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        Dedicated to activists everywhere

        Who value life, all life, unconditionally.

        Whoever you may be.

        And however you may be.

      

      

      
        
        And for Sherry

        with Love and Gratitude.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The ultimate hidden truth of the world

        is that it is something we make

        and could just as easily

        make differently.”

        —David Graeber

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE EVERYDAY

        

      

    

    
      Everyday life is the present moment, arising and passing from one moment to the next. It is the breath of life we are currently inhaling and exhaling: the milk we’re splashing on the morning’s corn flakes; the kiss we exchange with our partner at the end of the day; the pleasure we’re enjoying watching our child take their first steps; the sharing of last night’s ball game during the break at work. This is where our lives actually exist, where reality is created and re-created. Beyond our illusions of what we think life is all about—largely informed by our mental constructs of that which we imagine life was like in the “past” and what it will be in the “future”—it is the present moment alone where life is actually happening, where life is real.  How we live in this moment—the choices we make, the actions we take—is what our lives are all about.

      We have reached the moment in our millennia-long struggle for peace, freedom, social justice, and equality when we can no longer postpone a revolution of everyday life. To do so is fatal to our liberating purpose. By not living the revolution in the present moment, we miss the opportunity to live the way of life we have long sought to realize, and that we require more than ever at this time of pending social collapse and possible human extinction.

      In order for revolution to be truly liberating, therefore, it must be grounded in each passing moment of everyday life. Only when it is integral to the ebb and flow of daily existence is revolution the transformative event that activists for meaningful change have sought all along. Only then do our ideals come alive.
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        * * *

      

      It goes without saying that it is not simply the present moment alone, in the abstract, which is critical to revolution. The substance of life actually lived within the moment—our behavioral content—is what ultimately lends revolution significance. The living moment does not exist in a vacuum. It consists of countless factors that together, as part of an interconnected, codependent universe, influence the reality of what is. Our choices, our acts are part of that mix. They are our contribution to what is.

       In the end, what we do with all of this, and how we act, makes the difference in determining whether we are free human beings or not. This is most apparent in our relationships with other living beings, particularly with our fellow humans.

      As with human life in general, revolution is a social affair, reflecting our essential proclivity for interaction with one another. Its purpose is to liberate us from interpersonal arrangements that are controlling and exploitive, abusive and harmful. That is why everyday life is so crucial to the world we live in: it is where the quality of human relationships commonly manifests, and therefore the question of revolution arises.

      Specifically, the presence of moral spiritual qualities displayed through behaviors that prize life, honoring and respecting the sacred momentary spark of aliveness that each and every living being possesses, is what allows human liberation to exist, just as the absence of such is the cause of oppressive conditions and renders revolution necessary.

      This is not to deny the significant power that social constructs exercise on our behaviors and the lives we live. But regardless of how mundane and insignificant our everyday lives may appear to be by comparison, the basis of revolution rests upon our love of life and the commensurate values we display toward all living beings. Through everyday acts of kindness and compassion, acceptance and forgiveness, generosity and altruism, selflessness and gratitude, modesty and humility, moral courage and personal integrity, we exhibit the necessary interpersonal infrastructure that allows for a moment of human liberation. These interactions with others—partner and family, friend and enemy, neighbor and stranger alike—are cumulatively central to realizing transformative possibilities.

      To not appreciate the importance of the everyday is to doom our vision of revolutionary change to the dust bin of irrelevancy, and to continue to suffer the fragmented existence of Civilized people by living lives that we don’t want while wanting lives that we don’t live.
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        * * *

      

      As the book’s dedication suggests, we honor anyone who values life, and who in a whole variety of behaviors demonstrates this love. Some may do so in ways that are commonly understood as “activism.” Others are less apparent, but take “invisible” approaches that stand up for and treasure life and are therefore no less valid.

      To begin with, it is important that you know that I am a white male, with all the baggage and responsibility to life for being born to this specific race and gender that such social determinants carry. Notwithstanding whatever progress I’ve made over a lifetime of being a more liberated being, I remain a mixed bag, an imperfect human being whose flaws are both apologetically and  unavoidably part of what I have to offer you at this moment in what follows.

      Over the course of my 60+ years as a social justice, climate, and peace activist and community organizer, I have increasingly been educated as to what it means to be an agent of change by learning to accept life as it is. In one sense, Transformative Activism can be viewed as a report on my progress thus far.

      Significant to this learning process has been my involvement as a draft resister and anti-war organizer during the Vietnam conflict; a welfare rights organizer with largely single African-American mothers caring for young children; a member of a progressive, community-based newspaper collective, as well as a predominantly white, male/female activist commune. I opposed the support that the US government provided Central American dictators who were violently suppressing liberation struggles in their countries, including participation in the campaign to close the School of the Americas that trained the armed forces and police of these countries in counterinsurgency warfare and torture techniques. I have been an organizer of a successful anti-box store initiative (Home Depot left town, and the Select Board passed a box store ordinance); a facilitator of the Iraq Committee of our region’s Peace and Justice Committee to protest going to war with Iraq; an activist in the effort to shut down Vermont Yankee, the nuclear power plant in our area; and for the past 17 years, a community organizer with Post Oil Solutions, a climate crisis group I helped found that is dedicated “to developing sustainable, resilient, and socially just communities leading to a self-sufficient post petroleum society.”

      Needless to say, the demands of this activism have involved a multitude of tasks necessary to building and sustaining this work, including countless meetings, marches, vigils, sit-ins, acts of civil disobedience, arrests, press releases, published articles, talks, and grant writing, as well as a book (Resilience and Resistance: Building Sustainable Communities for a Post Oil Age, Green Writers Press, 2015), and now this second one.

      As individually important as these projects were for their own sake, they also served as the context for my evolution as an activist who sought basic change. For instance, securing winter coats that their children were entitled to from a welfare department that was denying them their rights was important to these mothers in and by itself. But as I increasingly realized, how they did so—how they empowered themselves to successfully prevail in their righteous quest—was equally important, for ultimately their participation and leadership spoke to the larger issue of their liberation.

      In that vein, I want to conclude my introductory remarks by briefly discussing what at an earlier time was my subtitle for this book: “An Exercise in Buddhist Anarchy,” They represent  the two major intellectual and spiritual influences of both my book and practice, especially around  the fundamental issues of power and liberating change. These are non-violent anarchism and socially-engaged Buddhism. But because I’m not trying to sell or proselytize a particular ideology, this is the only time that I will refer to something I call “Buddhist anarchy.”

      The second of these is celebrated for its principles of non-authoritarian, non-hierarchical social organization, both by its proponents as well as those extoling freedom of choice, participatory democracy, nonviolence, voluntary association, and mutual aid. Because of my instinctive resistance and frequent acting out against a variety of authority figures in my life (mostly the male figures, and especially my father, high school principal, and the police in general) I was what you might call an anarchist in the rough. It wasn’t until I had done some considerable growing up and began to accept my humanity that I became hip to the aforementioned values, which are basic to a more mature anarchist practice. It was then that  anarchism began to inform my activism and made me increasingly appreciative of a democracy that is actually lived and practiced.

      For even when my anti-authority sentiments were expressed in ways that were at times inchoate and inconsistent with anarchism’s life-honoring values, I instinctively recognized the truth of Edward Abbey’s statement that “anarchy is democracy taken seriously.” Its values in practice are an exercise in walking the talk, the meat on the bones of a document such as the Declaration of Independence which, despite limiting its rights and freedoms to rich white males only, is a superb statement when it is applied to everyone.

      The virtue of anarchism is perhaps best suggested by a statement of Rudolph Rocker’s as to why he is an anarchist: “not because I believe anarchism is the final goal, but because there is no such thing as a final goal.”  Revolution as an open-ended, life-long process, one which is accessible to new experiences, awakened knowledge, and expanding consciousness, has long been the implicit meaning of anarchism, lending it its transformative flavor. As Rocker suggests, anarchism is not an end in itself, but rather a life-long process.

      Though seemingly quite different, the second major influence on the growth of my activist practice began when I serendipitously attended a 10-day retreat at the Barre Insight Meditation Center in Barre, Massachusetts some 40 years ago. It was here I first discovered the values wisdom of Buddhism, the liberating potential of meditation, and the synchronicity of this spiritual approach with anarchism. Over time, with the practice of daily meditation, occasional retreats, and much reading, I came to understand and appreciate what became the core of my practice: accepting life for what it is, rather than being at war with what it isn’t and should be.

      The congruency of anarchism with Buddhism is particularly evident for me in the latter’s emphasis upon the impermanence of life, hence, the importance of the living moment. The idea that existence is one of incessant change strikes me as anarchistic, compatible with anarchism’s emphasis upon the absence of an established or governing authority, and a tolerance of instability and disorder, as a consequence.

      Coming to understand existence as transient and insubstantial, here one moment, gone the next, helped me to accept a radically new perspective on what it meant to be an agent of change. The “future” was always down the road, a pipedream of what should be, and the “past” was dead and gone, unnecessary baggage that was best just let go of. Everyday life was really all that counted. The lesson I learned was that it matters greatly what I and every other human being is doing with our lives right now.

      Finally, Buddhism (re)introduced and reaffirmed the importance of heart (i.e., spiritual) values, implicit to an anarchism whose commitment to such principles as individual freedom, participatory democracy, and mutual aid can only work in a world of compassion, forgiveness, kindness, and generosity.

      Over time, I came to appreciate the importance of an activist practice that cultivated the lovingkindness, acceptance , and equanimity that are characteristic of the wholesome behaviors and moral well-being that allow one to be an agent of liberating change. Through this growth, an awareness of the inherent goodness of our species awakens.

      Having together been instrumental in helping me to evolve an activist practice that plumbs the heart of revolution, anarchy and Buddhism provide the grounding of Transformative Activism.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Founded upon the understanding that it is one thing to finally comprehend that revolution is only transformative when rooted in a practice of moral values, and quite another to then translate this awareness into a consistent everyday practice, Transformative Activism dedicates itself to largely addressing the latter concern. Apart from the blessed few for whom acting on our innate goodness seems to come naturally, most of us must work at achieving such a state. This is a serious challenge, one that we must go about with commitment and discipline if we are to supplant the political conditioning of power relationships and Self-serving behavior with an increasingly spontaneous practice of selfless moral constancy.

      This is the issue that I will address throughout this book: the question of how we can forge an everyday practice of spiritual values. We begin with “The Theory of Stuck Ego and the Origin of the Political Universe,” which provides the theoretical context from which a transformative practice evolves. Next,  we discuss the basic qualities of this practice in Part II, “The Way of Liberation, ”and then proceed to “The Practice of the Practice,” which is about the daily discipline necessary to cultivating and maturing the skills of a revolutionary activist. Finally, in Part IV, “Being Free in the World as it is,” we provide an extensive discussion of how this translates in the everyday social world. I conclude with an epilogue that argues that, despite our dire circumstances, these same conditions also provide an unprecedented opportunity to realize a transformed world of human liberation.

      Throughout this book, I put forth that we cannot be agents of liberation without a practice of the values that exhibit and sustain commensurate behavior. The absence of this condition in Civilized human society allows oppression in all of its forms to exist and, therefore, necessitates a revolution of everyday life, one that goes to the very heart of our situation. Only then will peace, freedom, and social justice transcend the theoretical and abstract to become actionable in our lives.

      The incomparable anarchist/feminist/Buddhist Rebecca Solnit addresses this situation in her splendid book, A Paradise Built in Hell. Observing that disasters often bring forth the potential good that inherently resides in each of us, she goes on to ask the question that has long beleaguered humankind: how do we maintain this degree of moral presence—this essential goodness—in the absence of life-threatening catastrophes? How do we “stay awake in softer times because we are ordinarily sleepers, unaware of each other and of our true circumstances and selves? Disaster shocks us out of slumber, but only skillful effort keeps us awake” [my emphasis].

      “Only skillful effort keeps us awake”: this is the challenge that Transformative Activism addresses, and that we as activists—and people in general—must meet if we are to make real the transformation of human existence that our inherent moral nature intends us to live. Nothing short of a practice of committed effort will do if we are to nurture and evolve a liberated existence.

      It is my hope that Transformative Activism will serve as a useful contribution for you as you walk your own path in the process of developing a wholesome, righteous practice, helping to inspire the how of revolution—a values practice—that allows for the what—peace, freedom, and social justice—to emerge in your lives.
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            THE THEORY OF STUCK EGO AND THE ORIGIN OF THE POLITICAL UNIVERSE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            THE PERSONAL IS THE POLITICAL

          

        

      

    

    
      THE BIRTH OF THE CIVILIZED HUMAN BEING

      In order to fully appreciate the challenge involved in forging a consistent practice of values, we must start by framing the task involved within a theoretical context of Civilized human development. In this way, we can better understand what most of us are up against. Our challenge: to successfully live as a liberated human being with the phenomenon of ego—and especially its obstructing expression, stuck ego—as personified in everyday life as “I,” and its projection on the social world as political power.

      We enter life as part of an interdependent universe. Our existence is completely reliant upon the air we breathe, the water we drink, and the food we eat, not to mention the countless living souls, humans and otherwise, whose lives provide us with life. Not only is this interconnection the nature of the universe, we couldn’t exist for a moment apart from the sustenance and support we realize from being a part of this web of life.

      And yet, we are unaware of this elementary fact of our existence at this moment in our lives. In other words, we lack a consciousness of interbeing, of our oneness with the rest of life, to use the felicitous expression of the Vietnamese Buddhist monk, peace activist, and prolific author, Thich Nhat Hanh. To the contrary, we are seemingly on our own at birth. As long as this continues to be our sense of our existence, this absence of awareness imparts the essential condition of the human infant as it enters life: a commanding sense of powerlessness.

      Perhaps no one has portrayed so vividly this experience of human birth as Shunryu Suzuki in his Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind. Poetically rendered, Suzuki compares the birth of a human baby to individual drops of water in a waterfall:

      
        
        Before we were born, we had no feeling; we were one with the universe… After we are separated by birth from this oneness, as the water falling from the waterfall is separated by the wind and rocks, then we have feeling. You attach to the feeling… When you do not realize that you are one with the river, or one with the universe, you have fear. Whether it is separated into drops or not, water is water. Our life and death is the same thing. When we realize this fact we have no fear of death anymore, and we have no actual difficulty in our life.

        When the water returns to its original oneness with the river, it no longer has any individual feeling to it; it resumes its own nature, and finds composure. How very glad the water must be to come back to the original river! If this is so, what feeling will we have when we die? I think that we are like the water in the dipper. We will have composure then, perfect composure. It may be too perfect for us, just now, because we are so much attached to our own feeling, to our individual existence. For us, just now, we have some fear of death.”

      

      

      This singular sense of separation from the rest of life, characteristic of our species, results in abject terror which arises from the state of powerlessness that such a feeling produces. This is—understandably—intolerable for us. We cannot live as viable living beings unless we are able to successfully stop this fear by coming to terms with our powerless condition.

      The feeling of powerlessness would not be a problem if our state of consciousness wasn’t developmentally unprepared to recognize the fact of our interconnection. This is possible if we experience a spiritually healthy maturation that is grounded in a clear view of reality.

      Some human beings resolve this dilemma immediately, especially if they are fortunate enough to be born to a social environment populated with those adult beings who are profoundly aware of our essential connection to the rest of nature and go about living their lives with that wisdom. This serves as a model of interbeing existence, supporting, encouraging, and teaching the new members (e.g., expressing gratitude for the food and water that Earth, or Mother, provides all of us). From the beginning, this awakens in the nascent human what we instinctively know but have “forgotten” in the process of being born. We (re)learn our inherent interconnection with life from the people we are born to, parents and community alike, so that our pre-birth condition of wholeness is restored. Our separation from the universe, and its attendant fear, is momentary. Early in life, we bond with nature and treat all of its members with reverence and respect. As we embrace our instinctive awareness of our connected/dependent status, we are able to live successfully (and powerfully) with our powerlessness.

      Those of us born to Civilization, however, where the purpose of existence is not to become one with the rest of nature, but rather to control Mother instead, are trained and habituated to serve a contrary function. Because we do not arrive at a social environment that prizes our inherent interconnection to other beings (though the exigencies of our survival make it unavoidable nonetheless), we are conditioned to value a kind of radical individualism in which we view ourselves as essentially separate and apart from, even superior to, the rest of nature. The latter is valued, not for its own sake, but as a means to enhance Civilized-directed ends. Nature becomes something to control, exploit and commodify. Rather than join with life as a kindred soul, we cut ourselves off from life.

      The only way Civilized beings can realize a oneness with life is through a developmental process in which we have experiences that encourage and support the expression of our heart values. This is essentially what it means to grow up, at least in a spiritual and moral sense, and become a complete adult, responsible for our behavior in the world. We have to mature into a consciousness of interbeing.

      This is highly problematic for many, if not most of us, because our agenda of becoming Civilized beings does not encourage a sense of interbeing or coming together with the rest of life. Rather, it requires us to exert power over our circumstances, to control the natural world, from which we are encouraged to separate, and to view it as “other.” To accomplish this, we are socialized into radical individualism. What emerges is ego, the Civilized being’s answer to our intolerable state of powerlessness.

      THE EMERGENCE OF “I”

      Ironically, what comes to the rescue at this moment of existential peril is the very same liability, the “individual feeling” that Suzuki writes about, when our experience at birth is that of an isolate, a living being detached from the universe. Being split off and separated from our oneness with life, we are highly vulnerable to becoming “attached to our own feeling, to our individual existence.” This prevents us from realizing a life of “perfect composure.” Short of being born to a social environment in which human beings are grounded in the natural world from the beginning of life, hence living an existence of interconnection and interbeing, we are faced with having to function in this mysterious, threatening place we have arrived in on our own, abjectly powerless. This represents an unbearable threat to our psychic existence.

      As an unsolicited gift of the adapting organism, a false but critical sense of independent Self emerges from this original feeling of individual existence. Unreal and artificial, to be sure, in that it is not a natural part of our innate heart essence, ego is nevertheless a vital creation at this time in our lives. We desperately require something to help us cope with the debilitating fear and insecurity we suffer when engulfed at birth by the sense of pending annihilation because of the abject powerlessness we cannot tolerate.

      We escape this destiny when we attach ourselves to Suzuki’s “individual existence”; this pre-ego state evolves into the first rudimentary expressions of what we come to identify as “I,” serving as ego’s personal representation of us in the world. Ego is the original act in the creation of a Self, an artificial entity that while separate from the rest of life, nevertheless provides us with a power surrogate we desperately need;  it is the genesis of the radical individuality that comes to characterize Civilized people .

      In lieu of a social environment in harmony with the rest of nature, ego is Civilization’s response to the powerlessness we suffer when we are not yet able to accept our individual powerlessness and collective interconnectedness. Ego overcompensates for this state through its creation of the god-like “I.” The original state of Suzuki’s “feeling” now becomes exaggerated and inflates into a Self. We have transmuted this “feeling” into a sense of an independent “I.”

      In this way, ego becomes a necessary life jacket to keep us afloat in a sea of insufferable powerlessness until a time when we can successfully live with this inescapable condition. At its best, ego serves as the developmental bridge between the helpless being we are at the beginning of life to the responsible, liberated adult we are intended to grow into.

      Through ego, we create an illusion of power—of being able to control our life’s circumstances. This is the hallmark of a Civilized being. However unreal it may be, ego’s artifice is nevertheless useful, even essential, during this early stage of our development when we are not yet able to accept ourselves for who we are.

      Born out of existential necessity, ego seemingly resolves our dilemma by transforming our isolated being into a narcissistic “I”: an exalted position at the center of a pre-Copernican universe that the rest of life revolves around. The flip side of being an unconnected isolate is a Self-centered ego that endeavors to control life by attempting to exert power over it. We turn our liability on its head and convert our perceived weakness into an exaggerated and illusory strength.
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        * * *

      

      As we mature, ego evolves as well. Depending on our growth experiences, and the extent of our spiritual and moral development, “I” increasingly becomes us, the person we are. When the need for power and control exert significant influence in our lives, “I” dominates our maturing selves.

      Central to the space it occupies in our growth is ego’s facility for personalizing reality, reducing it to binary value judgments. We find the origin of this behavior in Civilization’s dichotomization of life and death into positive and negative values, a phenomenon I will expand upon in the next section. Through this divisive function, “I” exercises significant influence in determining the quality of our relationships and interactions with other living beings.

      In the real world, life is just passing through without any value other than what “I” attaches to it. With ego’s intervention, what is otherwise neutral becomes charged with personal meaning. To personalize our experiences in life is the very nature of ego and the means by which it attempts to exert control over life. The interpretations, opinions, commentaries, and verdicts that we then impose on reality shape the moment into what “I” determines is desirable and what is not, and elicits corresponding behavior. Rather than simply accepting what is, living with it as the passing phenomenon that it is, ego enmeshes us in its value judgments instead, which then acquire a life of their own, beyond their moment.

      For example, we encounter someone who doesn’t smile during their interaction with us. Rather than simply seeing someone who is not smiling, we interpret them as sad, or angry, or depressed, and so forth. The judgment we make of them not only distorts our present encounter, but also serves to cloud and shape a future interaction even before it has begun. No longer seen for who they are, we judge them as that sad, angry, or depressed person we had earlier interpreted them as being. Such is the power of personalizing reality.

      As these judgments increasingly fragment and dominate our lives, they acquire an exaggerated influence as they are expropriated by ego as our personal possessions.  By attaching us to them, “I” provides these value judgments with a weight and importance that they don’t otherwise have, especially as they increasingly become who we are through the habituated behaviors we develop and exhibit in the world.

      The power and influence of personalizing our lives serve as the building blocks of a developing identity and “personal(ity)” that allows us to face the world with at least an appearance of control—of being someone!—about which we are incessantly anxious and insecure. In this way, we flavor the moments that follow with personal content that has nothing do with what is actually taking place.

      This emerging personhood provides a sense of solidity to the insubstantial, ephemeral beings we are, informing us as to who we are, a personal identity which we project out onto the world that let others know who we are as well. Personal identity is essential to manifesting the power we believe we need to get through life in this world. The resulting character structure, acquired through the egocentric-inspired choices we make, over and over again, and especially in our relationship with others, grows into a way of life. Rather than simply being the people we really are, many of us hang on to this more rigid and circumscribed version of “us” instead.

      Life as it is becomes distorted. Based on our emerging personality, “I” acts out the scripts that ego manufactures for us. We retain the artificial Self’s interpretations of what is “real” and what is not. This developing personality perpetuates the illusion of a separate, distinct entity. It allows “I” to appear to be real.

      This development of a Self involves acquiring a behavioral repertoire that, together with what we bring to this lifetime as our karma and genetic inheritance, is forged in the furnace of our everyday experiences to get what we need to exist as viable living beings. Throughout this process, we find that we must adapt to the arbitrary expectations, capricious desires, anxious needs, and natural vagaries of our species. In ego’s efforts to defend and protect our powerless selves, we learn valuable lessons about what works for us and what doesn’t. We come to understand what is expected of us on the basis of our ranking on society’s hierarchical ladder, learning what we can and cannot get away with.

      In the course of these experiential lessons, we develop a personality: the public face of “I” that we present to the world. With the development of “I,” we discover ways through which we can exert influence on the world. In addition to the real, spontaneous, heart-felt being we are at times, this personality osmotically absorbs how we need to behave, especially as it conforms to the political role we’re expected to play.

      We become wedded to a growing sense of a Self-identity, especially as the personality seems to get relatively predictable results within the confines of the dominant culture. When we act in certain ways, we believe we can usually count on receiving generally foreseeable responses in return. Even though this isn’t always true, such is the power of habit that we will continue to repeat the behavior even in the face of its continuing failure to elicit the desired result, and not venture forward with something new and untried.

      We become this construct—a distorted and partly suppressed variation of the real us. This coalesces around and creates yet another real us, the person we are at that moment; this mixture of the “real” and the “not-real-but-real” is us at any given moment.

      When we are more or less “I,” we remain attached to our make-believe Self. Thus, our conduct with others is significantly shaped by the illusions and fantasies that our political role dictates. Unreality is our primary narcotic in political society, the facility for not seeing life for what it is at any given moment in order to “see” it the way we need to as dictated by ego. This original addiction to unreality keeps us in our place and provides the illusion of control over our circumstances, gracing us with a sense of order and continuity, however false. In so doing, this illusion helps to assuage our insecurities about life, especially its inherent uncertainties and unknowns.

      This property of predictability—of knowing with false certainty—goes to the heart of why so many of us become and remain stuck in ego, even when it means continuing to be one-down, increasingly dysfunctional, and unhappy with life. We like to  know what to expect. A formulaic life is difficult to move on from, especially if we have known nothing else or if we have been “brought up” in a heart-absent existence.

      By its very nature, freedom is a state outside of ego’s realm of the “known.” This frightens the Civilized human being with our need to be certain about what the next moment will bring. Comfort with knowing the consequence of behaviors that we have executed countless times in the past creates a powerful brake to venturing away from the campfire of our everyday habits and routines. The illusion of normality and stability is most enticing, especially when we believe we have no power to affect our lives otherwise, and we are too insecure to let go of the power we think we have through the illusion of Self. The repetition and reproduction of “I”-centered behaviors, lifetime after lifetime, generation after generation, renders us that much more dependent upon ego to the extent that it is the most natural thing in the world.

      With ego, we are full of our Selves. We don’t listen or talk with our hearts. We are consumed with words that are largely Self-promoting, signifying nothing. This is why we get into all the trouble we do with each other, why our interactions are freighted with misunderstandings and defensive reactions. Our conversations are often little more than monologues. Rather than sharing exchanges between interconnected beings in which we are open and vulnerable, we talk past each other, playing our role. Filled as we are with the agendas of “I,” we don’t see the other for the fellow living being they essentially are. Instead, we see who and what conforms to ego’s expectations. This is why our relationships are as problematic as they are, so often incapable of actually connecting with each other, heart to heart. When we typically present ego-directed “I” as us, performing behaviors that are intended to project the illusory Self while trying to stay in control of the situation, it’s no wonder that our relationships are artificial, lacking transparency and intimacy.

      All of this role playing and make believe comes at a significant cost to the person we actually are. When we live in this more constrained, self-inhibited fashion, we cannot afford to be anything but a qualified expression of our life force.

      Most importantly, we suppress the unconditional expression of our heart values—the same ones, ironically, that we tell ourselves render us “Civilized,” distinguishing us from the rest of nature. Most of us learn to curb these behaviors and exhibit them in politically correct and socially safe ways, where the veneer of values—rather than their spirit and substance—is what we display. Wholehearted expression must be curbed, for it would involve being real at the expense of ego and its illusion of power, not to mention the larger political world. Of course, this elementary act of denial by the Civilized being makes all the difference in the nature of the lives we live and the kind of society we help to create.

      THE SIGNIFICANCE OF OUR IMMINENT DEATH

      While ego is useful in helping us make our way through the political world, we also pay a substantial price in the process, as the foregoing suggests. Crucially, despite its assistance at the beginning of life to assist us in coping with the existential dread of non-existence, ego also acts as a significant, even fatal brake on our growth as a fully realized human being. While necessary—at least in the Civilized world that fails to nurture its young in interconnection with the rest of the natural world—ego obstructs the development we need in order to become spiritually mature enough to live without it.

      To live without ego is to accept our inescapable powerlessness in a world where the power to control life is viewed as the supreme value. This is what Civilization is all about. The control of life (or at least the attempt to do so) is also the cause of the oppressive existence we suffer.

      Hence, the task of the liberation activist is to engage in a practice grounded in a consciousness which accepts that peace, freedom, and social justice can only be realized when we cease employing power over life.

      To do so, however, we must reconcile ourselves to that which originally necessitated ego as our power agent, caused us to embrace ourselves as “I,” and convinced us that we are an independent Self, separate and apart from the rest of life. I am referring, of course, to the primal crisis of our kind, imminent death, and the fact that we are powerless to avoid this fate.

      During our early moments of life, separated from life and unable to realize our interconnection, we fear non-existence, hence Suzuki’s assertion: “When you do not realize that you are one with the river, or one with the universe, you have fear.” In the moment of being divorced from and unconnected to life, “we have some fear of death.”

      This is the organism’s natural response to feeling alone and powerless. At this stage of our development, we lack the wisdom to understand that, as Khalil Gibran phrased it, “life and death are one, even as the river and sea are one,” or as Sarah Kerr observed, “Death isn’t the opposite of life, it’s the opposite of birth. Life holds them both.” Those are statements from a consciousness that knows the truth of interconnection. Absent this state, however, we view death as the polar opposite of life, and fear it accordingly.

      Only when we come to fully accept death as part of life, and hence are no longer trying to escape, deny, or repudiate it, are we able to fully live our lives in the present moment: to have agency, to be a real person of heart.

      Unique to our kind, at least as far as we know, human beings are conscious of our always impending death. Because at least the Civilized version of us lacks the integrity of wholeness and a sense of oneness with all other sentient beings, we do not accept death as part of life; we do not see the “two” as one. Rather, we dichotomize existence into discrete entities, “life” and “death,” lending inappropriate heft and significance to the latter, while marginalizing or ignoring altogether the first, especially in its moment-by-moment essence. This gives rise to our species-specific anxiety about our inevitable demise and the unfortunate diminution of life, an inability or unwillingness to accept life for what it is—and thus live our brief moments as fully realized beings. This primal terror controls so much of how we live our lives, no matter how subterranean it may be. We only experience “perfect composure,” like Suzuki’s drop of water, when we return to the universe of the “original river” which we have never left, except in our heads. This is what it means to come home to our original state of interbeing.

      Unfortunately, most of us in the Civilized world do not experience unimpeded  growth, in which we successfully accomplish the path of human development, an expanded spiritual consciousness that recognizes our natural interbeing, and move on to adulthood. Rather, we increasingly become enmeshed with ego and its illusion of control. We grasp and cling to ego through a way of life that we feel will guarantee us security and safety, predictability and certainty—through material possessions, wealth, and social position, and ultimately the political power with which to realize these chimeras of earthly immortality. Together, they manufacture the illusion that we are in control, ego’s imaginary antidote to our fear of death. Civilization, with its promise of eternal progress, serves as the signature project of ego, providing the illusion that we do live forever.
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        * * *

      

      Death is especially problematic for us when ego becomes our power surrogate  because “I” ups the ante by making death personal. When separated from life into a distinct entity, we don’t recognize death as a neutral phenomenon; it becomes charged with subjective value that ego attaches to it. Life is valued as “positive,” a condition to be held on to, even at the expense of the very life we are presently living, whereas death is rejected as “negative,” something to be avoided at all costs. So potent, so personal is this dichotomy, that for many of us the subject of life and death is not even something that we can talk about.

      By its very presence, ego exacerbates our dread of death and our distorted efforts to hang on to life by interpreting death—not incorrectly—as its own personal demise. Death is the end of “I,” as “I” only exists during our mortal incarnation, and ego equates us, the Civilized being, with existence. From its isolated, egocentric perspective, the death of “I” is synonymous with the cessation of life itself.

      This interpretation on ego’s part underscores the power of the death-denial mission of Civilization and why it is very difficult for so many of us to let go of and move beyond “I” as part of a normal maturational process. Ego is hanging on for dear life!

      Because it represents the end of “I,” death is not just another moment of a larger process. Having identified “I” as us, and who we are as a living being, we cling to what ego defines as “life” and our identify as “I,” rather than simply living life as it presents itself. The prospect of our demise is understandably unbearable. Death is feared; life becomes a daily project of denying death’s inevitability through our continual efforts to achieve control over life, laboring to fashion a well-ordered Civilized existence that wards off the unthinkable. This way of life has aptly been termed by many as a “culture of death.”

      THE RISE OF STUCK EGO

      It is not that we lack the wherewithal to become adults; we possess the potential to complete our developmental task of becoming a responsible human being. We are capable of accepting life as it is and acting on that basis in a wholesome way. It’s more that in some basic way, we refuse to grow up. Essentially, we are too afraid to give up being “I,” to live our lives as that which we are born to be and potentially are whenever we choose to be: spiritually realized, values-oriented human beings.

      Yes, this is a choice we make, though as is the case with many “choices,” we may not be aware of it as such. This choice is rooted at the crossroads we arrive at in our evolution as human beings, and the challenge that many of us have yet to successfully resolve when we get there. Above all others, it is the issue that has defined our continuing unwillingness to be truly civilized humans who live a moral existence and conduct a spiritual practice in our everyday lives.

      When our spiritual development proceeds as intended, we arrive at a point where we know that we don’t require “I” to live our lives for us. That is, perhaps with the heartfelt, gut-expressive laughter of sudden recognition, we catch a glimpse of ourselves in the rearview mirror. We suddenly awaken to the realization that not only do we not need to be in control, but we finally see that we never have been. With this expanded consciousness, we are less attached to “I” and more heart-wholesome in our behavior choices. We now live fearlessly in this selfless state of ego independence (or human liberation) without having to deny or defend ourselves against either life or death, but can embrace both as part of the journey of discovery we’re on.

      But when we cannot live without the illusion of domination and control, we become stuck. We approach the point in our development where being an adult is the next logical step—at least as the concept “adult” is commonly understood in terms of age, gender, physical and sexual development, and certain rites of passage as prescribed by the larger society. Developmentally, we have arrived at the officially sanctioned stations of Civilized adulthood: work, marriage, children, the right to drink, drive and vote, etc.

      Yet, we choose, however unconsciously, not to take that final step of assuming full responsibility for ourselves as an inherently good person. We have accomplished all the socially acceptable benchmarks, but we don’t make the most important decision: that of being a spiritually realized grown up. We balk at living without our ersatz power, without ego, as a free human being; we sacrifice growth and a life of heart—a leap into the void of the unknown as life really is—for a lifetime of Self-control.

      Why is this? Beyond the not insignificant fact that we are habituated to ego, reluctant to give up the familiarity and routine it provides, the illusions of security and certainty it seems to offer, how does ego retain its hold on us, circumventing a developmental process that should conclude with our liberation? Why do we remain dependent on ego?

      I will suggest a number of reasons for this in the remainder of this chapter. But the nature of ego itself is significant to answering this question—it is the very same power surrogate whose function is to provide us with the personal command we feel we require to live in this world. The problem is that rather than serve this function, ego actually disempowers us. Ironically, the very effort of trying to force life to bend to our will only makes matters worse. Rather than relieving, even mitigating, the chronic anxiety and fear that informs daily life for so many of us, the effort to impose control over our circumstances further contributes to our pervasive unease.

      How could it be otherwise in a world with countless other egos trying to exact the same domination and control, playing the same power game as we are? The Self-centered approach of trying to be one-up in a world of “I” cannot help but result in the kind of conflict, hostility and insecurity that is such a standard feature of life in our political world. When social existence is characteristically adversarial, it invariably revolves around a defensive, push-back behavioral repertoire that ignores the moral and ethical values necessary for the peaceful existence we desire. Rather than leading to the “good life,” ego stimulates hatred, greed, and violence. We return again to delusions, despite that they always and inevitably disappoint as they crash on the rocks of reality, as if what isn’t real will finally work for us.

      In so doing, ego eviscerates the very power we could potentially realize if we were able to simply accept our inescapable situation in life—both our powerlessness and interconnection—and live with the compassion and kindness, cooperation and mutual aid that a consciousness of this kind naturally inspires.

      Imposing ourselves upon life, rather than allowing it to just come to us, only further amplifies our ego-tendency to see ourselves as separate from and above the rest of life. While this approach of radical individuality is hyped by our society as being a supreme virtue and viewed as the pinnacle of power in the political world, such a path only militates against the kind of empowering behaviors that arise from an acceptance of our interconnectedness and interdependency.

      Ego does not bring out the best in us, a condition that is required in order to be truly empowered and to create a world of peace, freedom, and social justice. Though often muted and performed with a smile, the resulting social climate is nevertheless unkind and ungenerous; even in its milder expressions it is flavored with an undercurrent of mean-spiritedness and indecency.
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        * * *

      

      However significant ego itself is, and our dependency upon it basic to our condition of stuckness, it alone is not responsible for our condition. Our social environment, which has evolved over time largely because of the presence of ego, also plays an important role in terms of the stuck people we become by reinforcing in a variety of ways the apparent reality of “I.”

      Dependency is a feature of our everyday existence. It is not that this state exists only at those times in our lives (both the beginning and the end) when we are particularly reliant upon others to take care of us in very basic ways. Dependency is present throughout our social lives, in our marriages and families, schools and workplaces, highways and public places where we are dependent on others to be reasonably responsive to our presence in order for our contacts and interactions to be, well, reasonable. We require others to be sensitive to our presence in order to encounter each other in a sane fashion on the highways of life. At least a modicum of caring and respect is needed as a condition of our emotional and physical wellbeing. In short, we are dependent upon others as a consequence of living in the interdependent world we do.

      The problem is that this quality of mutuality is not a regular feature of life in a political world. By its very nature, the latter doesn’t prioritize the kind of behavior required of people to live peacefully with each other in an interdependent society. Our society is characterized by transactional relationships, where people use one another for their own gain and are shaped and defined by the use of this power, as opposed to relationships where good will and respect are expressed for their own sake, without calculation or ulterior motive. Consequently, we live an oxymoron where, in spite of our seemingly sincere rhetoric, we essentially live a contradiction in terms of our actual everyday behaviors.

      That is why we consistently return and become further wedded to ego and the illusion of power that we find in “I,” our only available ally. Short of a sufficient growth of consciousness, that is our only choice.  Ego is a compromise of necessity, a state that we may not be comfortable or happy with, especially with behaviors it elicits and are at the expense of heart, but one that we may feel we have no choice in making.

      Though we are largely unaware of our inherent interdependent position with the rest of life, we nevertheless depend on our environment for our very lives—as demonstrated most vividly during our first years of life, when we are so raw and vulnerable that we require the care of others in essential ways to simply stay alive physically and emotionally. We need adult humans to feed us and wipe our bottoms, to talk to and value us, to touch and hold us as if we matter. We need them to contact our hearts. In an ideal world, this would be the culture we would grow up in.

      To some extent, we do receive this nurturance from our social environment—some of us more than others, and many of us not nearly enough, for we don’t live in that perfect world. Instead, we live in the political world where our dependency revolves around ego-bound adults who, however unconscious and unintentional, facilitate a maturation process that often doesn’t promote our wellbeing and is at our expense.  Rather than encouraging our empowerment and spiritual growth, the absence of being loved for our own sake and respected as an individual instance of life fosters a growing dependence on ego instead, and furthers its nascent attempts to exert control over its environment.

      All too often, we are under the domination of people who lack the necessary maturity to provide the kind of care and guidance required for spiritual growth. Being members themselves of a species who have accumulated centuries of the trauma that comes with living in a political world, our caregivers can very likely be among the walking wounded; often overwhelmed with their own lives, and hence unintentionally careless, insensitive, and unaware, or perhaps abusive and exploitive in an effort to Selfishly attend to their own egocentric needs. But what could we reasonably expect in a society that doesn’t encourage its members to become real grownups, capable of taking responsibility for themselves, and thus possessing the necessary maturity to nurture children to do the same?

      Another primal example is evident in Civilization’s authoritarian way of child-rearing, where children are cared for through what is considered a naturally one-down relationship to adults. This arrangement exists in most families and later in the school, both of which serve as the primary instruments of our acculturation and assimilation into the political world as well as the roles we’re expected to assume in the hierarchical scheme of things. Under this regime, children take orders from and obey the commands of adults, however capricious and arbitrary, simply because the latter are adults, and ipso facto, superior people. Failure to obey results in punishment of one kind or another, which is assumed by adults to be their divine right, no matter how cruel. As adults, we Self-authorize ourselves to teach the offending child what it means to disobey through acts that are intended to be physically painful, or emotionally humiliating, or both. As is invariably the case with violence sanctioned due to our assumption of superior authority, the right to punish frequently degenerates into general abuse—emotional, physical and sexual alike—where the evil of the relationship becomes painfully transparent.

      The adult community is aware of the more extreme acts and consequences of our punishing behavior with children and has created laws and agencies to protect them from such. What we have yet failed to appreciate, however, is the power dynamic itself and its contribution to shaping us as people that readily conform to the authoritarian demands of political society and, hence, necessitate the need for a transformative revolution of everyday life.

      The compromises involved in submitting to a power relationship are especially problematic when it is a primal behavior learned during our most formative and vulnerable moments of life. This is a time when we are helpless and our well-being is dependent on the “big” people in our lives. For while genetics and past lives are significant to the people we become, our early history is no less important in bending, folding, spindling, and mutilating us to live a lifetime of submission to political power. It becomes reflexive, a routine that we unconsciously follow beyond family, one that is reinforced by the schools, workplaces, marriages, and other social arrangements of the political world that we become ensnared in. We are much less the heart-informed people we are born to be when the growth process is dominated by one-up/one-down relationships.

      We have a chance to avoid this fate, however, if we’re fortunate to grow up with adults in our lives who teach us what we need to know to be a free human being, a values-based citizen. With such circumstances we have a reasonable chance to be a positive presence in our everyday lives, able to help nurture a sane world for ourselves  and others to live in. As a child, we can be accepted and valued for the instance of life that we are, encouraged to be the imaginative and creative beings we potentially can be, appreciated for the intuitive and passionate expressions of our hearts, and supported in our efforts to live an ethical existence. This context is important in our developmental process to arrive at a post-ego stage of growth. With such nurturing caregivers, wise mentors, and invaluable guides along the way, we are helped with the essential business of growing up and remaining true to our moral compass. We successfully traverse this developmental stage of human growth and become an adult who is no longer dependent upon ego to get by.

      It should be noted that the moment when our heart begins to emerge as an active player in our lives is not necessarily age-dependent. People who in other respects are considered to be “children” can nevertheless be mature even at a very early age, precociously (by the standards of adults) exhibiting a responsibility for themselves and their actions “beyond their years.’’ These children behave as true adults, perhaps because the conditions they were dependent on for their upbringing failed them, forcing them to learn how to take care of themselves in ways that accelerated their developmental process. Or, at the other end of the spectrum, they were exceptionally supported and encouraged to be the real person they are. Conscience plays an increasingly active role in the behavior of these children, as evidenced by their expressions of moral integrity.

      Beyond the people we eventually become, and the challenge of growing up in order to reach our moral and spiritual potential, there is also the matter that we are the next generation of adults who impart to our children the sins and virtues of our own caregivers. We are cared for as children by those adults who are much like ourselves: powerless beings struggling to make their way through this world as best they can, not yet having come to terms with (and made peace with) the person of heart they are. In many respects, we are often in the hands of adults who—while physically older—are really children caring for children. As so often is the case in much of the Civilized world, this arrangement of adults and children is little more than the blind leading the blind. Thus, the eternal cycle continues unbroken.

      As agents of transformative change, we must remind ourselves about the powerful influence that the political environment has on all of us. We cannot escape it; with the exception of the truly blessed, the best that we can do is learn to live with our situation as a free human being, behaving toward one another and evolving in ways that reflect our everyday values of human decency. We are not “bad” people; growing up is a challenging proposition, with no guarantees that we will find the nurturance, acceptance, and love that are essential to becoming a fully realized adult who is responsible for ourselves and, therefore, with other human beings.

      As we know, citizens of moral integrity are not the kind of people a society dedicated to hierarchical social arrangements and authoritarian relationships are interested in encouraging. Quite the contrary: people who are responsible to themselves, therefore responsive to their heart values, are a serious threat to such arrangements.
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        * * *

      

      Our developmental path toward full personhood and liberation is further complicated by the fact that despite the appearance of structure and order that we try to impose on our world, life is unpredictable and not necessarily responsive to our needs. This is a perfectly natural condition in the real world where incessant change reigns supreme despite our efforts to otherwise contain the chaos.

      There is, of course, no reason to expect life to be receptive to our needs and responsive in the manner we would like. Significant to growth and maturity is the ability to accept that the universe is essentially indifferent to us, and most particularly “I” and its egocentric demands. This is a fact of life which “I,” by its very nature, is not programmed to accept. Existence is beyond our power to control; it is inherently neutral and doesn’t have a personal stake in the outcome of any particular scenario. The good news is that, as an impartial force, existence is not necessarily working against us, either, despite how we may feel at times: in the real world, there is no one to curse or blame for our lives!
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        * * *

      

      But as I stated earlier, compromise is made at a huge cost. As with any addiction we continue to be enmeshed in over time, stuck ego becomes more pronounced the longer we ignore our inherent values. “I” does not concern itself with moral or ethical anxieties; the more our values are ignored or neglected, the easier it becomes for our innate goodness to become eclipsed and corrupted from disuse. Ego focuses exclusively on exercising sufficient power to get what it needs. This may even include a simulacrum display of heart values when they are seen as useful to realizing whatever ego’s true objective is. A cynical modus operandi is very basic to ego, functioning as it does as an unprincipled agent in an unprincipled world of other egos where anything that serves “I’s” purpose is employed. Given the context of the political power that we operate in, “I” cannot afford to consult our moral compass.

      From the seemingly innocuous bull sessions and “little white lies” we routinely engage in as a matter of daily discourse—the manipulation, bribery, deceit and dishonesty we can employ—to the more serious threats and intimidation we resort to when the smile techniques don’t work; to the outright theft and violence we may employ out of desperation, “I” is capable of using a variety of unwholesome behaviors that mute and deaden the shame the heart naturally experiences with each occurrence of ego’s unprincipled effort to get what it wants.

      By submitting to ego’s quest for control, we plunge a knife into our own hearts. This is what it means to marginalize or ignore altogether the importance of acting on our values. We compromise our true self, the person of heart, when we act out of the False Self that we allow ourselves to be. Our integrity as a human being suffers in that moment.  We become less than the humane person we are.

      But compromise doesn’t end here; to the contrary, it is only the beginning.

      We also betray our heart’s values when we give in to the power of another being and become dependent on them to meet our needs, and then when we submit to being one-down to them in return for meeting those needs. We may, understandably, conclude that this surrender is absolutely necessary in light of the circumstances we face and the choices we believe we have and don’t have. This is certainly true when we are children and the power equation is so weighted against us. In most instances, submission to the domination and control of another is not even viewed as a conscious choice; it is just something we naturally do to get by.

      Despite the fact that we seemingly have no choice, we commit an act of violence against ourselves whenever we compromise with our heart. Submitting to ego or to another’s attempts to control us is always a blow to our moral integrity. Along the continuum of our moral development this is no small matter, contributing as it does to conditioning us to be stuck in ego.

      This is one of life’s cruelest ironies. We violate our hearts at those times in our lives when we refuse to accept our powerlessness and live with this inherent condition as a free human being. But we are harmed by the quid pro quo of submission and obedience—of being a False Self—demanded of us in return for meeting our needs. This is so terribly unfair, but it is also the way life is.

      Repeated instances of this one-up and one-down dyad speak volumes to the phenomenon of stuck ego. This is why so many of us never realize our inherent potential of becoming grown-up human beings.

      But being real as a person of heart is dangerous in the political world; it risks rejection, ostracism, punishment, even death. Most of all, it invariably courts the very condition we most want to avoid: the displeasure of those we feel dependent upon for taking care of us in ways we deem essential to the maintenance of our lives. When viewed from this perspective, selling out is nothing less than a necessary choice we make when we believe that there is no other choice. Going along with the demands of your boss, even when you know it’s wrong, or accepting the unreasonable edicts of your father in order to avoid punishment, are common examples of this behavior in the everyday world. This submission is what most of us have felt compelled to make at one time or another to get what we felt we needed at the moment. The power of an adult, a man, a Caucasian, a parent, an employer, a teacher, a cop, an authority, a bully, or just someone who is bigger and stronger, is persuasive in a society that values the exercise of power-over.

      Additionally significant here, though seldom understood as such, is that this dependency is also offensive not only to our heart, but also to our sense of “I.” It is an insult to our Self-esteem, for ego loses here as well. Though ultimately responsible for the world of political relationships that we live in, “I” is clearly not in charge in instances when we are one-down to another dominant Self. It is as if the snake of our creation has now turned on and bitten itself. Dependency on anything is anathema to “I,” given the ego’s sense of radical individualism and its need to be in charge. Ego will naturally revolt from this arrangement and may engage in the hit-and-run guerrilla warfare common in families with children and women in efforts to reassert their Selves in the face of male authority. It may also adopt a similar strategy of passive-aggressive resistance behaviors as its way to maintain a semblance of Self-respect by way of trying to recoup its losses. However, we should not mistake this for anything other than the defensive posture of one who is, in essence, one-down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Attachment to ego is further intensified through its attempts to defend and protect itself, one of its key functions. This characteristic is seemingly contrary to its appearance in the aggressive pose it typically assumes. Living in the political world of incessant strife and conflict, unprincipled and unwholesome conduct, we must constantly be on our guard. It is within this context that the defensive nature of “I” makes complete sense. Security and protection are primary concerns of ego.

      This is due not only to ego’s role of protecting us from the powerless reality we’re not ready to accept about ourselves, but is further heightened by the fact that ego is defensive for its own sake. Because of its fictitious nature, “I” must constantly be on guard to protect itself from being exposed and called out as the fraud it is. Any suggestions—imagined or otherwise—that “I” is not the real thing (or worse yet, is unnecessary) cannot be tolerated. That kind of insight is the death of “I.” Ego’s Self-interest to protect itself from non-existence further solidifies our state of stuckness. While defending us, “I” is also busy guarding its Self to avoid being unmasked in the same hostile world.

      The phenomenon of stuck ego is the product of several factors, most of which relate to our own development as a human being. But as suggested in the preceding paragraph, there are also dynamics at work relating to the needs of ego alone. Quite simply, it is a requirement of ego to continue to be needed. This is found in the insatiable hunger for Self-esteem that it exhibits. A bottomless, narcissistic need that necessitates constant reaffirmation, Self-esteem is so vital to the health and well-being of ego that, as evidenced by the amount of attention it is given in child development, it has come to be viewed by political society as an invaluable attribute for a successful Civilized human.

      To no small extent, this is the basis of ego’s continuing presence in our lives. Ego must maintain a sense of its importance to continue to exist and will do anything it can to convince us of its indispensability. Ego calls upon its powerful, albeit illusory allies—predictability, safety, and security—to aid in this purpose. These enticements are not easy for us to walk away from when we are unprepared to live with life as it is.

      This is less of an issue early in our lives, when ego is important to both our survival and evolution. However, our dependency becomes increasingly problematic as the moment of adulthood approaches, and our physical and psychosexual maturation reaches the point where we are known as adults. A tension comes to exist between the call of our natural evolution and our pronounced habit of ego, which complicates the transition to responsible adulthood. This is especially true for people living in non-supportive social environments, where being a responsible human being, however it may be lip-serviced, is not part of our everyday routine and relationships. Most of us have not known any other way of life. Along with remaining attached to its service as our power surrogate, this historical factor allows for ego to endure beyond its developmental stage and remain significant throughout our lives as stuck ego.
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        * * *

      

      The moral development of the human being is a rich process, subject to the variability of many factors peculiar to any one individual, and doesn’t follow in a neat linear direction or schematic fashion. It can evolve out of pain and suffering that we learn to live with in ways that allow it to be a stimulus for spiritual growth. It can also arise as the consequence of blessed circumstances, especially in having the right person or people available to us at a crucial juncture of our lives. For some, it may be a sudden awakening: something that sparked in us seemingly out of nowhere, while for others it’s a progression involving years that is contingent upon internal and external influences, including intentional effort.

      But because all too many Civilized beings are unwilling to live without “I” we become stuck in ego.

      This is all too apparent in the political culture we have created over the years. Rather than realizing our potential for a liberated existence, we have lived a way of life for millennia that is known primarily for violence and oppression that has now come full circle with the unraveling of the climate, the growth of despotic, fascist-like governments, the intransigent problem of white supremacy, the growth of an enormous plutocracy, the concomitant impoverishment of many, and so forth.

      Stuck ego—and the power relationships it reproduces—is defined by power arrangements whose origin is located in the original expression “I,” which is valued over being real. This is the source of that unique and unholy invention of Civilized beings: the political universe.

      To move on from the tyranny of ego, we must come to appreciate how the reign of a delusional Self compromises our capacity to be true to ourselves. Because ego becomes second nature to us, we find it challenging to be mindful about ourselves and our world, to live in the present moment. This is critical to the power of stuck ego. Without being awake in the present, we readily conform to the expectations and interpretations of reality by powerful others. We are incapable of taking responsibility for seeing life as it is and acting on the choices we have as a consequence. Easily distracted by the incessant demands of “I,” and the static it produces in our environment, our everyday existence typically passes by without notice; we are largely unconscious of what is happening in our lives in the living moment.

      Hence, our interactions and relationships with others can easily deteriorate into a spectrum of behaviors that are careless, sloppy, thoughtless, indifferent, dishonest, selfish, unkind, greedy, cruel, indecent, violent, and inhumane. Our attachments to authority, social conformity, and the needs of “I” are particularly strong at times when our fear of being real prevails, tapping into our potential for the true horror that human existence can be when we turn our hearts away from ourselves and each other. All too often, the routine nature these behaviors can assume allows them to appear to be unexceptional, when in a more sober state we would recognize them as evil.
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        * * *

      

      While acknowledging the limitations and liabilities of ego, as we have been doing throughout this chapter, it is important as we increasingly discuss the path of liberation that we remind ourselves of what we stated at the beginning. Bereft as we are of a salutary social environment to nurture us into an awareness and acceptance of our inherent state of interbeing, ego is vital to our growth as moral beings. This is one of the great ironies of our evolution toward liberation. As important as it is to follow our developmental arc to grow and mature and eventually transform into a fully responsible adult, it is equally imperative to not lose an appreciation of, and, yes, gratitude for who we have been all along, and the important role that ego has played. This will be significant when we arrive at the point in our lives, which transformative activists do, of wanting to disabuse ourselves of ego and to disown its destructive tendencies, something I will discuss later on.

      Suffice it at this point to remind ourselves that apart from an exceptional few amongst us, we could not realize our necessary growth without the paradoxical but vital presence of the adversative “I.” Ego is the necessary bridge we require to get us from here to there, providing us with what we need at a particular moment in our lives when we are not yet prepared to be real, to do for ourselves what needs to be done in order to get on in this world. Its role of providing vital assistance, while also being destructive of the real us, is a perfect representation of the mixed bag that we are and will likely always be. At the same time that we must become unstuck and become the adults we were intended to be, we also need to recognize and appreciate “I” for the necessary presence it has been in our liberating process. That recognition and appreciation is significant to becoming unstuck adults.
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