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T

he very nature of human existence endows us all with
some kind of burden or hurt, deriving from disappointment,
loss or injury in the past. Our personal history—the unique
collection of personal experiences from conception through
birth, childhood and adolescence, inevitably colours the way
we act as adults. As you sit reading this now, the whole of
your history is there too.
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How your past affects the present
You don’t have to be ill to admit to having awkward corners
in your mind—everyone has them, and however much you
suppress a part of your personality, it is likely to sneak out
and surprise you when you least expect it. How do you identify these shadowy areas? They tend to emerge as an inexplicable anxiety, or compulsion, that doesn’t seem to fit the situation; often as a recurring pattern of over-reacting, or underreacting. A tactless remark, a slight, or a rejection, for example, may trigger a massive explosion of jealousy or anger, or a
week of gloom and despair.
This kind of bad emotional weather is likely to have its
roots in your childhood. When you were little and impressionable, you did what you had to do to survive in the family, at school, and with friends. You learned that it was acceptable to act in some ways and not others, and many of these
attitudes, opinions, likes, and dislikes will have been carried
over into adult life, where they are no longer appropriate.
This is inevitable, and the same for us all. Learning to smile
your way through difficulties may have been the best way to
win approval at the age of five, as one of a big family where
there was no room for the finer nuances of feeling. But now,
as an adult, if you smile through sadness, others may not trust
you, and you may not react appropriately when faced with a
serious situation. There are as many different examples of the
way the past affects the present as there are people.
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The rewards of exploring
your personal history
Exploring your past can be one of the most rewarding things
you will ever do. It can be profoundly liberating to recognize
how many of the compulsions, inhibitions and distorted
thought processes you suffer from today are a hangover from
the past. What often happens is that unlocking these aspects
of your history typically releases joy and energy that
belonged to that time in your life. Of course, just as your history took many years to accumulate, so unpicking it is not a
quick or easy task, but the benefits are considerable. You are
likely to find a deeper sense of well-being, often better
health, and, as you begin to uncover the patterns of your own
past distress, you may find that it can be a very touching
experience to begin to appreciate how much pain and hurt
you share with other human beings. Perhaps most important
of all, if you have children, you will be less likely to impose
on them inappropriate attitudes that have carried over from
your own childhood. For me, this is reason enough—to
reduce the amount of unnecessary distress and pain that rolls
down through a family from one generation to another.

See also 
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L

et’s begin this exploration of your personal history by
tracing the broad patterns of outside events that will have
affected your state of mind as you grew up. For example, any
small child in Northern Ireland, or Beirut or New York in the
last couple of decades, will have taken a whole galaxy of attitudes and anxieties into the grain of their personality. The
same is true for all places and all times, though some relics of
the past may be easier to see than others. So keeping the
inquiries broad (more personal questions will follow), look at
the period of your life up to, say, age 16, bearing in mind that
the earlier each event occurred, the more general its effects
are likely to be.
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Recalling early experiences
Consider whether you experienced as a child any of the circumstances listed on the following screens. Make a note of
any that apply to you and how old you were. How did they
affect your state of mind?
Think yourself back into each life event—one by one, or
however it seems to work for you—and consider how you
dealt with these circumstances as a child. There is no right or
wrong way to do this. What you are looking for are the
unique, personal adaptations you made to survive. Only you
or people close to you, are going to know what they are.
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Social situation
Unemployment in your family or district
War
Racial abuse and oppression
Rioting
Street crime
Illegal drug culture
Religious strife
Sexual harassment and exploitation
Racial, sexual, or religious discrimination
Other social influences
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Economic background
Parents always short of money
Parents unusually wealthy
Parents were wage-earning
Parents owned and operated a business
Parents were self-employed professionals
Other financial considerations
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Environment
Living near or far from a beach or open
countryside
Living near or far from a big city
Cold, wet, dark winters
Hot, humid summers
Contact with farm animals, or pets
Atmospheric pollution
Other environmental influences

more

What was the question again?

INDEX

CONTENTS

THEMES

GO BACK

JOTTER

Help

SELF-ASSESSMENT> PERSONAL HISTORY> SOCIAL BACKGROUND

Home
Elderly relatives in the household
Lived mostly in a big city,
small town, or in the country
Could run out safely to play
Only child
One of a large family
Death of parent or close relative
Divorced parents
Overcrowding in the home
Plenty of privacy
Bullying by parents or siblings
Nurturing caring parents
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School-life
Often changed homes and schools
Mostly the same home and school
Bullying at school
Sent away to boarding school
Good/bad at school work
Popular/unpopular with class-mates
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FEEDBACK

ACTION PLAN

Think yourself back into each life event—one by one, or
however it seems to work for you—and consider how you
dealt with these pressures as a child. There is no right or
wrong way to do this. What you are looking for are the
unique, personal adaptations you made to survive. Only you
or people close to you are going to know what they are.
Here are some examples from my own experience. I
was a young child in Britain during World War Two;
scarcity and shortage were normal; survival meant learning ‘not to want too much’. I grew up in a district where
everyone I came across, almost without exception,
worked for ‘the company’. Survival meant learning that
‘you can’t do what you like in this life, you have to do
what you are told’. Almost all our family friends and relatives were skilled craftpeople. Survival meant ‘learning
to be very clever and never needing to ask for help’.
Make a note of what you discover, and keep it safe, so
that you can add to it, because often, once you have
begun this kind of enquiry, new thoughts pop out later
when you aren’t expecting them. All the questions about
personal history, including those that follow, are very
interconnected, and you may find that you have a better
idea of how to progress when you have worked through
some of the later ones

Take time over the next few weeks to consider further how
any of these life events may still be contributing to the texture, or direction of your life. Take time to ask people from
these times in your life how you reacted to any of the life
events that may seem significant.
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A

very useful way of assessing the relationship between
childhood experience and adult behaviour has been put forward by the British humanistic educator, John Heron. He
proposes that human infants have a remarkable, though
undeveloped, potential for loving, understanding and choosing
and for receiving these same qualities.
The following series of questions invites you to look at
how far, when you were a child, your basic human capacities
for loving, understanding and choosing were allowed to
flourish. When you have considered each of them, move on
to FEEDBACK to see how your childhood experience of
these capacities may have affected your mind as an adult.
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truth of
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Loving
Being loved—was your capacity to be who you are
allowed full play?

Loving others—was your capacity to love others
encouraged and supported?
How far were you able to be really close to your mother
and father or brothers and sisters?
Were you encouraged to develop close friendships outside the family?
Could you bring friends home?

Were you prevented from going at your own pace
as a child?
Did you feel that you would be loved whatever your success or failure?
Did you feel pushed into a certain career or role in life?

Were you close to adults outside your immediate family?
When you started having sexual feelings, were
these supported?

more

Were you 'just like your Dad/Mum/Grandma etc.'?
Were you not even remotely like anyone in the family in
style and inclination?
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Understanding
Understanding—was your capacity to understand what
was going on around you supported and encouraged?

Being understood—was your capacity to make yourself understood supported?

When you were little, did things often happen with no
explanation, such as moving house?

Did you have trouble making yourself understood because
of your accent, a foreign language, or a speech impediment?

Did you feel ‘fobbed off’ with unsatisfactory answers?

Did people give you enough time to explain?

Were you prevented from playing with certain children
without knowing why?

Did your school friends come from a very different social
or financial background?

Did you never understand what sex was all about?

Did you have difficulties that you were too shy to
explain, or which no one tried to understand?

Did you sense there was an unspoken rule against
being naked?
Did you often not know why you were being punished?
Were you allowed to make mistakes, to make a mess and
be childish, or were you frequently criticized for this?
How well were you accepted as who you were? Did you
feel that you were not the child your parents had
dreamed of, that you were the wrong sex, that you were
unwanted, or not as lovable as a brother or sister?
Did your parents make their love conditional on
good behaviour?
If your parents argued, did you feel responsible ?
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Choosing
Choosing for yourself—was your capacity to be selfdirecting, to make choices for yourself, encouraged
and supported?

Being chosen—was your capacity to be chosen by others
supported and encouraged?

Did your parents too often interfere with or control your
choice of friends or clothes?

When gangs were being formed or groups were getting
together to go on visits, play sport or perform plays, or
when jokes were told, were you often not included?

Did your parents make you learn a musical instrument
against your wishes?

When there were perks to be had in class or around the
neighbourhood, did they always seem to go to someone else?

Did your parents closely control where you went and
with whom—were you over-protected?

Did your sexual preferences meet with disapproval?

Did your attempts to make your own way in the world
raise a lot of anxiety in your parents?
Did your choice of boy or girl-friends depend on parental
approval?
Have you always felt that the pattern of your life was preordained by family traditions?
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FEEDBACK
If, because of the demands of life, parents, or circumstances,
your potential for love, understanding, or choice gets rejected, blocked, or ignored, then emotional distress patterns are
likely to be stored in the bodymind. This ‘unfinished business’ from childhood influences the way we behave, and the
choices we make, as adults.

Loving
If, through lack of love, you were never fully accepted for
who you were, or never had your love accepted, then distress in the form of grief, or sorrow, is likely to be stored
in your bodymind.
Understanding
If, from a lack of understanding during childhood, you never
really knew what was going on, if your life was subject to
peremptory and inexplicable changes, or if you could never
get people to listen to, and understand your needs, then distress in the form of anxiety, fear, or even terror may well
have taken up residence in your bodymind.
Choosing
If your parents could never let you choose for yourself, if
you were constantly deprived of the opportunity for selfdirection as a child, or if you were rarely, or never selected,
then the corresponding distress recordings in your bodymind are likely to be anger, rage, frustration and resentment.
Note: These are, of course, general rules of thumb, but in practice they prove to be a very useful guide for working out the connection between present difficulties and childhood experience. Be
sure to check out the case studies.

See also 

ACTION PLAN
If you often feel anxious, resentful, or sad, for no apparent reason, or if letting your mind scan across these parts
of your history leaves you feeling upset, then something
in your past may be living on into the present. It’s useful
to regard these feelings as an opportunity for healing old
hurts. Give yourself permission to feel, and express this,
and then take steps to work with the feelings. If, for
example, you can trace inexplicable ‘upwellings’ of
resentment back to events in your past, you will be more
likely to be able to transform this resentment into positive energy. The See also menu (right) has some pointers
to helpful exercises.
Plan to take time to look in more detail at any feelings
that don’t seem to be connected with the present. See if you
can trace them back to your childhood. Ask yourself who,
when, where and what they remind you of. Other items in
this section may give you some clues.
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Robert’s story
Loving
Robert grew up in a family where all the children were
cared for meticulously. They never went short of anything;
nevertheless, it was not the sort of household where emotions were expressed very freely. Robert had always struggled to be a good boy and do as his parents wanted. But
whatever he did, it never seemed to be enough and he
found himself in frequent conflict with his father, who ruled
the household very strictly.
When Robert married, his wife Judy complained that
he was cold and unresponsive. He felt that this was unfair
because he did everything she asked of him and they were
never short of money. She wanted children. He didn’t. Her
criticism threw him into longer and longer silences.
Eventually his resentment at her complaints, and her dissatisfaction with his coolness and distance, led to a crisis in
which Judy abruptly left him.
When Robert was able to take the time to look at what
had been happening, he realized that, although he had been
a ‘good husband’, who had provided all the material needs
of the marriage, he had been recreating the home life that
he had grown up with.
He began to see that, while everything in his childhood
had been very comfortable and ‘reasonable’, there had also
been a deluge of criticism. Neither he, nor his sisters, had
had any chance of being themselves. They had been forced
to fit into the moulds, and even the careers, which their parents had diligently prepared for them.

Robert came to see that his coolness and lack of warmth
reflected the almost complete lack of love from his parents.
They had given him everything materially that he needed,
but not love, acceptance, permission to make mistakes, to go
at his own pace, or to be himself.
In the absence of his wife, Robert’s silences pulled him
into a further crisis; his sense of lost love surfaced as depression, and deep sadness. During this crisis, which to other
eyes seemed like a nervous breakdown, Judy returned to
care for Robert. As she saw how much he had melted and
softened, this led to a reconciliation and a new beginning for
both of them
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Jenny’s story
Understanding
When Jenny was very small her mother died, and not long
afterwards her father disappeared, leaving her in the care of
her kindly granny. Jenny had never known why her mother
had died, she had just been told that ‘her mummy had gone
to heaven and wouldn’t be coming back’, and to ‘dry her
tears now like a good little girl’. Nor did she know why her
father had disappeared. Her granny had simply told her that
he was ‘working away from home’, and this is what she told
her school friends. After a few years, when her questions
about her father continued to be dismissed with a kindly
‘don’t worry your head about him’, she became increasingly anxious. She didn’t like to be in the dark. She slept with
the light on. She came straight home from school every day,
even when there were things to do, and friends to play with,
because she had to be sure that her granny was still there.
As a young teenager, Jenny discovered that her father
was living in the same city, and always had been. She was
very upset, because she couldn’t understand why her father
had never made contact with her, or her granny. When
Jenny was in her early twenties, her granny fell ill and she
began to have severe panic attacks. Then her granny died,
and at the funeral she discovered that throughout her childhood, her granny had been in regular touch with her father.
After the funeral, her attacks became so disabling that she
had to seek help.

Over the next couple of years, with the help of a youth
leader with counselling experience, she gradually built up a
list of events in her life. She found that the common
denominator was that she had not understood what was
happening to her. She gradually came to see that being
uncertain about what was happening in the present, tended
to remind her of the old feelings of not understanding what
was happening to her as a small child, and awakened the full
force of her childhood fears.
Eventually, as she was able to work through the old fears,
and to deal with the anger she felt at having been deceived,
the panic attacks receded. And while she was still prone to
anxiety, she was more able to take charge of her life, to make
her own decisions, and began to build a career.
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Amanda’s Story
Choosing
In her early thirties, Amanda was becoming increasingly
gloomy, and had been described by her doctor as depressed.
Her work as a journalist, which had been going very well for
ten years, was now lurching from crisis to crisis. Her talents
as a writer and an investigator of corporate scandals, in
which she specialized, were increasingly at the mercy of a
less useful talent for quarrelling with her editors and quitting in high dudgeon.
The more she became regarded as touchy, the less people hired her, and the more essential that the articles she
wrote had to be big stories. A series of relationships fell
apart in the same way as her work. Her gloom and lack of
energy gradually took her further and further into crisis. The
stories she wrote were usually denunciations, investigative
reporting of corruption, but now the big hit was harder to
find and she often didn’t feel she had the energy even to get
out of the house.
The overdose never had a chance to work, because at
least two people had picked up the surreptitious signals that
something was about to happen, and had been taking care
to check up on how she was. When she was well enough to
meet people again, a friend introduced her, despite considerable scepticism, to a women’s support group that was
meeting in the neighbourhood. Over the next year, Amanda
increasingly found this a safe place in which to try to look
at how she could have come to want to destroy herself.

The answers she came up with pointed first to how angry
she was. It leaked out everywhere. She came to see herself
as a disaster looking for somewhere to happen.The hardest
thing for her to accept, was the damage that her father,
whom she idolized, had done in the name of good parenting. As she and the other women in the group shared their
concerns and their history,Amanda came to appreciate that,
as a child, her life had been extraordinarily circumscribed.
She had never been able to choose her friends, or her
clothes, her toys, or her dolls. Her father, a middle management corporate executive, was a brilliant organizer who had
applied his skills as thoroughly to his wife and children at
home as he did to his working life. Amanda’s career had
been his idea. Despite her mother’s protests, he had chosen
her apartment for her and paid for the furniture which a
friend of his had got at a discount. For years he had passed
his car on to her when he bought a new one. ‘It makes good
sense’, he’d always said. She had been forced to learn to play
the piano. She had sweated through years of Italian and
Russian, his choice of foreign languages. She had gone to a
university where he knew the Vice-Chancellor and had
again been able to get a good deal—‘it made sense’.
As she built up the catalogue of his over-control, she
began to see how much of it had been for him. She saw how
she had made herself the kind of girl of whom he could be
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proud, whom he could show off to his friends, whom he
could admire, who was grateful to him for all he had given
her. All the angry feelings that she had previously turned in
on herself now broke out in the safe custody of her women
friends, as the rage she had felt as a child surged through
into the light of day. It was hard at first, to feel fury at a man
she loved. But then her depression vanished. She knew she
was on to something. The rage and resentment at having
been moulded like an object to suit someone’s whim were
gradually—with difficulty at first, but eventually with more
assurance—channelled into her work and she picked up the
threads of journalism again. And there were new kinds of
stories too. About women and women’s lives.
Now, some years later, her father has heart trouble and
doesn’t walk very well. He has occasionally let slip that he
feels very, very tired. Amanda sees him most months. She’s
been surprised to find that, apart from the occasional
twinge of irritation when the childhood father tries to get
back into harness, what she feels for him now, as she sees his
strength receding, is mostly sadness.
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LIFE EVENTS
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nother way of assessing how far your emotional
potential has been supported or denied in your upbringing, is to identify the key events in your early life and try
to discover what survival decision(s) you made, for example—to be very clever—very good—very funny—or how
to avoid trouble, etc. These survival decisions commonly have a considerable influence on our life in the present.
Starting at a point in your late teens, or early twenties,
look back over the whole of your life, and make a list of the
events. Be sure to include times when you were very happy,
when you suffered pain, separation, loss, violence, or when
you remember particularly strong reactions from your parents or carers. Here is an example of the kind of list you
might make: broken leg; grandma moved to Canada; changed
schools; horrible new teacher; brother left home; parents
started having rows; moved house; made great new friends.
Take your time over making this list, and be sure to go
right back to when you were very little. This may mean
checking with your parents. You might also like to ask other
people who know you well what they would put on your list.
When you have finished, try to assess how each of the items
has affected your life.
Human behaviour is so complex that there are unlikely to be any one-to-one causes between past events and
present behaviour. You are more likely to find an accumulation of influences. The following screens provide some
pointers to the kinds of event that we may have struggled to
survive, and how they may have affected us and the See also
menu (right) has links to related material.
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Sunken memories
Just as a stone falling into water makes a brief disturbance,
then slips from view but remains below the water surface, so
our most significant traumas appear to vanish from memory.
To survive, we forget them, but in later life they may re-surface,
be re-stimulated, triggering out-of-scale reactions. One way
of dealing with present-time distress is to recover the detail
and feelings of our past life through patient detective work.

Hidden origins of turbulence
Like rocks in the path of a stream, early traumatic experiences
may set up a pattern of emotional reactions that can permeate
adult life.The earlier and more traumatic the event, the deeper
and the more widespread its influence is likely to be.

Distortions, and omissions
Perhaps you feel that the waters of your childhood were calm
and unruffled, that not enough happened to have unduly
affected your behaviour.This is a possibility, but even if your
early life was relatively distress free, it is likely there were significant distortions, or omissions that unhelpfully shape or
restrict your present life, and that may keep you from flourishing as well you might.
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Surviving life events
Here, and on the following screens, you will find some
examples of how strategies we adopted to survive an
event in childhood can affect adult behaviour. These
examples are intended to stimulate your mind to explore
its own origins, so beware of making too literal a connection between the material here and your own life. If
something on your list does not appear, look for survival
decisions and behaviour that most closely match your
own situation. But as soon as something ‘clicks’, take hold
of it and follow it through. It may well relieve you of a lot
of unnecessary stress.

AT ANY AGE
Sexual abuse
Separation from one or both parents
Going into hospital
Abuse/non-accidental injury
Death of close relative
PUBERTY TO LATE TEENS
Going to boarding school
Distressed parents
Parental anxiety at puberty
Parental disapproval of sex

SCHOOL TO 12
Falling behind at school
Changing schools frequently
Bullying by staff or others
Threatened abandonment
Tense, anxious parent or guardian
Cruel and unusual punishments
Neglect
Excessive criticism
Favouritism
Humiliation
Pressure for premature development
Rejection by peers
EARLY MONTHS AND PRE-SCHOOL
Illness
Feeding difficulties
Lack of bonding
BIRTH
‘Normal’ birth
Premature birth
Caesarean birth
Difficult birth
BEFORE BIRTH

Why the survival safety net matters
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AT ANY AGE

LIFE
EVENT

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Sexual abuse
Sexual abuse—defined as sexual contact or threat of sexual contact
with an element of coercion, which cannot be based on equality or
reciprocity because of age differences or of close family relations—
is likely to colour the whole of your personality. Sexual abuse doesn’t only mean physical contact; such abuse could include exposure,
voyeurism, being ‘groomed’, and being a participant in child
pornography. Abuse by peers and siblings also occurs.

The survival decisions include detachment—forgetting about it;
secrecy—choosing to detach the knowledge from other people;
presuming that you are the cause of the abuse because you are
bad or wicked; presuming that everyone else is bad and will try
to hurt or abuse you. These childhood survival decisions may
continue into adult life as secretiveness, using sex as a weapon,
lots of ‘one night stands’, lack of openness about sex, actually
behaving as though you were ‘bad’ and ‘wicked’, or avoiding
contact, particularly intimate contact, with other people as far
as possible. Sexual abuse almost inevitably distorts our capacity
for intimacy.
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One in six
children will
be sexually
abused in his
or her life,
some 80% by
people they
know... one
in five children has
been the
subject of
unwanted
sexual
advances
outside the
home.
OBSERVER 20.10.2002
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Separation from one or both parents
Separation for any reason is likely to have left a long shadow, and,
to reverse a common saying, the earlier the worse. The effects on
your later life will vary according to the length of the separation,
who was with you during it, how early it was, and of course how
long you were separated. One extreme form of separation is death
of both of your parents. Further along the scale is hospitalization
for weeks or months. But any separation, the loss of someone you
were fond of, even being lost at a big public event, or in a department store, can be significant for later adult behaviour.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

The response to major loss is, commonly, protest—shouting,
screaming, and crying—then despair, then detachment and dissociation. The survival decision is likely to include hanging on,
clinging to what you do have. For this reason alone, childhood
separation may make departures and endings, whether of jobs or
relationships, very difficult to handle in adult life. Others may
feel you are sad, melancholic and withdrawn, due to the grief you
carry with you.
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Going into hospital
In recent years it has become easier for parents to stay close to
small children in hospital and some unnecessary operations have
been abandoned. However, the separation that a stay in hospital
causes, with or without major medical intervention, appears to
generate particularly problematic survival decisions in a child.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Again the survival decision is likely to be detachment. Bravery,
not crying, not being upset, stoicism, or being patient, are rewarded and admired. As a response to traumatic circumstances, all
these are likely to mean dissociation, not feeling. In later life this
decision may leave you vulnerable to anything which evokes the
buried feelings—the whiff of anaesthetic, or disinfectant,
wounds, blood, bandages and so on, or to a separation that
reminds you of the earlier event. Another survival decision may
be to insist on having control over every detail of how and where
you live, and to try to eliminate spontaneity and the unexpected.
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Abuse/non-accidental injury
Non-accidental injury tends to be associated with parents who
unconsciously need to be looked after by their children. When the
child fails to fulfill this role, the adult lashes out. Parents who
secretly feel that they are incapable of looking after their children
may also be led to injure them, so as to get their children, indirectly, the care they need and themselves the attention they crave.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

If you were injured deliberately by your parents, your survival
decision may have been to learn not to feel, to suppress your
rage, or to believe that you were to blame and in some way ‘bad’
or ‘wrong’, this being more bearable than accepting that they
harmed you.
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Death of a close relative
The death of one or other of our parents or carers means the catastrophic loss of present time bonding, support, and companionship, plus the loss of a future that we expected would unfold for
us. Such losses push our capacities to cope to the limit and almost
inevitably cast a shadow forward into our lives. How well we survive them, and the extent of the damage they cause, seems to
depend a lot on how people around us react. Are we allowed to
grieve, to be tearful, even very tearful? Are we expected to ‘get
over it’, or ‘put it behind us’ and quickly get on with life?

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

The shock of losing someone close to us, especially if it is unexpected, or the result of crime or accident, can be more painful
than we can bear. A survival decision to go numb or shut down
the feelings of loss, if sustained or encourage by those around
us, can mutate into a general stuckness and gloom, and may give
rise to a second survival decision—holding back from enjoying
life too much in case it gets spoiled again. A third option is to
throw ourselves into activity—focussed perhaps on caring for
others. Alternatively, a survival decision to let the feeling of loss
be emotionally connected during a few days or weeks of grieving can clear the way to a fresh start.
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Going to boarding school
If you were sent to boarding school as a child, you may have
developed a habit of not feeling as an adult. The separation
from home, family, friends, neighbourhood, dolls, toys or
bikes, and the loss of freedom, all at once, probably forced
you into making a whole array of survival decisions.

again usually seems to involve a sense of betrayal and
SURVIVAL This
learning to conceal feelings, keeping a stiff upper lip coupled
DECISIONS with concealing vulnerability. Survival decisions seem often to
include keeping feelings hidden, a dutiful compliance with tradition, and taking care not to do anything that would attract
group disapproval.
Being sent to a single-sex boys’ boarding school probably
also meant a survival decision about women—either to idealize
them, or to regard them as distant inferiors to be manipulated
and controlled.
Being sent to a single-sex girls’ school could have resulted in a
survival decision about men, leading you to regard them either as
protective and fatherly, or perhaps as rather dangerous animals,
with alarming sexual instincts.
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Distressed parents
Growing up in a home where one or both of your parents was
very distressed, addicted to drugs, alcoholic, or mentally ill presents very severe survival problems.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

If you responded by trying to take on the role of looking after
your parent, or parents, the inappropriate giving you did as a
child may now leave you empty and very vulnerable, with no
strength to cope with your own difficulties. If the demands on
you as a child were very heavy, you may have been left with such
a big vacuum that life becomes a nightmare of panic attacks,
resentments, jealousies, and despair. Alternatively, you may have
become very competitive and keen to achieve.
Similarly, growing up with parents who were constantly overwhelmed by their problems may lead you to decide that survival
means caring for ‘lame dogs’. In adult life this decision may result
in self-neglect and the choice of partners who are unable to give
in return.
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Parental anxiety at puberty
If sex was a problem for either of your parents, say your father if
you are a woman, then your becoming a woman—a sexual being,
someone who could become pregnant—is likely to have aroused
very deep feelings in him. Apparently reasonable protectiveness,
such as caring about where you were going and with whom, may
at this age have turned into a compulsively protective shield that
distanced you from him.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

This kind of reaction to your femininity is unlikely to have reassured you about the virtues of becoming a woman, although of
course it would depend on what other support you had. The
amount of coercion used will also have been significant. If you
felt pressurized, you may have responded with lying and deception. This survival decision may then repeat itself in adult relationships, where coercion arises. Also, if your father suppressed/concealed his attraction to you, that may have left your
sexuality unacknowledged and unsupported.
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Parental disapproval of sex
In many families, talk about sex is either taboo, or severely
restricted. If everything to do with sex in your family was tinged
with disgust or was perceived as dirty, prohibited, nasty, shameful, or rude, so that sex was equated with excretion, this may
have distorted your view of your body.

may have come to see your body as disgusting, shameful and
SURVIVAL You
unmentionable. You may also regard your mind as being of a purer
DECISIONS substance. Taken a stage further, you may have come to feel that
you are personally disgusting and shameful, and as a result, you
may decide to detach yourself from your body and go off to live
in your mind.
This is recognizable in a tendency to neglect your body—
eating junk food, taking drugs, smoking a lot—while being fascinated by highly intellectual pursuits. This may be how you
survived the idea that your body was, if not ‘bad’, then at least
some kind of inconvenience.
Another common survival decision is promiscuity, embracing what has been denied or forbidden but which still maintains
the sense of neglect and not loving the body.
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LIFE
EVENT

Falling behind at school
If a key life event for you was failing at school, perhaps because
of unsympathetic teachers, your survival decision is likely to have
taken one of two forms.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

You may have rejected education, learning and study, or you may
have accepted the failure as an accurate reflection of your ability.
As a result, you may have set your personal ambition thermostat
according to this view and believe that you are not clever, not talented, not bright. If you knew you were bright but couldn’t
somehow connect with school work, then your survival decision
may have been rebellion. Which ever it was, check out the
Intelligences section for how it might have happened and
what you can do about it.
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Changing schools frequently
Changing schools means losing friends and making new ones—
both potentially stressful activities. If it happened a lot, you might
have had a great deal of grief to cope with, and your survival
response is likely to have depended on the capacity of those people around you to allow you to be upset.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

If others insisted that you were brave and strong, your survival
decision may have been to be distant, shy, or diffident and to
learn not to feel the loss. This would have made it harder to
approach people around you willingly and openly to make new
friends and ultimately may have led to a loss of confidence.
Alternatively, you may have learned to constantly put on a performance, in order to earn acceptance and approval.
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Bullying by staff or others
Learning how to deal with force seems to be one of the key
things that we learn at school.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

There appear to be only a few choices of response—to become
part of the dominant group, to learn to submit to the dominant
group, to learn how to placate or appease the dominant group, or
to find some way of avoiding the power issue altogether. If you
consider what your school-day approach to power was, you will
very likely find that that early decision is re-enacted when power
issues arise.
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Threatened abandonment
If you were repeatedly threatened with statements like ‘I’ll go
away and leave you . . . and never come back’, then you were
faced with difficult choices.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

You may have decided that your only way out was to become a
‘very good boy’ or ‘very good girl’ who does exactly what he or
she is told. You may have also concluded that you really were very
‘naughty’ or ‘bad’ for your parents to have made such a threat.
Or you may have decided that all adults are bad and unreliable.
Either way ‘being yourself’ would threaten your survival.
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Tense, anxious parent, or guardian
If, due to event in their lives, your mother, father, or guardian felt
anxious and insecure, they may have leaned on you as a child for
support. To survive, you may have picked up a strong obligation
to care for your mother or father. But too much giving to others,
at a time when you needed the strength for your own development, tends to deprive you of a strong enough sense of self.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

This can lead to compulsively caring for others in adult life, so that
you become vulnerable to burnout and collapse. Often called codependency, this implies a survival decision to put others needs
before your own—accommodating to others to such an extent
that you ignore or deny what matters to you. Your self image and
sense of your own value come to derive from how well you take
care of or please others, or solve other people’s life problems.
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Cruel and unusual punishments
Such punishments often continue until you submit and break
down, either angrily, or coldly, without anger or emotion. They
can take many forms. You may have been severely beaten, locked
in the dark, deprived of food, tied to a chair until you ate your
dinner, or forced to be absolutely silent for hours on end.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Survival here is likely to involve detaching yourself from the
pain, hurt, and fear of the experience, so that you forget it. This
may take the form of going off into dreams of being someone
else, or being somewhere else, perhaps becoming very clever at
something like mathematics, computing, music, philosophy, or
science, so that you could literally inhabit a world entirely of
your own making.
Paradoxically, so far as you have ‘forgotten’ your own hurt—
ie successfully defended yourself against the violence that produced it, you may have become exactly the person you most
feared as a child, someone who tends to bully and use excessive
force to get your own way.
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Neglect
Neglect can take many forms, including not being fed, clothed,
housed, or kept clean, or not being given love, physical contact
or attention.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

You may have survived this through deciding that you were
undeserving, not good enough to merit proper care or even that
you were the cause of the neglect. This can manifest itself in later
life as very low self-esteem and a belief that you are a ‘bad’ person or ‘wrong’ in some fundamental way.
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Excessive criticism
Being repeatedly criticized and put down by your parents, even
if the criticism was caringly stated, is perhaps one of the most
common and problematic life events children suffer.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

The survival decision that eventually emerges from incessant criticism is acceptance that something is wrong with you, that your
opinions don’t count, your actions are ineffective, your behaviour
is objectionable and your ideas are worthless.
The effect in adult life is likely to be a poor sense of selfesteem, shyness, and a lack of confidence, or sometimes a brash
‘superiority’. Through sheer repetition, the parental oppressor’s
voice may have become built in to you as a pathological inner
critic. In later life, this critical voice takes every opportunity to
sabotage whatever you are doing, telling you that ‘it isn’t going to
work’, that ‘whatever you do, it won’t be enough’. Extremes of
criticism can install a knot of shame, of feeling that we are bad or
wrong. Survival may entail withdrawal, not least from ourselves,
into despair.
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Favouritism
If you picked up the impression, or were repeatedly told, that
your brothers or sisters were preferred to you, this is highly likely to have shaped aspects of your adult behaviour.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

One survival decision may have been just to accept the inferiority, so that in later life you came to have a chip on your shoulder. Alternatively, you may have survived denigration by seeking
your parents’ attention in any number of ways, including throwing tantrums, becoming a comedian or a performer, making a
mess, committing petty crime. Anything that reliably restored
you to the centre of your parents’ attention could have become
your survival raft.
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Humiliation
If, as a child, you were humiliated, shamed, ridiculed, or
embarrassed—either intentionally, to control your behaviour
or accidentally, through insensitivity, carelessness, or through
the viciousness of a parent or teacher—this is very likely to
have affected your view of yourself.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Your survival decision is likely to have been to take the shame or
humiliation on yourself, perhaps even to see it as something you
caused, because you came to believe you were ‘bad’.
Later, if it continued, or the humiliation appeared to be
unfair or unjust, your survival decision may have shifted toward
swallowing the hurt and injustice. You may have encapsulated
it in silent fury: inner statements, such as ‘just you wait ...’, ‘one
day ...’. Other common reactions include blaming other people
for the pain the humiliation has caused you, and even inflicting
the pain on your surroundings through vandalism or aggression.
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Pressure for premature development
Being coerced into walking, talking, eating, or toilet training,
before you are ready, can be very challenging for a young child.
The opposite, under-stimulation, a child who is left too long
alone, without people to engage with, so that they become bored
presents a different kind of challenge to a child.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Pressure to do to much too soon, may mean that, in later life,
you find you are clumsy or accident-prone, since your muscular co-ordination may have been learned out of sequence, and
you may also feel ‘wrong’ in some way. To survive, you are likely to have learned that to get on in this family and in life, you
have to be clever and try harder. You may feel that nothing is
ever good enough. A child whose needs for engagement are not
well matched may well survive through generating and repeating behaviour guaranteed to get attention, such as loud, violent,
perhaps damaging, play.
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Rejection by peers
If you were persistently rejected by your peers because you were
‘different’—for example, black, disabled, from a different economic background, or the ‘wrong’ sex—then this is likely to have
had a profound effect on the rest of your life.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

You are may have survived this kind of rejection by resorting to
flattery, bribery, lying, being very entertaining, becoming
detached, or highly competitive, the star turn; or rebellion—
being very, even offensively, different. Other survival decisions
might include shyness, being secretive, and having difficulty with
joining, belonging and participation. in social events.
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Illness
Serious illness at an early age, particularly if it felt life-threatening and involved a stay in hospital, presents a small child with a
formidable challenge.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

You may have survived by shutting off, or ‘smiling through’, or, if
the original illness was very severe, deciding not to feel. Either is
likely to have left its mark in later responses. If you over-react
now to being ill, or imagining that you are, then you may find the
roots of this in your early experience of illness.
Other decisions in this area may include: believing that ‘people can’t be trusted’, feeling angry at being left in hospital by your
parents, absorbing your parents’ anxieties about your illness without understanding what they are based on, and never understanding what is happening to you. Both types of survival decision tend to lead to accumulated distress such as anxiety, or even
fear and terror, if the original illness was very severe.
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Feeding difficulties
Early feeding difficulties, such as premature weaning, and undiagnosed disability, can provoke a number of survival decisions,
including thumb-sucking and nail-biting.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

In adult life these early survival decisions may surface as smoking, gum-chewing, over-eating, and being fussy about food. You
may have also decided that ‘you will never get what you need’.
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Lack of bonding
If there was no consistent adult with whom to bond, then you may
find commitment and intimacy a continuing area of difficulty and
that your boundaries, your sense of identity, isn’t very well defined.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Your survival decision may revolve around beliefs, such as
‘People aren’t to be trusted’ or ‘I won’t ever get what I need’.
Also, 'no one is real', 'I am not real', or that 'the only reality is
inside my imagination'. You may also be inclined to over, or
under-reach, in your contact with other people, due to not having a reliable sense of where you end and they begin.
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‘Normal’ birth
Whatever your personal history, being born is one life event you
share with everyone else. Research in recent decades underlines the
view that we all experience being born as a life-threatening event.
The fully grown foetus, which has filled the available space
for several weeks, is suddenly compressed even further and then
propelled by the mother’s contractions through the birth canal.
As the moment of birth approaches, the tremendous contractions
and squeezing of the baby into and through the birth canal presents an enormous challenge to the new human.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

Faced with a life-or-death threat, the foetal body system responds
to it, but as the threat continues, the ‘pain’—the body’s response
of rising temperature, metabolic rate, and heart rate—reaches a
point where continuing escalation would result in death. The
human organism has a fail-safe protection which splits off the
experience of this pain from consciousness, so that survival is
assured. This is the most basic of all survival decisions. It’s built
into us, surfacing in day-to-day experience through statements
like—‘I just don’t want to know’—‘in one ear and out the
other’—‘I just switch off’—‘forget it’. It seems likely that many
later survival decisions emerge from, or are built around, the decision that helps us survive being born.
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Premature birth
If you were born earlier than expected, there may have been difficulties in bonding due to early weeks in relative isolation.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

In adult life, your response to this early lack of bonding may
include lack of trust and uncertainty about commitment.
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Caesarean birth
This kind of birth lacks the long and very intense stimulation of the
skin of normal birth. The lack of this ‘deep massage’ in a Caesarean
birth may result in a later eagerness for skin contact. However,
since the first experience of touch for Caesarean-delivered babies
is likely to be rough, urgent or painful, this may lead them to dislike and avoid touch or cuddling and be specially sensitive to touch
on areas of the body where this roughness occurred.
Reduced eye contact, nocturnal waking and difficulties with
breast-feeding are also associated with Caesarean delivery.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

In later life a Caesarean birth may leave you with a feeling that
you are never ‘ready’, and a persistent need for physical contact
and stroking. Common survival decisions in later life include feeling ‘stuck and unable to move’, or ‘giving up’ when faced with
difficulties; or feeling ‘intruded on and misunderstood’. Also likely are day-dreams and fantasies of being in great difficulty and
wishing desperately for rescue.
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Overall, just 47
per cent of the
estimated 560,000
NHS babies born
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year have a natural
delivery.
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Difficult birth
A protracted and life-threatening birth often challenges the body’s
coping capacities to the point where survival as an organism
demands that the pain and shock of being born be split off from
awareness. The more protracted and life-threatening your birth,
the more likely that this dissociation of the birth experience into
an out-of-awareness body memory will cast a shadow forward on
your life, shaping and driving preferences and aversions.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

In adult life, the imprints of this pain may intermittently surface
as physical tension, confusion, claustrophobia, tics, foot-tapping,
panic attacks, and restlessness. You may have also decided that
survival entails comprehensive control over feeling and emotion.
Survival decisions may include conducting your life as an
ongoing struggle, or a fight for survival, even when this is unnecessary or unhelpful. Other survival decisions include building
‘comfort zones’, patterns of behaviour that function to keep you
out of reach of places, people, or experiences that echo or
re-stimulate bodymind memories of a difficult birth.
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Even during an untraumatic pregnancy, a foetus has intermittent
negative experiences caused by occasional shortages of oxygen.
But if the mother also smokes, uses drugs, is continually anxious
or angry because of threats or marital discord, the foetus will be
even more stressed, adding to the overload of birth when it eventually comes.

SURVIVAL
DECISIONS

If, in the months and years following birth, threats to the infant
continue, he or she is likely to deal with them in the same way—
by forgetting, learning not to feel hurt, frightened, or alone. To
jump on to adult life, after two decades of repeating these survival decisions, you are likely to be out of touch with your feelings, to appear hard-headed, thick-skinned and insensitive; you
may cling to other people because you feel bad; or be inclined to
visit the pain you occasionally feel on other people, so that they
feel bad too.
Very early experience is a model for dealing with difficult
later life events. An early style of defence against hurt and pain
seems to form a core around which other defences against feeling increasingly attach themselves as we get older.
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For most of us, birth is such a threat to our existence that only
the safety net of splitting off the pain from consciousness
saves us. This may to some extent also be true for significant
but less traumatic events. However, keep in mind that neither
the safety net of forgetting, denying, or displacing the pain,
nor its contents of early memories evaporate, both remain
stored in the muscles and organs of the bodymind.
In adult life, the hidden memories of birth and other traumatic events and the safety net which saved us from them
can be reactivated. A present-time event—finding yourself in
a crowded lift, in a train that has stopped in a tunnel, or a
small room that echoes the early life-threatening situation—
may trigger—restimulate some of the feelings of, for
instance, being born.
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ACTION PLAN
Learn to become more aware of your past experiences and how
they may be affecting your adult behaviour. You are already making a start by working through this CD-ROM, but unpicking
your life history, although rewarding, can be a long and often
arduous task. You will find that the guidance of other people
who have been through it themselves, say a skilled counsellor or
therapist, can help to speed up the process.
Reassess your attitudes to people in power, and begin to see
how you can strive for change at work, in your neighbourhood,
state, or nation. Laying the ghost of your personal history can be
dramatically energizing in terms of political and personal effectiveness. Look to see how you can share power with others rather
than accepting dominant or subordinate positions. You may have
a false start here and there, but that’s OK. It won’t be quick, it
won’t be easy, and the horizon may recede from time to time as
you make progress. But that’s OK too. That’s life. So take a risk.
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our personal identity is how you see, feel and think
about yourself. It is that unique collection of opinions
about yourself and the world that you carry around with
you. This identity is always with you; it is woven into your
bodymind. Even if you moved to a different country and
culture, and had a complete change of life style, it would
be very slow to change.
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Opportunities, pressures, and challenges
As you develop, through childhood and adolescence, your
ability to make decisions, to assess situations, to form relationships, and to communicate with other people all expand.
The ways in which you learn to respond to the opportunities,
pressures, and difficulties that come your way become a rich
mixture of attitudes, habits and opinions, which together
make up your personal identity. And this identity builds on
the genetic attributes you inherited from your parents. Your
own personal sense of identity may include innocuous attitudes, such as ‘I’m not very athletic’ or ‘I’m not very adventurous’, as well as opinions that make you feel stuck or
incompetent, such as ‘I’m stupid’. And these labels are often
unintentionally perpetuated by other people, by family or
friends who brand you as ‘bright’, ‘unsociable’, or ‘strong’.
You cannot avoid this accumulation of beliefs about yourself—we all have them.
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How your identity affects your life
The biggest single reason for looking at your ingrained views
of yourself is that they are intimately connected to how
much choice you feel you have in your life. For example, if
you have frequently been criticized as being careless or clumsy, this may have solidified into an attitude of mind which
says that you-as-a-person are careless or clumsy. But the reality may be that, just like anyone else, you drop or lose things
from time to time. An attitude, or opinion that convinces you
that you are careless or clumsy, rules out the possibility of
change, so that becoming dextrous will be a choice that
won’t seem open to you. If you can identify any aspects of
your personality which may be counter-productive in this
way, you can begin to do something about them.
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De-mystifying beliefs
A second reason for looking at your identity is to demystify
some of the beliefs that surround it. For example, is identity
fixed? Can it change? The answer is it can change, over time,
though as the subtitle of The Mind Gymnasium suggests,
development is a more helpful notion. It points to identity as
a continuing process of consolidation of what we learn as we
go about our daily life. As the world changes around us and
we respond as best we can, there will inevitably be times
when the identity we have accumulated up to that point fails
to match new opportunities and we find some corner of ourselves in need of development. This is a common, and essential, phase of human development. Going to ‘big school’,
reaching puberty, leaving home, starting a new job, becoming
a parent, divorce, and retirement and so on all involve some
reshaping of identity. This may occasionally be problematic
enough to amount to ‘an identity crisis’ until your old identity has evolved ways of handling the new situations.
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How to use this section
The following self-assessments will enable you to survey the
catalogue of opinions that contribute to your sense of identity and to help pinpoint any that are weakening your health,
happiness or effectiveness.
The guidelines for assessing your identity focus on these
core issues:
social identity
personal potential
work
life changes
body image
self-esteem
inner criticism
other people’s labels
The aim is to gain an overall impression of the influences
that shape and direct the way you feel about yourself, to hold
up a mirror that reflects an honest picture of those aspects of
your mind that are hard to distinguish in the day-to-day rush.
This will give you a chance to let go of any that no longer relevant, or that limit you.
Work your way through each set of questions, taking as
much time as you need to think each one through, and

Help

SELF-ASSESSMENT> IDENTITY

changing your mind as often as you like. When you have built
up a clear picture of yourself, move on to FEEDBACK and
ACTION PLAN and note down what you aim to do about
it. If you do not find yourself reflected here, use the See also
menu (right) to direct you to another part of The Mind
Gymnasium.
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SOCIAL IDENTITY
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o some extent, we all define ourselves by our race, our
nationality, our religion, our gender, the groups we join, the
politics we support and the socially useful roles we play.
Looking at the last of these, the roles you have already taken
on and those you are preparing or planning for, can be a
helpful way of becoming more aware of the key elements of
your identity.
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Role playing
Within a life-time, we all perform a variety of roles. The central, most basic ones we are born with, others we may acquire
as badges of merit, and the rest we choose for ourselves. For a
secure sense of identity, we need a good balance between our
different roles. If one begins to take up most of the space in
our lives, our identity may become cramped or fragmented.

more
Roles and their contribution to identity
Example 1: someone who works as a
police officer. Here is a sharply defined
social role role in respect of the use of
force and restraint, coupled with requirements of honesty and probity.The same
person may also be a father, a role with
very different needs and responsibilities
such as nurturance, that may conflict with
his or her working role.
Example 2: A woman with a sick parent
who has the role of main carer. Her life is
complicated by a previous role as chief
executive of a medium-sized company.
Her role as daughter dictated that she
swap this role for that of caring for her
mother, despite being aware that a future
role as wealthy woman, when she inherits
her mother’s fortune, is being eroded by
the costs of her mother’s care.
Example 3: A local politician combines
the roles of elected representative with
those of lawyer, parent, husband, and
fund-raiser for charities.

INDEX

CONTENTS

THEMES

GO BACK

JOTTER

Your
roles
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Type here the social identity you were born with,
your inherited roles. For example Queen, head of
the family, only child, or refugee.
you can type here

inherited
roles

roles of
responsibility

chosen roles

more
Type here the names of the independent,
chosen roles that you play—those that are largely
based on skill. These could include vocational or
leisure interests that you can take up and put
down. In principle, anyone can have as many of
them as they choose.
you can type here

Type in here the roles of responsibility you have
acquired—those that bring commitment and restriction, as well as privilege.You benefit from the status
of the position because you are appointed, qualified
or elected, but at the same time you are restrained
from acting freely.
you can type here

print this page
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Review
Now think about each role and how it has shaped your view
of yourself. How do you feel in each role? Consider how your
roles relate to each other. How do you choose your roles? Do
you have one role that blocks other roles? How do any roles
you plan to take on ‘sit’ with what you already have? When
you have taken on a new role do you indicate this clearly to
other people? Look at what roles are tied to a particular time
of day or week. Look at what happens when someone
doesn't acknowledge a role for which you feel ownership.
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FEEDBACK
The roles we have accumulated greatly influence our sense
of identity. What we often tend to do is to compartmentalize ourselves in our relationships, so that we only allow people to see us in one role at a time. A teacher, for example,
may also be a parent, musician, householder and magistrate,
but may restrict many relationships to an impersonal level,
so that most people only see the teacher.
Roles of responsibility seem to be the most problematic, because they lend support to a fragile or insecure identity. In late adolescence, becoming a lawyer, or a nurse, can
provide a global solution to not knowing what to make of
your life. What you won't be able to see at that point is how
much ordinary experience you will miss, because of the way
that some roles of responsibility block others. This can be
seen very clearly in the lives of media megastars for whom
life is a mixture of extreme privilege and extreme restraint.
So if you are very ambitious or greedy for fame, watch out!

ACTION PLAN
If you feel your roles are ruling your life, look to see if you
could drop some of your responsibilities and take on more
enjoyable roles. If you feel a gap in your sense of identity,
consider what other roles you would like, and what it would
take to install them.
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F

irst let’s look at your own individual qualities and talents
and how far you have developed them.
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It is never
too late to
be what you
might have
been.
GEORGE

ELIOT
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Skills and achievements
Starting today and going back to when you were a child,
make a list of your main personal achievements.

Here are some examples

you can type here

When you have made your list, follow these suggestions.

print this page

more

INDEX

CONTENTS

THEMES

GO BACK

JOTTER

Building blocks
Think of your achievements as building blocks that have
shaped your identity. Do some areas of your life feature more
prominently than others? Do you think of yourself as mainly synonymous with your job, your relationships, or your
major interests? Are your achievements well balanced, are
they in proportion with each other? Is this a useful image for
you; would interweaving be a better metaphor?
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FEEDBACK
Whatever you do, all achievements large or small contribute
to your sense of identity. And it matters how you value your
achievements. If you tend to base your sense of personal
value on material success and a utilitarian approach to
achievement, then don’t be surprised if you feel upset at the
prospect of failure, or anxious about rejection. Also, if the
balance between internal and external achievement strongly favours the external, you could be cut off from your body
messages and also perhaps unhelpfully divorced from your
feelings. Feelings tell us the value of what we are doing. If
we aren’t listening to them, we can drift into a way of life
that, while busy and productive, may not be in our best
long-term interests. Conversely, if your achievements are
balanced strongly in favour of ‘being’ rather than ‘doing’,
then you may find yourself over-dependent on others for
material support. There is no ideal way of balancing ‘being’
and ‘doing’, but bear in mind that a sustained imbalance
may eventually lead to difficulties.

more

ACTION PLAN
Take time to look at how competitive you are. Does
achievement mean ‘winning’? Do you look down on people
who refuse to compete, or who care very little for success,
as ‘losers’? Take time to listen to what you feel is worthwhile for you, independent of its immediate economic or
social usefulness. Take time to weigh up all your external
achievements. You might well discover that you have done
enough and that it’s time to concentrate on ‘being’ the person you would like to be.
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Unrealized potential
Take a long look at what else you feel you could achieve in
life: what are the journeys you have yet to make, the thresholds you have yet to cross? Think of the hidden talents you
suspect you may have. Consider the natural aptitudes you
know are there, but are not being engaged or fully stretched.
Reflect about other, more satisfying outlets for your special
abilities and qualities. And think of the parts of yourself you
have given little attention to so far.
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Draw a pool of water and list in it the capabilities, skills and
talents that you are not yet using. Think of the aspects you
are already using as individual streams running off in satisfying directions and your unrealized potential as the remaining
water. How many streams are there and how big is the
remaining pool?
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Now think what input you would need to get the rest of your
potential flowing out. This may include:

Money
Persistence

Confidence
Energy

Talent
Opportunity

Courage
Creativity

Draw this input as waterfalls flowing into the pool. How
many would you need? And how big are they? Is there perhaps already a waterfall, over which you have too little control, that dominates the whole picture?
When you have completed it, review your drawing. Have
you forgotten anything?
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FEEDBACK
At any given moment, you may be functioning at your full
potential—making love, having a baby, playing football, running ten miles (or one mile), painting a picture, running a
business, or caring for elderly relatives. And for the rest of
the time you may be idling along on automatic. But if you
are constantly preoccupied with day-to-day living, there
may be whole areas of your creativity and energy you
haven’t yet tapped. If this is true, then it’s useful to look at
where the responsibility for this unrealized potential lies.
There often seem to be two extreme positions, with
many in between. At one end of the scale, we cede all the
responsibility for reaching full potential to other people, or
to chance. At the other extreme, we try to take all the
responsibility for reaching full potential on ourselves, perhaps seeing merit as all-important.
If you are at the ‘helpless’ extreme you may feel that
taking charge of your potential is impossible or impractical,
because you mistakenly assume that total control is essential. It’s not. You may have forgotten, or never noticed, that
opportunities can be created. You can do this through
groundwork and preparation, through keeping in touch
with colleagues and friends, or through letting your interests
and abilities be known to others.
Similarly, if you at the other extreme—believing that
you have to be completely in control—you will be limiting
your potential by shutting out other people’s contributions
of insight, experience, and support. If your attitude is near
either extreme, try to moderate it.

ACTION PLAN
Identify obstacles to realizing your potential. Look at what
is keeping these obstacles in place. Increase your knowledge
of how they can be dissolved, minimized, or removed. If
you try to have total control over your future, let go a little
and see what happens. If you take the risk of leaving more
your life to chance, then you may find that appetizing
opportunities spontaneously manifest themselves.
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ork is important for identity because of the large
amount of time we spend working, because it is often the
main community we belong to providing social contact that
doesn't have to be organized, and because it gives structure
to the day and the week. It is also important as a key source
of the ongoing relationships that help us reality test our values, ambitions and abilities. Use this chapter to help you
assess how work, or the lack of it, shapes your state of mind.
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Burden, delight, or challenge?
Work comes in an almost infinite range of varieties, and perhaps
as never before in history, the nature and range of employment
(and styles of exploitation) is evolving very rapidly.
Finding work, and coping with the demands it brings, can
be a daunting task that deepens, and can strengthen, but may
undermine, our sense of identity.
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Use this section to help you assess:

your core capacities
the match between work and personal ambitions
how sustainable your work is.
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Core capacities
Look through the list below of work-related core capacities,
select any items that describe you, then select feedback.
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I am numerate.
I am literate.
I am computerate.
I have learned how to learn.
My education provided a good basis of theoretical
knowledge for my work.
My job depends on practical knowledge derived from
custom, practice and experience.
I am good at making and keeping contact with other
workers and customers.
I have a well run-in range of ways of approaching problems and decisions.
I can handle relations with customers and employees
openly and directly and without aggression or hostility.
I am an effective negotiator.
FEEDBACK
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Feedback
You checked 0 statement(s) in the
Core capacities list
If you have checked all or most of these items on this list it
is likely that work contributes strongly to your sense of
identity. If you checked few or none of them it is likely that
work is peripheral to, or has an unhelpful influence on, your
identity, your sense of your own value.
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Action Plan
Your sense of identity may be greatly enhanced by taking
steps to explore or develop any of the capacities that you
didn't check. Having learned how to learn and thus being
able learn new skills and procedures is probably the core
and best rewarded work capacity and the one that most
supports adaptability. Return to the list to see what you
didn't check.
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Matching
Look through the lists below, select any items that describe
you, then select feedback.

List A
I have always had a lot of choice about the work I do.
The people I work for constantly check that my skills/abilities
fit the job I'm doing.
If I have to shift job tasks or responsibility, my employer
ensures that I have adequate training.
Hardly a day passes when I am not pleased or satisfied
by the work I do.
Work challenges have helped me grow as a person.
I'm self-employed and it suits me.
I find it easy to identify with the needs and policies of
my employer.
Work gives me the promise of recognition.

FEEDBACK

List B
I was directed into my line of work by parents/relatives.
Our family business depends on me.
I inherited this line of work from my parents.
What I have to offer is often un-needed or irrelevant at work.
Work has always been an unwanted inconvenience for me.
I would get out of this job tomorrow if I knew what I wanted
to do.
Work wears me down.
My employer’s aims have little or no interest or value for me.
My work constantly conflicts with bringing up a family.
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Feedback
You checked 0 statement(s) in the
Matching: List A
This suggests that you may be probably more submissive or accommodating than is good for you.
You checked 0 statement(s) in the
Matching: List B
If you checked many or most of list A and few of list B this
suggests that your work is a good match for your capacities.
This is likely to deepen, extend and consolidate your sense
of yourself, your identity. However, if your identity has
become somewhat merged with the job, the unexpected
loss of it through redundancy, or any other reason, may
leave you feeling deflated and disoriented.
If you checked few or none of list A and several of list B
then there may be a poor match between your abilities and
your work. Though it can be a continual strain, some people manage this more or less successfully by holding work
in a watertight compartment such that it doesn't touch the
rest of their life. If through a lack of diligence, or un-confidence you are selling yourself short by staying with a mismatch, you may find it useful to consider the long-term
consequences. For example soul-erosion, the gradual loss of
a sense of purpose in life, and depression in the form of grief
for lost or missed opportunities. And of course, some form
of mismatch is sometimes the best that can be managed,
that's good enough, and that we choose to settle for.
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Action plan
Companies and organizations can provide a comprehensive
community but job loss can at a stroke mean the work community is out of reach. If work is constantly in the foreground of your life, it may be prudent to take steps to
ensure that you belong to other communities that are nothing to do with work.
If work is no more than a necessary evil but you recognize a mismatch between your capacities and the work you
do, take steps to explore other options. Are you selling yourself short, or too cheaply? What else might you do?
Whether there is a match between your capacities and the
work you undertake is partly a question of whether it matters to you. If it's a new notion, let it brew a bit and see what
new possibilities come to mind.
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Sustainability
Look through the list below, select any items that describe
you, then select feedback.
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I frequently feel stressed-out.
I travel more than two hours a day to and from work.
I frequently work more than 35 hours a week.
My work is mostly contingency driven.
My work is very intense and highly focused.
I have a lot of responsibility but not much power.
Work often imposes arbitrary, un-negotiated changes of
task or role.
I am frequently invited to collude in illegal, dangerous
practices.
I am often involved in emotionally charged disputes, disagreements and violence.
My employers are seeking technical short cuts for my work.
There is often a staleness about my approach to work.
It would be quite accurate to call my work soul-destroying.

FEEDBACK

Help
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Feedback
You checked 0 statement(s) in the
Sustainability list.
Very exciting, interesting and engaging work may only be
sustainable in the short term. This seems especially true if
the job is intrinsically stressful. If you selected more than
say, 5 items on this list, this could mean that your long-term
health and well-being probably requires a change of direction. Particularly if work is the only or main activity that
gives meaning to your life
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Action Plan
If you can see that your present work cannot be sustained,
begin to develop capacities, contacts, and new perspectives,
and especially build the support you'd need to make a
change of career.
If you have reached a point in your career where you
could cruise a bit but are still working flat out, consider
what difficult decisions work helps you to avoid.
A feeling of staleness around the work you do is likely
to be an indication of a time for change and renewal. Ask for
more responsibility, or take the responsibility on yourself to
find fresh challenges.
If you are daily faced with high levels of unrelenting
stress, take care that you have adequate support on and off
the job. If you have little or no control over the pace and
timing of the stressful situations, and especially if you have
lots of responsibility but little power to influence how the
work is done or approved, look for somewhere else to work!
Keep a wary eye open for technical developments that
employers may introduce that make your skills set redundant. It may be hard to avoid, but current employment
styles make having all your eggs in one skills basket more
and more risky.
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Unemployment
If you are out of work, unemployment may be creating an
opportunity which could take you into new and exciting
orbits—if you can only let go of messages telling you otherwise. Work brings us into contact with other people,
gives a structure to the day, and affirms our sense of selfworth. When this disappears, we are likely to feel demoralized, but unemployment can be a challenge and can lead
to a new start. If you hate being unemployed, use the time
to take a close look at how much your sense of self has
been moulded by your work. This may be a chance to
make your identity more your own. A person is never
obsolete, but a mind shaped to suit an employer’s
demands can easily become redundant. You may find
some of the screens accessible through the See also menu
(right) helpful.
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PHOTOMONTAGE: BARBARA GROTE
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M

ajor changes in life inevitably challenge our sense of
identity. Important life events, whether it means becoming
a parent, giving up smoking, or moving to another country,
involve adopting new roles and discarding old ones. This
disturbance to our view of ourselves can lead to feelings of
confusion and vulnerability that at times may be hard to
cope with.
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The certainty
that nothing
can happen
to us that
does not in
our innermost being
belong to us
is the foundation of
fearlessness.
Govinda
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Life landmarks
Make a list of the major landmarks in your adult life. These
might include: leaving school and home; starting or ending
a job, a course, or a relationship; setting up home, moving
house, or emigrating; getting married, separated, or
divorced; changing careers or going back to work; and
becoming a parent.
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Life event
you can type here

Response
you can type here

Beside each event write down how
you managed the change.
Think back to how you responded
to the challenge of a major change.
You may, for example, have taken a
risk and plunged in. You may have
withdrawn into yourself. You may
have asked for advice or watched
what other people did and followed suit.
Did this reaction work? Did the
change enhance your sense of
identity or diminish it?

print this page

INDEX

CONTENTS

THEMES

GO BACK

JOTTER

Help

SELF-ASSESSMENT> IDENTITY> LIFE CHANGES

FEEDBACK
Some of the events on your list may have amounted to an
‘identity crisis’. An identity crisis is often triggered by a
major life change that involves the reshaping, or modification, of your identity. Often there is an ending; an inbetween stage that feels awkward or uncomfortable; and
then a new beginning. When you are in the midst of such a
crisis, it is easy to get into a panic and to feel that you will
never come out of it, but we usually do. Being able to handle these crises can contribute to a strong sense of identity,
in much the same way as tree and plants are strengthened
by coping with windy weather. Also, if you accept the need
for evolution in your identity, change is more likely to seem
an opportunity rather than a disaster, and you will have
more influence on the outcome—you can choose to reject
change, or negotiate a slower pace of change.

ACTION PLAN
If you are still in the foothills, or already mired in an identity crisis, be aware that support is essential. When the usual
coping strategies that are the foundation of identity are not
working, or have been disabled, we almost certainly need
someone else to lean on for a while. Find a counsellor or
therapist (see Finding Help) and use their experience to
help you build, and reality test, new ways of coping. Don’t
be surprised if you come out of a well-handled identity crisis feeling greatly strengthened.
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BODY IMAGE
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A

nother aspect of your identity is locked into your relationship with your body.
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We are bodies, and
through our
bodies we
experience
the immanent value
of life itself.
When the
body is
devalued,
the self is
stripped of
inherent
value.
STARHAWK TRUTH OR
DARE
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Dear body...
Bodies and what we feel about them have a lot of influence
on our sense of identity. Here is a way of finding out how
much of an influence yours has on you.
Write a letter to your body, briefly outlining: first the
parts you don’t like, then the parts you do like. Apologize for
any neglect, abuse, or injury and express appreciation for
your body’s devotion to duty. Before you sign off, outline
some plans for pleasure, exercise and rest.

more
Dear body,
you can type here

print this page

INDEX

CONTENTS

THEMES

GO BACK

JOTTER

Help
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Dear owner...
Now write a letter from your body in reply, covering the following points: What I need is...
What I want is... Please reduce or stop... You don’t seem
to realize that...
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FEEDBACK
Feeling comfortable with your body and having a good,
healthy, close relationship with it is very likely to be reflected in a positive self-image, good self-esteem, a settled sense
of identity, and of being ‘somebody’.
Feeling uncomfortable or critical of your body tends to
induce and support poor self-esteem and very likely, some
distortion of your identity You may, for example, be keeping up a ‘false front’ to hide the body you are unhappy
with. You may even feel like a ‘nobody’.

ACTION PLAN
If you feel physically at ease, trust this bodily well-being as
a secure base for reaching out into more risky, less comfortable areas of your mind. Transfer the knowledge and skills
you have about your body to adjoining areas where they
may be deficits, perhaps in your personal relationships, or
your work.
If you feel uncomfortable in your body, increase the
amount of attention and care you give to your body.
Organize your time so that you have the opportunity to listen to what your body wants. Begin to notice how often you
override the signals from your body which say stop, or
more, or enough. If you think of your body merely as a
means of transport for your mind, take time to reflect on
what this may be depriving you of in the way of physical
intimacy, companionship, sensual pleasure and not least,
rational decision-making.
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SELF-ESTEEM
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our sense of identity is influenced by how you believe
others see you, how much you value yourself, and how much
other people seem to value you.
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How do you think others see you?
First let’s look at the image you believe you project to the world.
Imagine you overhear a close friend who has a reputation
for honesty and insight describing you to someone else.
What would be the key points that you think they would
make about you as a person? What would they praise? What
would they caution against?
Use the box below to write down their description of you.
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The box on the right contains what your ‘friend’ said about
you on the previous page. In the box below write down how
you feel about being described in this way. Do you like the
person they have written about?
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The aim of this self-assessment is to hold up a mirror in
which to see yourself more clearly. If you feel that your
‘friend’ has done a good job of describing you, then we can
move on to your reactions to the description. If you can
hear what your friend says and accept the good with the
bad, then you probably have a good level of self-esteem. If
the description is a catalogue of faults, shortcomings, and
inadequacies, or that’s how it seems to you, then your sense
of self-esteem may have been undermined or disrupted to
such an extent that you may have settled for a rather negative view of your value as a person. If, on second thoughts,
the description does not really seem to fit you, rewrite the
description.
If you recognize and are happy to be the person your
friend has described, and you can live with it, then fine. But
ask yourself if this means keeping some area of identity
quiet, out of sight and therefore out of mind. If you suspect
that this is true, try to look into what that area might possibly be. If you are not happy to be the person described,
then you have work to do. This means discovering where
and when you learned to be dissatisfied with yourself. It also
involves resolving the tension between you and your opinion of yourself, because if you don’t like yourself very much,
your whole identity will be under strain.
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ACTION PLAN
If you are discontented with your friend’s description,
think about people who you are friends with in spite of
their unfortunate habits. Try adopting the same attitude to
your own undesirable traits—make friends with yourself.
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How do you see yourself?
Now let’s look at identity through consideration of your
‘self-image’.
How do you feel about yourself and what do you think
are your good and bad points?
Make a list of your positive points, your virtues and your
strengths as a person under the following headings:
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Appearance
you can type
here

Personal
styles
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Home life
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Now make a list of your negative points, your vices, bad
habits and weaknesses under the same headings:
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These lists should provide two useful sources of insight into
your identity. Which list is the longest and how are the negatives distributed? If the list of negatives is longer, then this
probably indicates a low sense of self-esteem. Did your
choices reflect a common cultural reluctance to be accurate
about self-value? Conversely, a longer list of positives probably corresponds to good self-esteem. If your negatives are
clustered in just one or two areas, then you may have good
self-esteem generally but have one or two deficits that could
do with attention.
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ACTION PLAN
Go back over your list and look at how realistic your
impressions are. Replace put-down words like ‘stupid’,
‘unsociable’, or ‘forgetful’ with more accurate, more specific words, so that, for example, ‘stupid’ becomes ‘lacking
information’, ‘unsociable’ becomes ‘independent’, and ‘forgetful’ becomes ‘remembers faces not names’ and so on.
After you’ve done this look at your list again, how does it
feel now? Make a note of any areas you’d like to attend to.
Bear in mind that developments in identity strengthen the
whole person, and the first step is to shift your opinions
about yourself.
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Do you feel valued?
Another way to approach identity is to look at how highly
valued you feel in other people’s eyes.
Make a list of situations in which you feel valued.
Add to these the names of people who contribute to this feeling.
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I feel valued when...
people

situations
you can type here

you can type here
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SELF-ASSESSMENT> IDENTITY> SELF-ESTEEM

Make a list of situations in which you feel devalued.
Add to these the names of people who contribute to this feeling.
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I feel devalued when...
people

situations
you can type here

you can type here
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FEEDBACK
The length of each list is likely to reveal how your selfesteem affects your sense of identity. If the list of people
who leave you feeling devalued is much longer than the
other one, it may be that you have inadvertently found
yourself living or working with people who are hostile, critical and uncaring in their attitude to you. Perhaps you never
really noticed that this was happening but that it is so. How
come? Did you resist? Did you perhaps unintentionally
invite the invalidation? There is often some kind of shortterm pay-off in staying around people who undermine us.
It may be horrible but at least it’s familiar, whereas confronting or moving away from these people may seem
ungrateful, too risky, or economically impossible.
Sometimes people can leave you feeling invalidated
without intending to—by, say, not selecting you for a task.
If this neutral intention is confirmed by other people but
you still have a strong feeling of put down or attack, then
you may need to turn to your personal history to find out
where it comes from. The See also menu (right) and the
Action Plan page next screen, has some helpful pointers
It is useful to keep in mind, that if you like yourself, others will probably like you too. If you care for yourself, others will care for you. If you love yourself, others will love
you. If you value yourself, others will value you. But if you
hate yourself, others may find find you unappealing.
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ACTION PLAN
If and when you respond very emotionally to a put-down,
check out what, or who it reminds you of. This will probably bring to the surface some association from your personal history. You can tell if you have found the right association because the emotional charge is likely to subside, leaving you free to act. Say, for example, you feel devalued by a
man at work who is very blunt in the way he gives you
instructions. When you discover that he reminds you of a
teacher you had at junior school who constantly picked on
you, you may be able to ask him to be more careful about
how he speaks to you. Check out re-stimulation
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In this engraving Don Quixote
is beset by dragons, warriors,
and women in need of his help.
Each of us has our own
personal version of this inner
world. Outside of dreams, it is
often most easily accessible
through the inner voices that
give us their opinion on what
is, or is not happening, in our
lives.

INNER VOICES
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Judgements and compliments
An important feature of identity is the notion of inner voices. Try to identify any inner voices that you may have, write
down what they say to you. Are they helpful or undermining?
The sound tracks below gives some examples:
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‘you
really ought to..’
‘you’re
no good’

Play sound 
Stop sound

Play sound 
Stop sound

‘you
should...’

Conscience

Critic
‘that
won’t work’
‘why
not try ?’

Play sound 
Stop sound

Inspiration
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FEEDBACK
Although you may not be sharply aware of them, it is not
unusual to have a whole chorus of inner voices. For some
people these voices are encouraging, or merely a little distracting. For others, their insistent repetitions can become
disruptive and undermining. Even though your personal
range of voices might be very diverse, you may be aware of
only one or two. Either way they are likely to amount to a
very active part of your identity. It is very important to get
to know these inner voices, because they are quite likely to
be running your life.
If the inner chorus is harmonious, it can be highly motivating, but if the voices are disruptive or simply confusing,
you will find it very helpful to examine them. You may find,
for example, that you are receiving conflicting advice from
half a dozen different voices.
One of the most powerful and damaging influences on
identity is the voice of the ‘inner critic’. If it is allowed a free
rein, it can cast an all-pervasive blanket of gloom and derision on your every action. It distorts both your perceptions
and your responses, leaving others disappointed and yourself feeling uncomfortable, or cheated.
The inner critic usually derives from the past, linking
you to earlier figures who were important to you, across
time and space, as if by remote control. Almost always, this
voice is an internalized version of one or both of your parents, or people who made themselves responsible for your
behaviour when you were younger.

Help

SELF-ASSESSMENT> IDENTITY> INNER VOICES

ACTION PLAN
If you have an inner critic, give it some conscious attention.
Try to find out who it reminds you of. Listen to its tone of
voice as well as what it says. Concentrate on what the other
voices say too. Do they argue with each other? Which voices are the loudest, or the most frequent? Are they on balance positive and supportive? Or negative and undermining? Learn how to develop a dialogue between these inner
voices and learn to let them speak out, so that you can
choose to accept or ignore what they say. The See also
menu (right) has some pointers to exercises that will help
you with this.
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OTHER PEOPLE’S LABELS
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ne of the most formative influences on our minds is
the kind of labels that other people attach to us. Other people often unwittingly hypnotize us into a quite mistaken
opinion of our value or worth through repeatedly telling us
that we are ‘stupid’ or ‘lazy’ or ‘depressed’. As Philip
Zimbardo says in his book on shyness: ‘once labelled is
twice proved’.
There may be some truth in the labels that come towards
you, but it is the all-embracing nature of them that can be so
damaging. If someone repeatedly says that you are a ‘good
girl’, or that you are a ‘good laugh’, there’s a high chance that
the repetition and the application of an impossibly generalized description will stick. Even if you know it’s wrong to
begin with, your inner conviction may dissolve in the judgement. Like the roles we accumulate, the labels we wear can
make a sizeable contribution to our identity.
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Restrictive labels
Labels limit our freedom to be ourselves. Some restrain or
impede us, others pull, push, compel, drive, squash, or wound
us. The less we are aware of them, the more they force us to
conform to their descriptions.
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Against each label, note which works in your favour and
which works against you. Then add where you got the
label, when, and from whom.
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ACTION PLAN
Listen out for people making statements about you that are
too general to be accurate. Reject their label, then try asking
them to be specific. Ask them to keep statements about you
as a person, separate from statements about your behaviour.
Be an example yourself: ‘I think of myself as a careful and
cautious person but I do sometimes make mistakes’.
When people give you a label, it is often for their own
convenience. Try to notice who benefits from any label you
are invited to wear. It can be useful to think back to a time
when a label first came into use. Consider how it happened
and how you now keep the label in place.
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FEEDBACK
If you have adopted a large pack of labels chosen by other
people, you may need to reconsider whether they really
belong to you. If you feel they do belong, how far have they
become self-fulfilling prophecies? Labels are often there as
a way of controlling you, or limiting your personal power.
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patriarchy
become literally
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