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Introduction

The Enemy Within

I BEGAN TO hear the voice in my head about eight years ago, when I was newly living alone after separating from my long-term partner. I had never noticed it before; I think it had been drowned out by the loving, validating words of the man I lived with. But now, every time I slipped up, the voice would unleash a torrent of abuse, as if it were only ever waiting for an excuse to shoot me down. For God’s sake, how could you be so stupid?

It had nothing positive to say about anything I did. Even now, when, for example, I spend long periods with my head down, writing, leaving piles of books unread and films and TV series unwatched, it mocks me. Don’t you think you ought to keep up with the world around you, like every other writer? Think you’re so much cleverer than everyone else, you don’t need to bother? Darling, you haven’t a clue. And yet, when I do sit down and begin making a dent in that pile, the voice quickly loses patience. It’s all very well spending your whole life reading, but maybe you should think about actually producing something of your own. This book isn’t going to write itself!

When I’m exchanging messages with the man I love, the voice chides me for being too open with my feelings. For goodness’ sake, stop it! You’ll scare him off! But if I rein it in, it tells me I’m being cold and distant. How is he supposed to know what he means to you if you’re always holding back? He can’t read your mind. If he leaves, don’t say I didn’t warn you! When I go out for dinner with a friend and insist on paying the bill, the voice fumes, You’ll burn through all your savings, at this rate. Besides, can’t you see you’re only making your friend uncomfortable? Your ‘generosity’ just makes everyone else feel small. But, of course, if I agree to split the bill, or allow someone else to foot it, the voice accuses me of being stingy and taking advantage of my friends.

Lately, the voice has found yet more to hold against me. I’ve left the newspaper I worked for and, for now at least, I don’t need to look for another salaried job. Making a living as a full-time author is something I dreamed of for a long time but never dared believe could actually happen. Like (almost) everyone, I spent years functioning on too little sleep, moaning and groaning as I turned my alarm off each morning, grabbing all the free time I could get. So I know how lucky I am to be in this position – even if, somewhat unexpectedly, I find myself missing being part of a team.

But I can also see now that the demands of working life spared me from asking too many existential questions. As a chief sub-editor, I was too busy rewriting one article after another, worrying about hitting the monthly print deadline, joking with colleagues and lapping up the office gossip to have time to think about much else. When the ‘job’ element of my life disappeared, leaving a gaping hole in its wake, an army of demons came parachuting down onto the oak parquet floor of my studio apartment and started thrashing about, gnashing their teeth.

The fact that I find myself – to my continual surprise – exactly where I always wanted to be seems to have particularly exercised my new cloven-footed flatmates. There’s nothing like having everything you wished for offered to you on a silver plate to churn up all your conscious or unconscious scruples: guilt (Why me and not other people?); doubts (Is the aim of life really to make ourselves happy?); inhibitions (How exactly do we go about this business of being happy?); sense of fraudulence (I’ve done nothing to deserve this, it’s all a big mistake); temptation to self-sabotage (What if I just did nothing? How about just watching all fourteen seasons of that series before getting back to work on my book?); and other miscellaneous fears (It’s too good to last, something horrible is bound to happen to me; I’ve already been given a lot, it has to end sometime; life can’t go on being this kind to me) . . . Alongside this, I am acutely aware of how lucky I am to be in this position, and exasperated at seemingly being unable to just enjoy it (How foolish and obscene to be inventing problems for yourself when your life is so comfortable). I not only feel guilty – I feel guilty for feeling guilty.

I may give the impression of going about my life as breezily as ever. But the truth is I’m engaged in daily combat with the demons in my apartment, breathless, sweating and covered in dirt. And, in the end, perhaps that’s no bad thing. I was always going to have to hear and confront the voice in my head sometime, rather than forever turning to my partner for protection. After sixteen years of employment, it’s an incredible opportunity to be able to look myself in the face and learn to be free again, as hard as it may be. Even if it means exchanging a few punches with a bunch of jeering imaginary adversaries.

The Mind’s ‘Default Setting’

My friend S., who is in her sixties, lives a difficult life marked by precarious finances and an insecure housing situation. For a long time, she dreamed she might hear of a modest apartment to rent in the countryside or by the sea, allowing her to escape the concrete jungle of the banlieue and find space to breathe. A few months ago, just such a place fell right into her lap: an acquaintance offered her a studio for yearly rent, just fifteen minutes’ walk from the Mediterranean. S. jumped at the chance. She signed up on the spot, without even going to see it. When she arrived for the first time, it was even more beautiful than she had imagined. ‘As the bus pulled in, I felt I was coming home,’ she told me. ‘And I knew straight away this was where I wanted to spend the rest of my life.’

But when I met her in Paris a few weeks later, the smiling, radiant woman I knew was nowhere to be seen. She looked terrible, with dark grey shadows under her eyes. She told me she was going through a deep crisis, and in the last few days had twice fallen over in the street and been taken to hospital. She described this crisis as a ‘fear of happiness’. For her, too, realizing a dream had awoken all her demons. She told me it felt as if a hand had delved into her innards and pulled out her deepest fears for all to see. Not only were familiar worries rekindled (the fear of finding herself homeless, as had happened before, or of not having enough to eat), she also became convinced she was going to pay a terrible price for her happiness, and that something would happen to her children. ‘What I’m questioning, what I’m not sure of,’ she tells me, ‘is my right to life: a life that’s not second-rate, where I’m not under constant pressure.’

In S.’s case, as in my own, a whole jumble of destructive thoughts lies between us and our ability to embrace our new situation with the ease, joy and creativity it deserves. This mess of thoughts is like a chemical precipitate, a pure concentrate of all our personal barriers. Having come up against this, I find myself wanting to analyse it and make something useful out of it, both for myself and others. To devote a book to the study of the enemy within. Our tendency to write ourselves off and attack ourselves relentlessly; our belief that our natural inclinations are always wrong, and that we deserve nothing good.

Everywhere I look, the evidence suggests I’m far from the only one to be tormented by a cruel inner voice. In Victoire Tuaillon’s 2018 podcast Mental FM, a fictional recording of the cacophony playing inside a young woman’s head, one of the sequences is entitled ‘Judgement FM’: ‘You’ve never done anything bad your whole life . . . Nothing good either, mind. You should work harder. If you’d only done better at school, you wouldn’t be here now . . . Take that dress off, it’s bursting at the seams. You should shut your big mouth. Who do you think you are? You’re an idiot, idiot, idiot, such a fucking idiot . . . You’re fat, your bum is saggy . . . Woah, hang on a minute, would you speak to a friend like that? Stop putting yourself down, OK?’1

Robert W. Firestone, Lisa Firestone and Joyce Catlett, three American psychologists who have studied the critical inner voice, describe it as a ‘running commentary in our mind that interprets events and interactions in ways that cause pain and distress, a harsh and judgmental way of talking to ourselves’.2 They point out that ‘most of us tend to underestimate the extent to which these hostile thoughts are directing our lives. The sneering, belittling self-criticisms are . . . merely the most visible fragments of a larger, well-hidden enemy within, a powerful adversary made up of destructive thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes that . . . interfere with the pursuit of our personal and career goals’.3 They note that the voice’s power to cause harm is twofold: first it incites us to acts of self-sabotage, then it uses these acts as proof that it was right all along (‘See how useless you are’).

For the three psychologists, the hypercritical, finger-wagging voice which resounds in our heads is totally distinct from the voice of our conscience. Its tone is degrading and punitive. It isn’t a source of motivation or constructive criticism. It is ‘irrational, illogical, and contradictory’;4 it puts us in situations in which we are doomed to fail, whatever we do. It provides no moral guidance of any sort.

The American writer Elizabeth Gilbert compares self-loathing to a ‘rampant virus’ infecting contemporary culture. It has even become the ‘default setting’ in most of our minds, she says. Despite all that’s at stake, we rarely stop to question ‘whether it is normal or healthy to live within a consciousness that is constantly attacking, judging, and insulting itself’.5 She observes, ‘I could get rid of every abusive person in my life and every toxic person in my life, and if I’m still speaking to myself in an abusive and toxic way I might as well have just kept them around.’6

When nothing we do meets with our own approval, it shows we are not altogether sure of our own right to exist. We’re convinced we have some fundamental flaw, some incurable defect, and this self-blame finds its way into every corner of our psyche. It drains us of our energy, turning us in on ourselves. It leads us, in myriad ways, to give up on things, large and small. It dooms us to negativity, kills the parts of us that might otherwise grow and flourish. It corrodes us from the inside, as if life’s challenges didn’t grind us down enough.

‘When useless servitude has been alleviated as far as possible, and unnecessary misfortune avoided, there will still remain as a test of man’s fortitude the long series of veritable ills, death, old age, and incurable sickness, love unrequited and friendship rejected or betrayed, the mediocrity of a life less vast than our projects and duller than our dreams; in short, all the woes caused by the divine nature of things,’ Marguerite Yourcenar wrote magnificently in her novel Memoirs of Hadrian.7 ‘Useless servitude’, ‘unnecessary misfortune’: self-denigration is exactly this.

Some might protest that, far from being tormented by feelings of illegitimacy, our contemporaries are in fact characterized by selfishness and arrogance, a sense of entitlement and the expectation of instant gratification. But our lives are governed by numerous systems, and this consumerist characterization really only applies when we view ourselves through a purely consumerist lens. The capitalist world allows us to legitimize and value ourselves and focus on our well-being only within the confines of this sphere, and only in line with our spending power.

Even then, self-care is perhaps no more than a smokescreen: we imagine we’re pampering ourselves, lavishing attention on the unique and precious person that we are, when in essence we’re simply fulfilling our duties as consumers. I once read an article about online impulse buying in which a woman confessed to compulsively shopping until she ran into debt, piling up dinnerware sets she never took out of the box. We help stores shift their stock, we oil the wheels of the machine, we play the role capitalism assigns us, following the hypnotic, manipulative instructions we’re bombarded with every day. If we put a greater emphasis on fulfilling our desires in our lives as a whole, perhaps we wouldn’t feel the need to compensate for our existential frustrations by waving around our credit cards at any given opportunity.

Who’s Eating Your Bread and Butter?

Let’s not pretend everyone is engaged in hand-wringing: sometimes when it comes to guilt, dishonesty and disingenuousness prevail. An acquaintance told me that a famous French writer, now dead, had treated a friend badly while collaborating with her on a work project, and let himself off the hook by declaring he had ‘no gift for guilt’. Members of dominant or majority groups (male, white, middle class, for example) are, unsurprisingly, less inclined to blame themselves, but ‘guilt refusal’ can also be used to justify abusive behaviours among those in far from dominant positions. All of us, individually and collectively, have at some time wronged one another, in small or serious ways. Facing up to our mistakes requires a great deal of difficult work. But, left untreated, an act of wrongdoing can fester for decades, leading to a mess of far-reaching consequences. While ‘repentance’ is portrayed as an offensive notion by many, admitting our mistakes needn’t be a question of masochism or humiliation; on the contrary, it demonstrates a healthy relationship with ourselves, showing courage and curiosity and a desire to evolve, laying the foundations for equal and enriching relationships.

That said, my aim in this book is to concentrate on those cases where our feeling of guilt is unjustified, to begin to dredge up this vast psychological continent which is ripe for exploration. I suggest that, alongside our guilt, we look to our innocence, however hard it may be to imagine that such a thing exists – which strikes me as highly revealing in itself.

I admit to having some hesitation in dedicating a book to the enemy within at a time when our enemies without are on such fighting form: the world leaders who go on blithely giving the green light to the destruction of ecosystems, and widening the wealth gap to ever more obscene proportions; the ranks of foot soldiers laying the ground for rampant fascism; the cold, phony, small-minded directors of state-owned organizations and private enterprises, who put profit above everything to the detriment of both employee and general public . . . But topics choose us as much as we choose them, and this is the subject which prevails on me at this stage in my life.

Incidentally, what I call the ‘enemy within’ is in reality an internalized enemy: it is merely the result of gradual insinuation by an enemy that exists outside us. This explains why non-dominant groups such as children, women and members of sexual or racial minorities, who are often subjected to negative stereotypes, are particularly vulnerable to this mechanism.8 When we look at feelings of guilt, we need to ask ourselves where the guilt trip is coming from, and what those who shame others hope to gain from doing so.

In Franz Kafka’s The Trial, when protagonist Joseph K. is informed of his arrest early one morning, the first consequence is that his warders eat the breakfast that had been made for him. When he dares to ask what crime he is supposed to have committed, one of the two henchmen retorts, ‘There you go again’, while ‘dipping a slice of bread and butter in the honey pot’.9 Many are the slices of bread and butter that go uneaten by their intended recipients.

Elizabeth Gilbert has devised a strategy to keep the voice of self-hatred at bay. Every day for the last twenty-five years, she has written a letter to herself from love. She begins with the same question: ‘Dear Love, what would you have me know today?’ And love replies. It never plays the role of coach, a ringside boxing trainer shouting trite words of encouragement – ‘You’re the best!’, ‘You can do it!’, ‘You’re gonna smash it!’ or the like. It simply tells her that, whatever happens, it will always be by her side; that it will never give up on her. It assures her that, whatever she does, she will never lose love, which is unconditional. It tells her again and again how precious she is, without her having to do anything to prove it.

The effect of this practice on Gilbert’s nervous system has been remarkable, she tells us.10 These letters are, for her, a means of retracing the source of the love which she is convinced – and wants to convince us, too – is our natural state of being, our true ‘default setting’. After all, she asks, ‘why would it be otherwise? We are the one person we will spend our entire lives with! Why would we be wired to hate the one we are always with, the one we are? It doesn’t even make sense.’11

The idea of taking time every day to wash away the layers of hatred with which our destructive culture has coated our fundamentally peaceful and affectionate relationship with ourselves strikes me as very beautiful – and one need only look at Elizabeth Gilbert to see how well this strategy works for her. In September 2023, while I was researching this book, she launched a Substack entitled ‘Letters from Love’ as a way of explaining and sharing her practice – thus confirming my long-held suspicion of a psychic connection between my areas of interest and those of my favourite authors.12 She immediately gained tens of thousands of subscribers, most of them women. I find the exchanges that take place among her community fascinating, and when I read them I feel I’m witnessing something very important. To dismiss such endeavours as sentimental or self-indulgent seems to me to totally underestimate the seriousness of the situation we find ourselves in and the extent of healing to be done.

On the other hand, Robert W. Firestone, Lisa Firestone and Joyce Catlett have reservations about the notion of countering the voice of self-sabotage with positive affirmations. They believe that, in so doing, we stand outside ourselves and ‘are therefore not really living our lives’. Instead, they advise writing a no-holds-barred account of everything the voice in our head says, then noting down in another column how we might reply from a more realistic perspective (for we must remember that what the voice says is not a true reflection of reality).

To give an example: a woman who has just become a mother is worried she’s not up to the job. In one column, she writes down everything the voice is whispering in her ear: she should never have had this baby, she’s ‘not the kind of woman who should have children’, she’ll never be any good at it, her husband is going to leave her, and so on. Then she writes her response: ‘I love Jack and we want to have a family together. We want to offer our children a good life. So I am the kind of woman who should have children.’13

Ultimately, it’s down to us to find the strategy that suits us as individuals.

Either way, the generally sneering attitude taken towards personal-development writers overlooks the fact that they are the only ones seriously tackling the issue of our deep-rooted self-hatred in an accessible way, helping us feel somewhat less powerless and alone. The editorial and digital sphere to which Elizabeth Gilbert’s tools belong therefore has my full respect.

Let’s turn to how this book is organized.

I begin with a brief foray into religious history, because our habit of self-flagellation owes much to our Christian cultural heritage, in particular the importance placed on the dogma of original sin from the fifth century onwards (Prologue).

Next, we focus on the guilt women are made to feel – linked to the notion of original sin through the figure of Eve (Chapter One). The way in which many of us go about our daily lives apologizing for everything, as highlighted by countless magazine articles, betrays our sense of unworthiness, of being fundamentally flawed. I address the origins and characteristics of the misogynistic discourse we have internalized.

I also tackle an area in which the shaming of women has enormous and devastating consequences: that of sexual violence and victim-blaming. Here, the enemy is not merely internal or internalized. The victim faces a clearly identified external enemy, or indeed several of them: not only their attacker, but institutions, and even their own families.

For the three psychologists quoted above, the hypercritical inner voice largely mirrors that of the parent: ‘People tend to parent themselves as they were parented’.14 My next area of focus is perhaps the one in which the influence of the doctrine of original sin remains most obvious: raising children, who are perceived as being in need of correction, in every sense of the term, because they are fundamentally bad, base and sly (Chapter Two).

While corporal punishment is increasingly frowned upon, physical and psychological violence in the name of discipline continues to do untold harm. Why the practice persists is a matter of great interest to me. A repressive idea of human beings and of life is imprinted in the physical and emotional memory, and often passed on from one generation to the next without conscious analysis. ‘Putting up with suffering – one’s own or another’s – has served as justification for the incorporation of entire generations into those schools of insensitivity which have spread the most pernicious effects of inhumanity everywhere,’ writes Raoul Vaneigem.15 As the psychoanalyst Alice Miller demonstrated in her groundbreaking work on the subject, breaking free from this toxic cycle requires a great deal of determination and willingness to challenge the status quo.

Next, I consider the guilt shouldered by mothers, which is tied to that of children (Chapter Three). During the course of my research, I often found arguments centred on the happiness of the child with little regard for the impact any measures might have on the mother, but also a number of feminist texts which railed against the burdens on mothers while ignoring the ongoing plight of children exposed to violent discipline. Thankfully, an increasing number of writers are attempting to navigate this double bind, and to consider the needs of both children and women. I have tried to do the same in this book.

In Chapter Four, I look at our relationship to work, governed by punitive notions which make us berate ourselves the moment our productivity falters. Ten years ago, I dedicated a significant chunk of my book Chez soi to idleness and the joys of staying in and doing nothing. However, I realized recently that, while theorizing these ideas came easily to me, putting them into practice was a different matter, and I turned out not to be the proud hedonist I believed myself to be. Many people take a tyrannical approach to their own efficiency, and again this is particularly true of marginalized groups: women, sexual and racial minorities, and so on.

We’ll see how the inaccurate portrayal of employees as work-shy provides convenient cover for acts of exploitation and the dismantling of social security, masking the real scandal before our eyes. But I also note the increasing number of signs that people are moving against this sacrificial mentality, placing higher value on their mental and physical well-being and showing more willingness to stand up and protect it.

Finally, in Chapter Five, I attempt to understand how our feelings of guilt stay with us even when we’re trying to leave the old world behind: in the realm of activism, and in the way we engage with politics in general. Many have recently questioned why involvement in politics makes us feel compelled to police our own words and deeds, as well as those of others. Here, too, we seem to be plagued by notions of sin, soul-searching, confession and penitence.

We find it distasteful when people dare either to complain about their problems or celebrate their happiness, and often descend into lecturing one another. We shoulder all the world’s problems, telling ourselves we’re personally responsible. In this book, we’ll follow the thread from the individual to the collective, zooming out and broadening our perspective, in the hope of freeing up all the time, attention and energy which is being consumed by our anxieties, and must now urgently be put to better use.




Prologue

‘Collective Punishment’

The Burden of Christian Heritage

WHERE DID THE self-destructive mindset that characterizes the voice in our heads come from? Why is it so widespread, and why does it seem to be a particular problem of the West? Elizabeth Gilbert suspects it has something to do with religious teachings that ‘specifically instruct us to believe that we’re miserable wretches’.1 Indeed, for centuries, Christian preachers taught the faithful to look upon themselves with disgust, making them believe they were nothing but the lowest of sinners, that every urge of their mind and body was shameful, that they must subject themselves to constant soul-searching, relentlessly checking and correcting themselves in the hope of escaping hell.

Hence the belief that we don’t deserve things, that we’re asking too much, that we’re always in the wrong. ‘I deserve nothing but the rod of punishment,’ we read in The Imitation of Christ, an anonymous fourteenth-century text which became one of the bestsellers of its day. ‘Thus after a strict examination I know myself unworthy of the least consolation . . . What have I earned for my sins except hell and eternal fire?’2

‘Western people, beginning with the Renaissance, had the choice between two concurrent emphases on sin [Catholic and Protestant], the more recent ultimately being the heavier,’ writes historian Jean Delumeau, author of the landmark study Sin and Fear.3 Notwithstanding the fact that other religions have devised their own methods of inducing guilt, or that Christianity has always encompassed a range of wildly different, even wildly contradictory branches, the Christian Western world has been notably haunted by its peculiar obsession with sin.

Delumeau remarks that ‘ancient Judaism did not focus its theology on the first sin [original sin]’, that Islam ‘did not incline toward the macabre’ to instil terror in its followers,4 and that, if Hinduism and Buddhism claim themselves to be religions of ‘tranquility’, Christianity, on the other hand, has marked itself out as a religion of ‘anxiety’.5

This is not a matter confined to history – far from it. Christian fundamentalism – not least among Catholics in France and evangelical Protestants in the US – continues to have a deep impact on many societies. Even for those of us who imagine we have distanced ourselves from religion, or who move in circles in which it appears to have no hold, Christianity continues to exert an influence. We are quick to assume that, if we choose not to call ourselves Christians, Christianity will cease to determine our view of the world and our behaviour – a naive belief, given that the Church was a force powerful enough to shape the lives of so many of our ancestors. Christianity continues to pervade the societies of the West and beyond in all but name, in a secularized form. Even the most fervent of priest-haters may unwittingly find themselves governed by thought patterns ultimately derived from Christian teachings.

A huge amount of work remains to be done to revisit our cultural heritage and attempt to extract the guilt, which, like a weed, has roots far deeper and more complex than we ever imagined. The theologian Lytta Basset rightly observes that ‘we are now increasingly aware of the burden of the undigested baggage we pass unconsciously from generation to generation’.6 This is as true for individuals and families as it is for all of us collectively.

St Augustine’s Error

The nuclear force behind Christian guilt-making is the doctrine of original sin. It’s worth pausing here to marvel at how and why, at a single point in history, a belief was able to triumph over its rivals, which were marginalized or consigned to oblivion, with consequences still felt centuries later within the privacy of our own minds.

The concept of original sin was the brainchild of St Augustine, the most important of the Church Fathers. Born during the fourth century in the Roman province of Africa (present-day Tunisia), he would become Bishop of Hippo (now Annaba, in Algeria). It was he who applied Adam and Eve’s sin to the whole of humanity. According to Augustine, the sin was passed down through the generations, making human beings innately guilty from birth. By forcing the hand of Pope Innocent I, he succeeded in having original sin adopted as official Church dogma, confirmed at the Council of Carthage in 418. He went so far as to make it one of the founding principles of Christianity, as historian Georges Minois points out.7 Indeed, during the previous four centuries, the Genesis story was far less central to Christian doctrine, and had been open to far wider interpretation.

It’s thanks, I think, to original sin’s prominence in Christian thought after Augustine that the narrative arc of Genesis – state of perfect bliss, inescapable punishment, irreversible and definitive fall – has left an indelible mark on our psyches, making us believe that a state of happiness can never last and something bad is bound to follow. It’s a fictional trope, one so well rehearsed that both writer and reader have ceased to notice it. What could we find to say about it, when as far as we’re concerned it’s simply a reflection of one of life’s undeniable truths?8 This struck me recently in Mathias Énard’s novel Compass, to take just one example. The hero finally spends the night with the woman he has been in love with for years; they seem to have found happiness together at last. But, in the morning, she hears her brother has died in an accident. She rushes away, and the love story comes to an abrupt end.9

The knowledge that we are doomed to fall from grace is always lurking at the back of our minds. This perhaps explains the panic S. and I felt when we found ourselves in situations we had longed to be in – our respective versions of paradise. It’s one thing to know that life is in a constant state of flux, that everything is finely balanced and misfortune could strike at any time; it’s quite another to be convinced that misfortune must strike, that any happy event will inevitably be followed by a crushing blow, and to interpret this as punishment, the price we all have to pay for our happiness. ‘In the midst of the sweetest pleasures we are still so conditioned to expect the handle flying back, the next ratchet where misfortune’s wheel gets stuck, the next bill to pay,’ writes Raoul Vaneigem, who is also the author of this pleasing phrase: ‘I like to stroke a cat without worrying about being clawed.’10

As for me, I’m so accustomed to that fear of ‘being clawed’ that I can never quite allow myself to properly savour a time or state of happiness. The very words I utter are proof of this. My speech is peppered with cautious and superstitious phrases – ‘so far so good’, ‘let’s hope it lasts’, ‘touch wood’ and so on. Alongside the ever-present threat of the Fall imprinted deeply on my brain, my guarded language reveals a fear of exposing myself to ridicule, of life catching me unawares: ‘At least,’ I seem to tell myself, ‘if something bad happens, if I’m going to be let down or made to look a fool, I will have seen it coming.’

Writing this book has made me see the absurdity of this – that I have essentially been needlessly inviting adversity into my life. I’d like to rid myself of these turns of phrase, to let go, accepting that nothing is in my control, like a child hurtling down a slide without holding on, abandoning herself to the rush of the descent.

For St Augustine, the problem was this: if God is infinitely good, how do we explain the existence of evil? The only answer was for human beings to be held guilty. ‘The consequences of original sin go well beyond morality and pervade every aspect of Western culture,’ notes Georges Minois.11 The doctrine would be used to justify everything from male domination to the acceptance of suffering or harsh working conditions. It was ‘the most powerful agent of socio-political immobility in Europe until the Age of Enlightenment’.12 To revolt against injustice and inequalities, to truly believe in progress, we must first dismiss the notion that humanity is irredeemably bad. Amid the unrest of 1848, which saw the collapse of the July Monarchy in France, ‘Christian preachers viewed the revolutionary violence as another demonstration of the curse blighting the human race.’13 In general, Lytta Basset likens the theory of original sin to ‘a form of brainwashing’ and ‘a cruel act of collective punishment’.14

The dogma’s influence is all the greater because it was initially treated as a matter of historical fact: people believed that the Garden of Eden truly existed – even going off in search of its location – and that Adam and Eve really were the forebears of humankind. The first to question this idea were met with dismay. ‘Must we really listen to these strange doctors whose studies of human genealogy do us the honour of having us descend from the apes?’ grumbled Denis Frayssinous, France’s minister for ecclesiastical affairs, in 1825.15 Thirty-four years later, Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species put the idea of Adam and Eve to bed once and for all – or not quite for all: Creationism remains alive and well, with millions of followers around the world. In any case, original sin had more than fourteen centuries to worm its way into the Western psyche. That’s quite some time.

For nineteenth-century religious scholar Ernest Renan, ‘There is no other dogma built like this, on the point of a needle’.16 Indeed, the dogma of original sin appears to have been constructed on the shakiest of foundations. It seems much of our woe can be put down to the fact that St Augustine wasn’t very good at Greek (though it had been drilled, or rather beaten, into him since childhood). Reading Paul’s Epistle to the Romans in the original Greek, he misconstrued a crucial phrase. His interpretation gives ‘death passed upon all men in the one in whom all sinned’, taking Adam as ‘the one in whom all sinned’, which suggests the idea of an inherited flaw. In fact, the text says ‘because all sinned’. He seems to have realized his reading of the text was somewhat dubious, yet clung to this interpretation all the same.

He would only become more firmly entrenched in his reading of the text during his long dispute with the Pelagians, disciples of the monk Pelagius, who vehemently rejected the notion of original sin.17 ‘The battle – marked by endless twists and turns – was fought over the course of a decade, roughly from 409 to 419, and illustrates the way in which dogmas emerge from power struggles based around petty jealousies and rivalries, competing ambitions and political manoeuvres, under cover of theological debate,’ explains Georges Minois.18

Among Augustine’s adversaries within the Church itself, the most tenacious was Julian of Eclanum – named after the small Italian town of which he was bishop – with whom Augustine was engaged in a lengthy and complex war of words. For Julian of Eclanum, a follower of Pelagius, the current state of humanity was not the result of an innate flaw. Children were born innocent. Humans were free to act as they chose and were not condemned to commit evil. Sex was not a sin. While Augustine believed that, without Adam and Eve’s transgression, death would not exist, Julian saw death not as a punishment but merely a fact of nature. To him, it seemed unlikely that Adam’s sin could alter the laws of nature: ‘the merit of one single person is not such that it could change the structure of the universe itself’.19

He also refuted the idea that the pain of childbirth was a punishment inflicted on women for Eve’s sin, since female animals also suffer during labour. In short, while he may not have phrased it quite like this, he saw humankind as just one species among all the others. Imagine how differently things might have turned out if the Church had chosen to follow him.

Instead, it was St Augustine who emerged victorious. His outlook was one of extreme pessimism: in his view, original sin had corrupted humans so completely that they would never be able to control themselves. The historian and theologian Elaine Pagels underlines the advantages of this perspective for the Church of the time. Christians, by then, were no longer a brave little band of scruffy rebels defying the Roman Empire, merrily throwing themselves to the lions. The Emperor Constantine had legalized Christianity, to which he had himself converted, in 313. Then, in 380, Theodoseus I made it the official religion of the empire. From then on, Christianity was on the side of the powerful. Which made a theory claiming that human beings were inherently bad and in dire need of government look rather compelling . . .

Better Guilty than Powerless

So, it was at this point in the history of Christianity that the idea of suffering deriving from sin rose to prominence. Pointing out that the same link between misfortune and guilt exists in other cultures, Elaine Pagels questions what lies behind human beings’ ‘peculiar preference for guilt’. Her conclusion is that, all things considered, we would rather feel guilty than powerless. Indeed, by laying the blame for all Earth’s evils at the feet of Adam, St Augustine credits the first man with the most enormous power. ‘If guilt is the price to be paid for the illusion of control over nature . . . many people have seemed willing to pay it,’ Pagels observes.20 Augustine’s theory appeals to ‘the human need to imagine ourselves in control, even at the cost of guilt’.21

More than fifteen centuries after Augustine, a French psychologist writing a personal-development book came to the same conclusion. According to Yves-Alexandre Thalmann, rather than admit our powerlessness in the face of the fragility of life and the ‘terrifying insecurity’ of existence, we convince ourselves we can control what happens to us, even if that means saddling ourselves with responsibility for it.22

Sometimes this runs to delusions of outright omnipotence: a man who takes his friends on a kayaking trip feels bad when it rains all week, as if he had the power to control the weather. Guilt, unlike omnipotence, the psychologist notes, has the advantage of being acceptable both to ourselves and others: it can be displayed openly, experienced consciously, whereas our sense of omnipotence must be concealed and relegated to the subconscious.23

This rationale, we will discover, continues to underpin our attitudes to many different aspects of life. Very often, freeing ourselves from guilt means giving up our impression of being in control – keeping in mind that we have nothing to lose in doing so. I’m thinking of a page from the journal of Elizabeth Gilbert – without doubt my favourite saint – which she shared on Instagram. It read: ‘You are afraid of surrender because you don’t want to lose control. But you never had control; all you had was anxiety.’24




Chapter One

‘And do you not know that you are an Eve?’ 

The Unforgivable Crime of Womanhood

IN 2021, THE comedian Marina Rollman kicked off her radio show on France Inter with the following words: ‘I recently decided to stop myself every time I opened my mouth to say “Sorry, excuse me, I beg your pardon, thank you so much,” and, since I’m both Swiss and a woman, this meant I gained four hours a week I have no idea what to do with.’1

I must admit this struck a chord.

Standing at a newspaper kiosk a few years ago, a cover splash on a women’s magazine caught my eye: Women should stop saying sorry, it proclaimed. This was enough to have me reaching for my purse. I picked up a copy and put it on the counter. And, as I went to take out my money, I heard myself tell the newsagent, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t have any change.’

Do women – let’s leave the Swiss part out of it, for now – really need to stop saying sorry? The question has been a matter of debate for at least the past fifteen years. In 2010, the American journal Psychological Science published a study asking women and men to tally the number of times they encountered or committed offensive behaviour in their social interactions each day, indicating whether or not an apology had been given. Both men and women were equally likely to apologize when they deemed it necessary, but women had a wider definition of what constituted an offence and so apologized more often overall.2

Women are always watching their step, as journalist Tracy Moore wrote in a piece for the online feminist magazine Jezebel. They must constantly show themselves to be ‘nothing special, innately kind-hearted’, as they have been taught to be. And the best way of proving this is to apologize for every possible thing: ‘Sorry you bumped into me! Sorry I had a feeling and expressed it! Sorry I need you to treat me like a person! Sorry for existing at all!’3

Alongside actual apologies, women are said to couch their speech in an excess of qualifying phrases: ‘This will probably sound stupid, but . . .’; ‘If it’s not too much trouble . . .’; ‘I just wanted to ask . . .’ In a 2014 article, former Google executive Ellen Petry Leanse wrote that she had been struck by the number of times the word ‘just’ emerged from her female colleagues’ mouths . . . and her own. More than a simple form of politeness, the word seemed to her to have childish implications, placing its user in a position of subordination. She suggested her female co-workers pay attention to how often they used the word and try to strike it from their communications, so ‘we didn’t dilute our messages with a word that weakened them’.4 In late 2015, Tami Reiss, a leadership coach, even launched a Google Chrome plug-in called Just Not Sorry, which stripped emails of such ‘tentative’ figures of speech.5

These words of advice on how women should or shouldn’t express themselves provoked uproar. ‘This stuff is just one more way of telling powerful women to shut up,’ remarked Robin Lakoff, a pioneer of feminist linguistics. ‘It makes women self-conscious and makes women feel incompetent and unable to figure out the right way to talk.’6 Once again, lamented fellow linguist Deborah Cameron, women were being asked to police themselves, monitor themselves, correct their own behaviour. They were being given something else to feel self-conscious about, ‘Am I being too apologetic?’ becoming the equivalent of ‘Do I look fat in this?’, even if the first question sets out to be emancipatory where the second is oppressive.7

All this overlooks the fact that the dice are loaded from the start. If men are more successful in their careers, it’s not because they display more confidence, but because of the privilege they enjoy simply for being men, as Cameron points out. Trying to imitate them won’t get women anywhere, because at the end of the day they’re still . . . women. If they speak in a way that connotes ‘femininity’, they’re criticized for it, but if they communicate in a manner associated with authority, they’re perceived as aggressive and criticized for that too, as another linguist, Deborah Tannen, underlines.8

Sceptical of generalizations which appear to suggest all women express themselves in the same way – something we should obviously steer clear of – Deborah Cameron reminds us of the weakness of the evidence such claims are based on (the Psychological Science study used a sample of around only sixty people). Furthermore, she notes that ‘just’ can be used in many ways, by no means all of which sound unassertive.9 Incidentally, this is also true of the word as an Anglicism in French, signifying ‘completely’ or ‘totally’.

Like many other commentators, what Cameron disputes above all is the notion that it’s wrong for women to speak in a way which acknowledges the feelings of the person they’re talking to. After all, when we ask someone a favour or assign them a task, perhaps placing significant demands on their time and energy, is it really so absurd to phrase that request politely, in a way that displays an awareness of the value of that time and energy? ‘Leaving it out doesn’t make you sound “clearer and more confident”,’ Cameron argues. ‘It makes you sound like a rude, inconsiderate jerk.’ Asking us to be less polite than feels appropriate simply comes back to the same old patriarchal logic by which a woman is always wrong, she says.10

Why, after all, should the brutality which prevails in certain environments be considered the norm? The words women use to soften their speech are in fact not superfluous at all. ‘Rather than being weakeners or signs of fuzziness of mind, as is often said, they create cohesion and coherence between what speaker and hearer together need to accomplish – understanding and sharing,’ Robin Lakoff argues. ‘If women use these forms more, it is because we are better at being human.’11

To take another example of the same mechanism, Deborah Frances-White, co-creator of the podcast The Guilty Feminist, has questioned the oft-cited but fundamentally unreliable studies which claim that women only apply for jobs if they fulfil 100 per cent of the criteria on the job description, whereas men will go for jobs they’re only 60 per cent qualified for. ‘The conclusion is always that women should be as confident as men. My suggestion would be that men stop talking their way into roles they’re not qualified for like, for example, President of the United States of America.’12

Is the problem really that we lack self-confidence, or is it that the way in which we choose to behave challenges and undermines the dominant norms? Both things could be true at the same time (a phrase too fine to be abandoned to the use a certain President of the Republic makes of it).* Almost by chance, (mostly) feminine behaviours born out of feelings of self-consciousness and illegitimacy can ultimately challenge (mostly) masculine practices. Our conduct is to social mores as the tarte Tatin is to pastry: accidents transformed into inventions, failures which might deserve to become recipes.

‘To Seem Deeply Insecure in the Face of an Insecure Reality is Not Absurd’

Supposing, for a moment, that women really do apologize too much, and that this is a problem, criticizing them for it means holding them responsible for a situation that has been imposed on them. The way women speak is a reflection of the way in which the world treats them, which they have internalized. If we want women to have confidence in themselves, we need to change the conditions in which they go about their lives. They are not suddenly going to be imbued with confidence when everything about their environment conspires to undermine them. When, for example, we see a female worker shaking, faltering and mumbling apologies, it’s not a sign of weakness, but of how inhospitable her professional environment is to women. (Since the nature of this hostility can be hard to pinpoint, in my experience men are generally completely unaware of it.)

‘There’s a reason why women often reveal their anxiety while men swagger about,’ stresses Deborah Frances-White: suggesting we have more confidence in ourselves means ‘suggesting we speak up in meetings as if we haven’t been spoken over, present our best work as if we haven’t been patronised in the past and pitch ideas as if they haven’t been stolen before.’13 Devon Price agrees. ‘For decades now, professional women of all backgrounds have been advised to cure themselves of “imposter syndrome” by broadcasting endless self-confidence – but these tips personalize a problem that, yet again, is structural. . . . To seem deeply insecure in the face of an insecure reality is not absurd.’14

American feminist lawyer Reshma Saujani highlights the insidious nature of the term ‘imposter syndrome’, which could be mistaken for a medical condition. ‘Imposter syndrome is based on the premise that we’re the problem: that if we feel underqualified, it’s because we are.’ Yet, in her experience, feelings of discomfort and anxiety are simply a ‘natural human reaction’ to the way women are treated at work. ‘There are,’ she adds, ‘countless, countless books and articles out there – and yes, I’m counting my own on that list. For years, I too have been telling women how to overcome imposter syndrome.’ Eventually, however, she came to see that this so-called ‘syndrome’ is the result of ‘structural inequality, not individual inadequacy’. ‘I’m not the problem,’ she says, ‘and it’s not my responsibility to fix the problem.’15

Often, we apologize not because we truly believe we are in the wrong, but simply as a tactic to help us survive a hostile environment. Tracy Moore, in her piece for Jezebel, admits to making frequent use of expressions like ‘If I’m not mistaken’, ‘I’m no expert, but . . .’ and ‘Am I making sense?’ If she does so, it is not because she actually doubts what she has to say. It’s because whenever she hasn’t done this, she has been told by a boyfriend, boss or colleague that she sounds ‘too abrasive. Like a bitch. Not nice. Angry. Uppity.’16 It doesn’t take much for women to be perceived as unpleasant or threatening – Black women, in particular, as we see in the stereotype of the ‘angry Black woman’.

American journalist Gabrielle Moss once worked in an office job with a temperamental boss ‘whose random rages could only be quelled by my apologies for sundry office annoyances’.17 She complied in order to keep out of trouble. You might argue that, by conforming to such rituals of humility, women are merely enshrining their status as intruders in the workplace. But we all have the right to choose our battles (or engage in none at all). What’s more, all situations are not equal; some leave more room for manoeuvre than others. Sometimes we can test the limits, take risks; at other times, we have the right, if not the duty, to do whatever it takes to protect ourselves.

Even so, spending your life engaged in acts of contrition must eventually have some psychological impact.
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