tion into con so la tion and nur ture.

GOOD ENOUGH

High am bi tions are no ble and im por tant, but there’s also a point when they be come the
sources of ter ri ble trou ble and un nec es sary panic.

One way of un der cut ting our more reck less ideals and per fec tion ism was pi o neered by
Don ald Win ni cott in the 1950s. Win ni cott spe cial ized in re la tion ships be tween par ents and
chil dren. In his clin i cal prac tice, he of ten met with par ents who felt like fail ures: per haps
be cause their chil dren hadn’t got into the best schools, or be cause there were some times
ar gu ments around the din ner ta ble or the house wasn’t al ways com pletely tidy.

Win ni cott’s cru cial in sight was that the par ents’ agony was com ing from a par tic u lar
place: ex ces sive hope. Their de spair was a con se quence of a cruel and coun ter pro duc tive
per fec tion ism. To help them re duce this, Win ni cott de vel oped a charm ing phrase: ‘the
good enough par ent’. No child, he in sisted, needs an ideal par ent. They just need an OK,
pretty de cent, usu ally well-in ten tioned, some times grumpy but ba si cally rea son able fa ther
or mother. Win ni cott wasn’t say ing this be cause he liked to set tle for sec ond best, but be- 
cause he knew the toll ex acted by per fec tion ism, and re al ized that in or der to re main more
or less sane (which is a very big am bi tion al ready) we have to learn not to hate our selves
for fail ing to be what no or di nary hu man be ing ever re ally is any way.

The con cept of ‘good enough’ was in vented as an es cape from dan ger ous ideals. It be- 
gan in re la tion to par ent hood, but it can be ap plied across life more gen er ally, es pe cially
around work and love.

A re la tion ship may be good enough even while it has its very dark mo ments. Per haps
at times there’s lit tle sex and a lot of heavy ar gu ments. Maybe there are big ar eas of lone li- 
ness and non-com mu ni ca tion. Yet none of this should lead us to feel freak ish or un nat u- 
rally un lucky. It can be good enough.

Sim i larly, a good-enough job will be very bor ing at points, it won’t per fectly uti lize all
our mer its or pay a for tune. But we may make some real friends, have times of gen uine ex- 
cite ment and fin ish many days tired but with a sense of true ac com plish ment.

It takes a great deal of brav ery and skill to keep even a very or di nary life go ing. To per- 
se vere through the chal lenges of love, work and chil dren is qui etly heroic. We should per- 
haps more of ten some times step back in or der to ac knowl edge in a non-starry-eyed but
very real way that our lives are good enough – and that this is, in it self, al ready a very im- 
pres sive achieve ment.

GRAT I TUDE
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The stan dard habit of the mind is to take care ful note of what’s not right in our lives
and ob sess about all that is miss ing. But in a new mood, per haps af ter a lot of long ing and
tur moil, we pause and no tice some of what has – re mark ably – not gone wrong. The house
is look ing beau ti ful at the mo ment. We’re in pretty good health, all things con sid ered. The
af ter noon sun is deeply re as sur ing. Some times the chil dren are kind. Our part ner is – at
points – very gen er ous. It’s been quite mild lately. Yes ter day, we were happy all evening.
We’re quite en joy ing our work at the mo ment.

Grat i tude is a mood that grows with age. It is ex tremely rare to de light in flow ers or a
quiet evening at home, a cup of tea or a walk in the woods when one is un der twenty-two.
There are so many larger, grander things to be con cerned about: ro man tic love, ca reer ful- 
fil ment and po lit i cal change. How ever, it is rare to be left en tirely in dif fer ent by smaller
things in time. Grad u ally, al most all one’s ear lier, larger as pi ra tions take a hit, per haps a
very large hit. One en coun ters some of the in tractable prob lems of in ti mate re la tion ships.
One suf fers the gap be tween one’s pro fes sional hopes and the avail able re al i ties. One has a
chance to ob serve how slowly and fit fully the world ever al ters in a pos i tive di rec tion. One
is fully in ducted into the ex tent of hu man wicked ness and folly – and into one’s own ec- 
cen tric ity, self ish ness and mad ness.

And so ‘lit tle things’ start to seem some what dif fer ent: no longer a petty dis trac tion
from a mighty des tiny, no longer an in sult to am bi tion, but a gen uine plea sure amid a litany
of trou bles, an in vi ta tion to bracket anx i eties and keep self-crit i cism at bay, a small rest ing
place for hope in a sea of dis ap point ment. We ap pre ci ate the slice of toast, the friendly en- 
counter, the long hot bath, the spring morn ing – and prop erly keep in mind how much
worse it could, and prob a bly will one day, be.

WIS DOM

To teach us how to be wise is the un der ly ing cen tral pur pose of phi los o phy. The word
may sound ab stract and lofty, but wis dom is some thing we might plau si bly aim to ac quire
a lit tle more of over the course of our lives, even if true wis dom re quires that we al ways
keep in mind the per sis tent risk of mad ness and er ror.

Wis dom can be said to com prise twelve in gre di ents.

Re al ism

The wise are, first and fore most, ‘re al is tic’ about how chal leng ing many things can be.
They are fully con scious of the com plex i ties en tailed in any project: for ex am ple, rais ing a
child, start ing a busi ness, spend ing an agree able week end with the fam ily, chang ing the na- 
tion, fall ing in love … Know ing that some thing dif fi cult is be ing at tempted doesn’t rob the
wise of am bi tion, but it makes them more stead fast, calmer and less prone to panic about
the prob lems that will in vari ably come their way. The wise rarely ex pect any thing to be
wholly easy or to go en tirely well.
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Ap pre ci a tion

Prop erly aware that much can and will go wrong, the wise are un usu ally alive to mo- 
ments of calm and beauty, even ex tremely mod est ones, of the kind that those with grander
plans rush past. With the dan gers and tragedies of ex is tence firmly in mind, they can take
plea sure in a sin gle, un event ful sunny day, or some pretty flow ers grow ing by a brick wall,
the charm of a three-year-old play ing in a gar den or an evening of in ti mate con ver sa tion
among friends. It isn’t that they are sen ti men tal and naive; in fact, pre cisely the op po site.
Be cause they have seen how hard things can get, they know how to draw the full value
from the peace ful and the sweet – when ever and wher ever these arise.

Folly

The wise know that all hu man be ings, them selves in cluded, are never far from folly.
They have ir ra tional de sires and in com pat i ble aims, they are un aware of a lot of what they
feel, they are prone to mood swings, they are vis ited by pow er ful fan tasies and delu sions –
and are al ways buf feted by the cu ri ous de mands of their sex u al ity. The wise are un sur- 
prised by the on go ing co ex is tence of deep im ma tu rity and per ver sity along side quite adult
qual i ties like in tel li gence and moral ity. They know that we are barely evolved apes. Aware
that at least half of life is ir ra tional, they try – wher ever pos si ble – to bud get for mad ness
and are slow to panic when it (re li ably) rears its head.

Hu mour

The wise take the busi ness of laugh ing at them selves se ri ously. They hedge their pro- 
nounce ments and are scep ti cal in their con clu sions. Their cer tain ties are not as brit tle as
those of oth ers. They laugh from the con stant col li sions be tween the no ble way they’d like
things to be and the de mented way they in fact of ten turn out.

Po lite ness

The wise are re al is tic about so cial re la tions, in par tic u lar about how dif fi cult it is to
change peo ple’s minds and have an ef fect on their lives. They are there fore ex tremely ret i- 
cent about telling oth ers too frankly what they think. They have a sense of how sel dom it is
use ful to get cen so ri ous with oth ers. They want, above all, things to be nice in so cial set- 
tings, even if this means they are not to tally au then tic. So they will sit with some one of an
op po site po lit i cal per sua sion and not try to con vert them; they will hold their tongue with
some one who seems to be an nounc ing a wrong-headed plan for re form ing the coun try, ed- 
u cat ing their child or di rect ing their per sonal life. They’ll be aware of how dif fer ently
things can look through the eyes of oth ers and will search more for what peo ple have in
com mon than for what sep a rates them.
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Self-Ac cep tance

The wise have made their peace with the yawn ing gap be tween how they would ide ally
want to be and what they are ac tu ally like. They have come to terms with their ten den cies
to id iocy, ug li ness and er ror. They are not fun da men tally ashamed of them selves be cause
they have al ready shed so much of their pride.

For give ness

The wise are com pa ra bly re al is tic about other peo ple. They rec og nize the ex tra or di nary
pres sure ev ery one is un der to pur sue their own am bi tions, de fend their own in ter ests and
seek their own plea sures. It can make oth ers ap pear ex tremely mean and pur pose fully evil,
but this would be to over per son al ize the is sue. The wise know that most hurt is not in ten- 
tional but a by-prod uct of the con stant col li sion of blind com pet ing egos in a world of
scarce re sources.

The wise are there fore slow to anger and judge. They don’t leap to the worst con clu- 
sions about what is go ing on in the minds of oth ers. They will be read ier to over look a hurt
from a proper sense of how dif fi cult ev ery life is, har bour ing as it does so many frus trated
am bi tions, dis ap point ments and long ings. Of course they shouted, of course they were
rude, of course they wanted to ap pear slightly more im por tant … The wise are gen er ous as
to the rea sons why peo ple might not be nice. They feel less per se cuted by the ag gres sion
and mean ness of oth ers, be cause they have a sense of the place of hurt these feel ings come
from.

Re silience

The wise have a solid sense of what they can sur vive. They know just how much can
go wrong and things will still be – just about – live able. The un wise per son draws the
bound aries of their con tent ment far too far out, so that it en com passes, and de pends upon,
fame, money, per sonal re la tion ships, pop u lar ity, health … The wise per son sees the ad van- 
tages of all of these, but also knows that they may – be fore too long, at a time of fate’s
choos ing – have to draw the bor ders right back and find con tent ment within a more con- 
fined space.

Envy

The wise don’t envy idly, re al iz ing that there are some good rea sons why they don’t
have many of the things they re ally want. They look at the ty coon or the star and have a
de cent grasp of why they weren’t able to suc ceed at this level. It seems like just an ac ci- 
dent, an un fair one, but there were in fact some log i cal rea sons.

At the same time, the wise see that some des tinies are truly shaped by noth ing more
than ac ci dent. Some peo ple are pro moted ran domly. Com pa nies that aren’t es pe cially de- 
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serv ing can sud denly make it big. Some peo ple have the right par ents. The win ners aren’t
all no ble and good. The wise ap pre ci ate the role of luck and don’t curse them selves overly
at those junc tures where they have ev i dently not had as much of it as they would have
liked.

Suc cess and Fail ure

The wise emerge as re al is tic about the con se quences of win ning and suc ceed ing. They
may want to win as much as the next per son, but they are aware of how many fun da men- 
tals will re main un changed, what ever the out come. They don’t ex ag ger ate the trans for ma- 
tions avail able to us. They know how much we re main teth ered to some ba sic dy nam ics in
our per son al i ties, what ever job we have or ma te rial pos ses sion we ac quire. This is both
cau tion ary (for those who suc ceed) and hope ful (for those who won’t). The wise see the
con ti nu ities be tween the two cat e gories overem pha sized by mod ern con sumer cap i tal ism:
suc cess and fail ure.

Re grets

In our am bi tious age, it is com mon to be gin with dreams of be ing able to pull off an
un blem ished life, where one can hope to get the ma jor de ci sions, in love and work, right.
But the wise re al ize that it is im pos si ble to fash ion a spot less life. We will make some ex- 
tremely large and ut terly un cor rectable er rors in a num ber of ar eas. Per fec tion ism is a
wicked il lu sion. Re gret is un avoid able.

But re gret lessens the more we see that er ror is en demic across the species. We can’t
look at any one’s life story with out see ing some dev as tat ing mis takes etched across it.
These er rors are not co in ci den tal but struc tural. They arise be cause we all lack the in for- 
ma tion we need to make choices in time-sen si tive sit u a tions. We are all, where it counts,
steer ing al most blind.

Calm

The wise know that tur moil is al ways around the cor ner – and they have come to fear
and sense its ap proach. That’s why they nur ture such a strong com mit ment to calm. A
quiet evening feels like an achieve ment. A day with out anx i ety is some thing to be cel e- 
brated. They are not afraid of hav ing a some what bor ing time. There could, and will again,
be so much worse.

And, fi nally, of course, the wise know that it will never be pos si ble to be wise ev ery
hour, let alone ev ery day, of their lives.
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