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I’ll Go First: An Introduction


It rushed me every time I met a down-to-the-wire deadline; when I popped out of the shower to scribble a sentence that was never as good as busting through the shower curtain with shampoo dripping from my hair led me to believe; when I finally landed on a new idea and felt a half second of relief that I hadn’t used them all up: ambition, what I thought of as the sum of all my parts—the best and most broken thing about me. More than glory, ambition felt like the pursuit of goodness. More than success, striving felt like my best shot at safety.


If you’ve ever celebrated an achievement over the glittery clink of a flute of Martinelli’s or Vueve, basked in the fleeting warmth of your boss’s praise for a job well done, or experienced a sweet exhale of thinking maybe, just maybe, with this win you’d earned a break, you know it: the gold star. They cling to us—literally—from elementary school onward, appearing as sparkly stickers, good grades, and pizza parties celebrating the ableist concept of perfect attendance. Then those symbols of excellence shape-shift into grown-up versions, organizing life into neat rows of accomplishment made for an Instagram grid or chirpy “what do you do” sound bites, degrees that were supposed to be worth the debt, job titles we’re giddy to announce on LinkedIn, marriages at the “right” age, and the abstract concept of timelines. Whatever direction you turn, there’s something to strive for; whatever you dreamed up can be outmatched by new dreams.


Somehow, ambition felt alluring to me, a quality I should aspire to have. It felt generative—every taste of it produced hunger, every achievement put down one brick leading to the next. I could time my life by goals and map a trail of aspirations. I could feel the flood of relief awash in my mind when a teacher, a boss, and, if we’re being honest, a random kind stranger on the internet thought I’d done a good job. I could outwork loneliness by constantly giving myself something new to look forward to, forever looking ahead. Rather than deriving my self-worth, passion, and identity from outcomes of work—GPA, job titles, or awards—my attachment to ambition came in the form of being ambitious itself. I lit up not at accolades or accomplishments but at the acknowledgment that came with them: Such a hard worker. Always going above and beyond. When I faltered personally, the act of being ambitious felt like a saving grace.


As a perpetually anxious, average student, ambition was my way of scoring points that weren’t coming on Scantrons: a good listener, good at overdoing her homework, good at the act of hard work even if the work produced little. As a young adult juggling multiple jobs and trying to earn my way into self-worth via bylines, timelines, and going it alone, I had big goals, even if I couldn’t tell you what they were and sometimes my biggest, secret goal was to stop trying so hard. I handed over pieces of me to sketchy bosses who had me working 39.5 hours per week to avoid granting health insurance, which turned out to be a dire trade-off as the gut issues doctors had dismissed for years as a “nervous stomach” enshrined my newest ambition of creating maps of public bathrooms in every city I traversed. As my physical and mental health demanded my attention, I attempted to work around them, to patch holes in myself, my life plan, the anxious gut feeling that maybe I didn’t know what I wanted after all with gold stars—like playing against myself in a buzzer-beater during March Madness: me in the crowd, watching myself, and only I stood to lose.


By my late twenties, my pile of career goals, my tendency to interpret “you did a good job” as “you are a good person,” my messy-at-best physical and mental health were all stacked up like wobbly Jenga pieces. And ambition—well, I couldn’t find it. The dazzling quality that made me feel like my aspirations were written in the stars vanished right when I needed it to carry me. At the intersection of a physical and mental health crisis, what burst forth from me wasn’t I’m burnt out, I need help, I’m lost, I’m not holding it together anymore but rather a confession: I’m not ambitious anymore.


The Glimmer Catches Everything


1 a: an ardent desire for rank, fame, or power


With her talent and fierce ambition, she became a very successful actress.


b: desire to achieve a particular end


2: the object of ambition


Her ambition is to start her own business.


—Merriam-Webster


a strong wish to achieve something


—Cambridge Dictionary


a particular goal or aim: something that a person hopes to do or achieve


—Britannica Dictionary


Ambition evades a single, all-encompassing definition and exists instead as a virtue and a vice, a compliment and an insult, a framework for stepping into your own power, and a way to question what power is at all. Ambition is stuffed with different meanings individually, different implications systemically, communally, and politically, and fluctuates between being a personal ideology, a motivational speech, and a death sentence, depending on who and where and when you are in time. Because the idea of ambition is so loaded—and has been, throughout history—there is no means to strive for it in one way without falling short in another.


At the time, I thought I’d lost my ambition—but the question that lingered was why ambition felt so bound up in my sense of self, my sense of control, that it was the loss I pointed to first. The problem, as I identified it, wasn’t that I was sick physically and receiving no answers or that my mind refused to trust itself; the problem I articulated was that I couldn’t keep going the way I had been.


On the surface, I thought I understood ambition. Hard work, check. Big goals, check. Motivation, check. I’d heard about how ambition was warped by gender stereotypes, the mentality that men were inherently more ambitious than women and that women were punished or shamed by people who considered them too ambitious. I’d run into instances myself: the stilted first date where the man sitting across from me eye-rolled my dreams and—unprompted—compared my published pieces to the hypothetical article he thought about writing for Golf magazine. Or the contradictory advice I received: the boss who told me to quit being quiet and learn to be cutthroat while another encouraged me not to come on “too strong” or use too many exclamation points. (You’ll pry ’em from my cold, dead laptop.)


There is a lot of too in ambition: too much, too little. We shame people for being too ambitious yet judge them for not being ambitious enough. And most of the time this occurs without any acknowledgment of what ambition even is, let alone where it comes from, how it might change, and the resources needed to have it to begin with. Some research supporting the thesis that ambition effects career success states that central to most definitions of ambition is the “aspirational nature” of it—a motivational process “oriented toward the attainment of outcomes.”1 The outcomes part feels most crucial, and most ambiguous, because shouldn’t outcomes—goals or dreams—vary by person? Other research, focused on expectations of achievement in youth in the United States, underscored that “expressions of ambition and likely future achievements are informed by the social structural positions that individuals inhabit.”2 With that framing, ambition is shaped by cultural, structural, and institutional forces. Sure, I might be undergoing an isolated ambition identity crisis, but I suspected there was more to it than that.


Ambition Never Quit


The past few years especially—during a pandemic, ongoing recession, an insurrection, and intersecting crises in public health, education, childcare, caregiving, work and labor—have underscored what many people have known for a long time: America’s systems of worth, stability, and achievement are broken.


During a pandemic in which approximately 600 million people globally have been sickened and more than 6 million have died to date, there was a fleeting period in which many were asked to pause, while the already overworked and underpaid (now labeled “essential”) continued to work and risk their lives.3 We blinked, and it was “back to normal,” surging COVID case numbers and mass death be damned—back to the office or bust. Disparities in work and the economy disproportionately impact Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and immigrant workers,4 while disabled and chronically ill people watched the application of and the conversation around accessibility of work and public spaces fade again. Without paid leave, universal basic income, flexible work schedules, or universal health care, people struggled to get by on their own.5 People who were single and/or lived alone grappled with intense isolation and, in some cases, the expectation that, because of the assumption that they had nothing to do besides work, they’d be glad to pick up the extra (unpaid) slack. Personal crises compounded on top of structural ones; most people were given the resources and time to grapple with neither. Grieve through it; strive through it was structurally reinforced by how much didn’t change at all.


A more generous reading of the period so many would refer to as “postpandemic”—a term I will not use because we are not, in fact, postpandemic at the time of writing—is that the relationship to hustling and achieving was reconsidered. This was a time for reckoning with what mattered to us—for reestablishing what often got lost in the swirl of Slack notifications and last-minute schedule changes. Banana bread was baked, after all! But if we looked a little closer, the usual metrics of achievement and success churned on, everlasting even when school and work went virtual for some, even as people grieved, and even as so many sought to protect their families and communities amid a dismal federal response. Even when the achievements themselves were technically no longer possible, the impulse to funnel energy and effort into them remained. The goals weren’t there; they were ghosts. And our efforts were gestures toward the next save point even as our surroundings flickered, as everything went dark.


Performance reviews happened. Aside from temporary breaks from letter grades, which weren’t applied everywhere and to everyone, the need for good grades, impressive résumés, and high test scores remained. Parents and caregivers were expected to parent as if they weren’t workers, and work as if they weren’t caregivers—both roles being full-time jobs. People showed up to work in person—voluntarily or by company decree—even as cases surged and mask mandates were removed. Excel sheets, “circling back,” and team-building Zooms were to be handled with the same attention and care as figuring out how to quarantine according to changing guidelines and rationed sick days, if you had them to begin with.


I’m immensely privileged—I’m white, my work was remote prepandemic, and I’m not singlehandedly responsible for caring for another person, to name a few advantages—and the outrageousness of the expectation struck even me. I received two calls simultaneously during the first few weeks of March 2020: one was from my dad, telling me he’d taken my mom—who he thought was having a heart attack but actually had COVID—to the emergency room, only to be turned away and told to come back when she fully couldn’t breathe, when her lips were blue. The other was from my manager at my then part-time job I felt lucky to have hung on to that long, wondering why I was a minute late to a Zoom meeting if I was truly at home “doing nothing.”


Then came the so-called Great Resignation, in which workers exited their jobs for reasons ranging from inequitable, unsafe working conditions, low pay, and lack of childcare to seeing the moment as the narrow window to start over and find work that felt more meaningful or, at least, more tenable. Quitting itself was publicly deemed ambitious, like someone was actively choosing to give up and pour their energy toward something better. But “choosing” is the key word. For every person who could quit, there were numerous people who didn’t have the option to walk away from an abusive boss, a low-paying role, or a job with no boundaries. Meanwhile, the so-called end of ambition was presented as an abdication of overwork, a rejection of tying one’s whole self to work and instead committing to live slower and more simply, to watch more sunsets—as at least one article pointed out.


But I thought of all the stories the so-called end of ambition didn’t touch: people expected to keep going onward, upward, sky’s the limit, when they were already running on empty. I thought of passions put on the backburner because life got in the way and what happened to those ambitions. I thought of how one’s goals or dreams might change and how that was spun as a betrayal—a lack of commitment or maturity rather than recommitting to oneself. I thought of people who had sacrificed and strained and striven to earn society’s gold stars, only to wonder what the hell it was all for in the end. But the real-time sorting of who our definition of ambition was made for—and who it destroyed—betrayed a bigger truth: we were still supposed to be ambitious as the world around us, and the rewards on offer, burned.


Even as we decry hustle culture and denounce grind life, ambition, it seemed to me, had avoided that sort of reconsideration. In and of itself, popular conceptions of ambition and what’s considered worthy of aspiration assume a certain level of able-bodied privilege, financial prowess, and personal freedom to make choices, to have choices. The thing about dreams is that the opportunity to have them has never been equally applied. So much of the gospel of “being ambitious” is cemented in the idea that there is always a little something more. More we could be. More we could aspire to. More out there for us. In some ways, both good and bad, that feels like the most succinct definition of ambition: more.


I picked at my own relationship with ambition in the absentminded way I’d pick a scab. Suddenly, ambition was in all the cheery talk I heard in job interviews (“We’re looking for a self-starter!”). It was in my relationships with loved ones, negotiating whose goals were going to be the ones life was organized around and what it meant to split that down the middle. It popped up as I reported stories on the toxicity of pay-your-dues culture. Maybe I was just seeing it like gold glitter, all over everything despite my best efforts to rid myself of it after feeling I’d lost my get-up-and-go, my second gear, my belief that ambition would sustain me. Or maybe it really did just touch that much—work, school, relationships, life. But what bounced to the forefront, time and again, was that so many of us were reconfiguring what we were ambitious about.


It’s Complicated…


The pandemic might’ve been one visible, drastic change to ambition, but the past couple of years were really only one of multiple makeovers that ambition has undergone. Or rather, ways it has been blown up and rebuilt. While the concept of ambition predates capitalism, capitalism created new versions, funneling what it meant to have desire or goals for your life into narrow definitions of success and happiness in a system that doesn’t come close to guaranteeing everyone the safety, stability, and support to envision their futures in the first place. That striving—as we’ll see—pops up all around us, from the education system, to our sense of being “on track” (who is keeping time?), to America’s history of ascribing worth, identity, and deservingness to work. It steals what we love and morphs it into outputs; gathers up all our little idiosyncrasies and secret dreams and mundanities that shape everything we are and attempts to smooth them out. What we want and what we’re supposed to strive for—be it because of cultural expectations, fear of taking a wrong turn and it all going wrong, or what’s structurally reinforced as good dreams, a good life—are like melted-down crayons, increasingly indistinguishable from one another as we search for where our ambitions end and expectations begin.


So many modern ideas of ambition are rooted in work-related self-development, self-improvement, and career mobility, but ambition isn’t just about work. One study of the psychological characteristics of ambitious people said that “ambition as a person’s desire for recognition and importance is realized in various spheres of human activity.”6 And there are deeper questions: desire for what? That’s how I’d phrase it to a friend. I know I’m reaching, but what on earth am I reaching for?


Reading that also made me curious: if ambition can be realized across different spheres of life, can we be ambitious in relationships, friendships, or communities? Does that automatically render those connections transactional? Or can we be ambitious in terms of hobbies, even if we never plan to make them into a career or a calling? What would it look like if we spent our ambition on each other? When I sat down—on the phone, on Zoom, via email, and occasionally in person—with people to talk about how they’d lost their ambition, their relationship to striving, and what ambition meant for them, the above definitions were some of what I heard. As many times as ambition led someone to pursue what mattered to them, it exploited someone else. For as often as ambition was heralded as a means of individualistic striving, there were people pouring energy, time, and imagination into a kind of ambition that felt more collective. Even as we denounced ambition via quitting or questioning, it clung to us, the residue of a gold star sticker pried off the top of a page.


In these pages, we’re going to complicate ambition further. First, this book unpacks the roots of where ambition even comes from—turns out that’s more loaded than gold star stickers would have us believe. Moving through the impact of family and school systems on self-worth, the emphasis on timelines of achievement, and, of course, overwork, we’re going to reckon with the stakes of ambition: what it grants us, but also what it steals; what it says about our worth; what it means when we don’t define it for ourselves. From there, we’ll explore a different definition: What does it take for ambition to be self-defined but also collective? How can we be ambitious about community, about fun, and about each other? What does it mean to truly be ambitious about ourselves, for that matter—not what we can earn, but about the kind of lives we want to live?


Because ambition is so loaded, so personal, this book doesn’t seek to be a complete history or analysis of ambition—which would be a very ambitious book. It asks more questions than it answers, in part because reimagining anything means getting curious—including with ourselves—about what stirs us, drives us, and why. Throughout these pages, I’ve woven my personal story, discussing my chronic illness (which still evades a neat diagnosis) and mental health. I do not intend to be prescriptive: these are personal experiences that do not speak on behalf of larger communities. I’m still learning how ambition might have molded my relationship to these parts of myself, and there are no clean-cut conclusions. But my striving was interwoven around my understanding of and relationship to the self I was, the person I am, and the person I aspire to be.


In this book, you’ll hear from people in a variety of life stages, identities, and circumstances and how ambition manifests for them: the pressures of endless striving and chronic never-enough-ness and how the stakes of that unfold in schools, in jobs, and at home. But we’ll also explore their revised definitions: ambition about collective action, about play—from artistic swimming (in which swimmers perform a choreographed routine to music) to friendships. They generously discussed how grief changed their ambition, how care infrastructure is inherently ambitious, and what resources would make dreaming possible. Even their experiences, profound as they are, don’t paint a full picture of everything ambition can be, of every way it functions. This book doesn’t instruct how to be ambitious, or whether you should be at all. But my hope is that in complicating ambition, we move closer toward goals that feel more like us—to be more imaginative, more engaged, and more caring. That starts with the fundamental question: What is our ambition for?
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1: So You’re Calling Me a Striver, and Some Thoughts on Sin


Little did I know that by the time I sat down to think about how the definition of ambition shape-shifts depending on who holds it, my conception of ambition had already been glossed with everything I assumed it was. I could put names to it: “eager to please” in school, as if I was all good manners and nice smiles and no pulsating anxiety; “striver” in my early twenties, when it didn’t feel cool to be outwardly enthusiastic about what I wanted; the more poetic “big dreamer,” who would narrate visions for her life she couldn’t back up with anything other than jittery inklings that she should be doing something, and just maybe, in all the striving, she’d find whatever she was searching for. Though the word ambitious itself didn’t pop up until later, the points of ambition’s stars seemed to touch everything.


Curious about ambition’s influence, I wanted to better understand how ambition itself is shaped—where it came from and how the term itself and the phrases connected to it have evolved. That includes how ambition’s historic and religious ties to Western society and Christianity give it a darker underbelly, more complex than the “persistent and generalized striving for success, attainment, and accomplishment” definition of it leads us to believe.1 How it shapes us first means examining how ambition itself is shaped.


Back We Go


“Ambition has long attracted the interest of philosophers and laypeople because it is regarded as both a high virtue that can lead someone to significant personal and societal attainments as well as a vice that can inflict suffering on others in the pursuit of personal gains,” wrote researchers from the Institute of Psychology at the University of Bern, Switzerland, in a study that sought to define understanding and measurement of ambition.2 On the surface, blatant illustrations of ambition leading to suffering in pursuit of profit or personal gain are endless—take, for example, reports of workers who say they are enduring brutal conditions while billionaires who exploit their labor dabble in space travel, or how unmitigated political ambition has material impacts on people’s lives. In her 2021 book Ambition: For What, Deborah L. Rhode wrote that “ambition is a dominant force in most civilizations, driving their greatest achievements and most horrific abuses.”3 Part of what renders it aspirational—a reclaiming of one’s agency, passionate audacity, the force behind dreamers—is that it’s thought of as making things happen, of creating and doing things we didn’t know were possible. Understanding how the current conception of ambition came to be is important to better understanding our own ambition.


At least part of ambition’s roots are in Roman politics: ambitio came from the Latin verb ambire,4 and it referred to political candidates going around and soliciting votes. But we can also trace current understanding of ambition to not one, but three, separate Greek words, according to Ambition, A History: From Virtue to Vice by William Casey King: philotimia, “the love of honor”; eritheia, “rivalry or strife”; and philodoxia, “love of acclaim.”5 It made me think about ambition’s dueling definitions today—how just as often as ambition is aspirational, it’s seen as power hungry, encompassing everything from chasing our dreams to climbing over others on our way up to the skies those dreams are housed in. The multiplicity of how ambition was framed, even from the start, seems to mirror how much it touches now, a quality of both destruction and creativity, depending on who has it and how they use it.


Bundled into that, later, was ambition as sin. In the Geneva Bible, the margin notes make another facet of ambition clear, as King sums up: “ambition, therefore, is at the core of original sin,” King wrote, citing Adam eating forbidden fruit “not so much to please his wife, as moued [sic] by ambition at her persuasion.”6 It was the “excessive desire to be and have more” that gave the world sin, based on this telling.7


When did ambition become a “good” quality? Ambition was justified as a virtuous Christian and national goal through settler colonialism, spreading the so-called word of God and seizing land and wealth. Then, “ambition became not only a necessary evil but a Christian good,” wrote King. One review of King’s work suggested that ambition was considered risky because, at least partly, it has no end goal. After all, its roots, relating to honor and acclaim, have negative associations. According to this framing, it was ambition in service of “King, God, or country” that shifted the concept.8 White supremacy as Christian colonization marked a transition.


As Jamila Osman wrote for Teen Vogue, “These colonizers did not care that land was considered sacred and communal.… Most believed that everything, including the earth, was meant to be bought and sold.”9 There is no full conversation on the allure of ambition that doesn’t address the white supremacy, colonization, and imperialism inherent in how ambition has been defined and manifested historically in America and how it continues to appear.


Capitalism Is About Individualized Freedom


Other renderings of ambition’s history draw a direct line from ambition as the selfish root of sin to ambition as the quality of aspirational, exploitative innovators via capitalism. Capitalism is an economic system in which the means of production are owned by private companies and dominated by the so-called free market, “in which both prices and production are dictated by private companies and corporations in competition with each other.”10 Capitalism generally presents the idea that rich, successful people are rich and successful because they are more productive than others. (Without fail, I think of a 2018 Forbes cover featuring Kylie Jenner—youngest of the Kardashian-Jenner sisters born into the familial wealth, familial businesses, and familial branding—with the headline “The 60 Richest Self-Made Women.”) That’s one reason—the emphasis on the virtue of productivity above all else—why capitalism is also a massive driver of social and economic inequality.


Now that we know ambition has been considered both a sin and something worth striving for, it’s worth looking at how capitalism links the two. During our first conversation, Dawna I. Ballard, PhD, an associate professor in the Department of Communication Studies at the University of Texas, Austin, who studies chronemics, or time as it is bound to human communication, told me that if we’re in the West, we’re existing in a culture that teaches us our personal worth is based literally on what we do with our time—a living embodiment of “idle hands are the devil’s workshop.”


When I spoke to Ballard recently, she confirmed this comes from industrial capitalism. “Their time was what was being valued,” she told me. “It wasn’t the skill.” Citing Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Ballard explained that Calvinism suggested there were certain chosen people of God who no one would know about until the Second Coming, but that they’d be doing “good works.” (Another way to phrase this: in Christianity, predestination is the belief that God has chosen those who will be saved,11 and in Calvinism, “faith had to be shown in objective results.”12) “So, the idea is that even before capitalism came along, here was this religion that was, like, ‘Hey, work hard,’” Ballard explained. “And then capitalism comes along, and they’re, like, ‘Trade your time for money.’” Now it’s no longer religious, Ballard said, it’s just part of the culture, and we’re constrained by culture.


Around 1931, historian James Truslow Adams is credited with coining the term the American dream, which similarly was grounded in the idea that regardless of social class or resources, in America, everyone could rise based solely on their own abilities and hard work. Not only has the American dream never been possible for everyone, but even when it has been within reach of people who aren’t white men, America’s policies have, historically, blocked or limited them by design. Take, for example, the New Deal, which left farmworkers and domestic workers, disproportionately people of color, out of job protections.13 But this fixation on meritocracy—scaling a ladder of social mobility—has always promoted a “socially corrosive ethic of competitive self-interest which both legitimizes inequality and damages community by requiring people to be in a permanent state of competition with each other,”14 ensuring that some striving is rewarded and other striving is punished.


Lisa Baer-Tsarfati, who is a PhD candidate in the Department of History at the University of Guelph, studies the relationship between ambition, authority, and gender in early modern Scotland, Britain, and Europe more broadly. Baer-Tsarfati argued, via a 2020 Twitter thread,15 that, while King suggests ambition lost the negative connotation after the American War for Independence, the “shifting characterization of ambition is tied more to the rise of capitalism” and the concept of the self-made man. “Ambition was rebranded as something admirable for men,” Baer-Tsarfati stated on Twitter, but the negative associations were pushed even further onto women. Women were an easy scapegoat: an ambitious woman could still be sinful, while ambitious men maintained the status quo. Even today, headline after headline details the gender gap in ambition: the very definition of “good” ambition, slippery as it might be, relies on one kind of aspiration, one kind of power, and one kind of person.


Part of this intersection of myths supports our basic concept of ambition, but these myths are just that: they skip the profound disparities and structural discrimination inherent in meritocracy. Enter what Jhumpa Bhattacharya, vice president of Programs and Strategy at the Insight Center for Community Economic Development, called “toxic individualism,” which is where the “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” mentality stems from. Would ambition exist without the undercurrent of pressure to do everything for ourselves, by ourselves or, more directly, to make it happen, as a million motivational tips across Pinterest quip?


Speaking of how pseudomotivational phrasing reinforces a certain kind of self-driven ambition, fun fact: while there is intense debate about the exact origin of the phrase, some reports date “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” to a fictional eighteenth-century tale, in which a nobleman, known for exaggerating about his grandiose achievements, purports to pull himself out of a swamp by his own hair. Other research suggests that the earliest published reference appeared in an 1834 newspaper article about a man who claimed he’d invented a perpetual motion machine. The article used the phrase to ridicule his claim, which suggests the idiom originally meant an endeavor that is outrageous and impossible.16 Ironic, given it’s been presented since as an admirable trait.


Capitalism is about individualized freedom, Bhattacharya said; it’s about how you get yourself to the top. The most profound examples of this are structural ones. First, everything has been tied to work. “Some people are starting to realize: why have we put all our eggs in the work basket?” said Bhattacharya. “We tied health care to it. We’ve tied our basic needs to this notion of work in a very sexist and racist definition of work.” Workers of color are more likely to be paid poverty-level wages than white workers,17 and women and people of color are still disproportionately likely to be in jobs that pay low wages.18 (Not coincidentally, these jobs are also among those flagged as “essential” throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.) Meanwhile, safety net programs have been villainized, and our ideas of “making it” follow the pattern of “we did it ourselves,” Bhattacharya said. There is no fairy tale we love more than believing that we wrote our happy endings based on our self-reliance and stick-to-itiveness. Not unlike the origins of fairy tales themselves, though, the more accurate version is darker and more complex. Individual achievement is never going to thwart structural barriers. And ambition still unfolds within structures that reinforce that we’re supposed to be able to work our way through any problem or challenge.


How Hustle Gets Packaged


My conversation with Bhattacharya made me think of the way American markets “hustle,” like it’s a lifestyle—complete with coffee mugs declaring “0% Luck; 100% Hustle” and posters proclaiming “good things come to those who work.” But who has to hustle—and in what ways—also comes back to a conversation on who America does or doesn’t see as deserving.


“The hustle is an idea, a discourse and a survival strategy often glorified as economic opportunity,” wrote sociologist and author of Thick: And Other Essays, Tressie McMillan Cottom, PhD, for Time magazine in 2020.19 “It is an ode to a type of capitalism that cannot secure the futures of anyone but the wealthiest.” “What hustling looks like in 2020 depends on who you are,” McMillan Cottom wrote, detailing how Black Americans have to hustle more—“the hustle itself is a site of racial inequality.” According to McMillan Cottom, if you’re working class, hustling means piecing together multiple jobs; if you’re middle class or upper class, it’s piecing together “multiple revenue streams.” Hustle might highlight the idea that we have to bust it to get ahead, but even “ahead” assumes something false: that everyone is racing from the same starting line.


Then there’s a privileged offshoot, where hustle is framed as earning accomplishments that double as placeholders for meaning and security. Now, it’s nearly impossible to talk about current versions of ambition without mentioning terms like #girlboss and grind life because, in a way, they have molded ambition too. Some research cites girl boss as neoliberal feminism, which equates empowerment with “financial success, market competition, individualized work-life balance, and curated digital and physical presences driven by self-monetization,”20 absent any focus on the collective good or dismantling oppressive power structures. One of the hearts of the girl boss critique is that it’s still individual: I can strive, I can excel, and thus, you can too! We know that approach doesn’t dismantle systems that, by design, are constructed for some to thrive and others to fail. (And still other systems are constructed so that someone has to fail or struggle for someone else to succeed.)


But, in a piece for The Cut titled “The Girlboss Is Dead. Long Live the Girlboss,” Samhita Mukhopadhyay wrote that the spirit of the girl boss “did, for a moment, provide a template for young women as they move forward in their careers.”21 Mukhopadhyay explained that she knew, as the former executive editor of Teen Vogue, “hustle culture was the water in which many young women, especially women of color, swam.”22 In Mukhopadhyay’s analysis, women she worked with “saw ambition and entrepreneurship as a way to change their material realities.”23 Without tangible resources or a safety net, the allure of striving one’s way into the life one wants feels like a false premise, but this matters in terms of how we think about ambition, too—what its aim is, who packages it, what it promises.


Stefanie O’Connell Rodriguez, writer and creator of the newsletter Too Ambitious, told me that she hears in her work that people have grown up over the past decade absorbing offshoots of girl-boss culture, which she described as telling them: “You aren’t ambitious enough. You weren’t asking [for] enough. You weren’t assertive enough.” But then, as soon as they step up, the response from workplaces is that they are too ambitious. “The worst they can say is not no,” she told me. “The worst they can do is gaslight you, demean you, make you question your skills and experience, make you feel like you don’t belong.” People are told to act in ways that are based on white, male norms of success, O’Connell Rodriguez said, “but if you express those qualities as a person of color, as a woman, or as somebody who’s nonbinary, you’re more likely to face personal, professional, and social penalties for doing so.”


A few years into publishing my writing, I remember telling a colleague that I didn’t care about being the best writer; I just wanted to write and learn. “Why wouldn’t you want to be the greatest at something?” she asked. I resented, at the time, the implication that I was unambitious when I felt it was worth striving to be good. In the same conversation, I’d gone from batting out of my league with overeager ambition to not aiming high enough. By now, ambition has been sloganized—embroidered on sweatshirts, inscribed on bangles. Ambitiousness might be a quality, but the construct of ambition is also a product. As writer Pam Houston phrased it in an essay in Double Bind: Women on Ambition, “The harder I think about ambition as a thing, isolated from other things, the more it collapses in on itself.”


Let’s Talk About It


Eager to understand how ambition is talked about might shape how we experience it, I asked Rachel Elizabeth Weissler, a postdoctoral scholar in psychology, linguistics, and Black studies at the University of Oregon, about how some of this language pops up in workplaces and branding. “It’s always about who is in power at the end of the day,” Weissler told me. People in power often dictate how language gets used and even the meaning of it. “So, in these work spaces, I could see the glamorization of something like hustle culture—if we glamorize it and make it desirable, then we get more work to be done. And then we end up benefiting the institutions,” Weissler explained. “Meanwhile, the people think that they’re actually benefiting themselves because they now positively affiliated this term.” All the self-described self-starters like myself, please stand!


Thinking about the language of the workplace specifically, Weissler pointed toward research by Kathrina Robotham, PhD,24 who has looked at code-switching in the workplace. Robotham focused, Weissler said, on Black people and how they have to shift not just how they speak but also how they present themselves in order to be successful. “What is the workplace idolizing?” Weissler said, a question that could be asked of almost all systems, from government to school, when it comes to the language of success. “What are people striving towards? But very importantly, does striving towards those things actually get you the success that you want, depending on how you show up in those spaces?” she asked. What’s found in the research is that no matter how much people code-switch, they’re still not succeeding in those spaces. In addition, the valence changes, Weissler pointed out. “Going the extra mile looks different, especially for a person of color, than [it’s] going to look for a white person in the space,” she explained. Meanwhile, a phrase like exceeds expectations when applied to a worker can be very ambiguous: the goalposts can constantly shift depending on who sets the expectations and who is evaluating work performance.


We see it in schools, too. “We’re teaching a very specific type of English, usually that was brought by a colonizer white person,” Weissler said. Then you get a kid in a classroom who has a different accent or a different syntactic structure. “They might be told in the classroom that the way that they’re speaking or answering questions is wrong, when in fact, it’s not wrong,” said Weissler. “It’s just articulating what they’re saying differently.” In turn, those students don’t speak up or ask questions to avoid being corrected or put down, putting them at a disproportionate disadvantage. We say language matters, and according to Weissler, it really does because “it influences how people think about themselves, how they think about the work they do, and how they think about the world around them.” We can think of ambition in all these ways: What does an ambitious person sound like? What do they do? The meanings we create are composites and collections; crafting a self-defined ambition means examining the biases that already exist within it.


When someone is told “you’re so ambitious!” as encouragement, it matters; when someone is told “you’re so ambitious!” as a sneer, it sticks. Just like some striving is ambitious (scrappy, determined, persistent), a whole other version is uncouth (trying too hard, overbearing, pushy). Ambition is a constellation of influences, forces that take shape before we’ve had a chance to define it for ourselves—sometimes before we’ve had a chance to define us for ourselves.
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2: Life’s Good Behavior Chart


Attached to the email was a photo of notecards conflagrated in a “ceremonial burning.”


By the end of Advanced Placement (AP) US History in high school, Bri, a now thirty-year-old who described herself as a queer, aspiring TV writer and current film educator, recalled being so exhausted that she and her classmates gathered at the end of the academic year to set fire to the notecards the class used to study—about three packs of index cards per person, she estimated. Nothing like a make-or-break test to fan the flames of one’s ambition. Literally.


“I’m sure I got a literal gold star at some point,” Bri told me. She also got a letter (for a letterman jacket) for achievement in speech and debate, was Student of the Week in her local paper, and won an award in middle school for “Optimist of the Month,” something she thinks she was nominated for by teachers. “I remember being very confused because that was the year I was more depressed than I’d ever been,” she recalled. “Apparently, I’d covered it up well!”


Growing up in a household where hard work was considered the “pinnacle of a respectable person,” Bri told me, meant that she believed if she simply worked hard enough, she could achieve anything she wanted. She described being taught that laziness was a mortal sin. “Because I couldn’t derive self-esteem or self-worth from my friendships or looks, I derived it from achievement,” Bri explained. She received positive reinforcement from building her identity around being a great student, both in classrooms and at the kitchen table at home.


The gold star sticker, with its shimmery metallic foil, is a de facto symbol of achievement in schools, ubiquitous in education and beyond as a tiny, glittery marker of a job well done. Even a brief Google search turns up sheets of gold star stickers and instructions for how to use them effectively on behavior charts, alongside more grown-up uses: an executive coach wrote a post detailing how she literally began rewarding professionals with gold star stickers as a motivator that invoked memories of childhood. Coverage by the Salt Lake Tribune of a 2019 teacher walkout over low pay made note of a protest sign covered in gold star stickers.1 The line “and you want to know why she doesn’t kiss you on the forehead and give you a gold star on your homework at the end of the day” is from the 2006 movie The Devil Wears Prada, where, as writer Lindsay Lee Wallace wrote for Catapult, the protagonist is in a “precarious position that consumes people—including our heroine—nearly alive.”2 Gold stars offer up proof that we did it, and it was worth it.


When I think about gold stars, I think of how tokens of ambition start popping up earlier than we realize. In order to interrogate ambition from the beginning, I wanted to know how the first glimpses of ambition manifested during people’s early years. Even though our childhood selves may not have used the word ambition, some of our earliest exposures to ambition—in our families and in school, two avenues we have for proving ourselves in childhood—have shaped not just how we think about ambition but also how we think about self-worth.


We’re Here to Earn It


In my conversation with Bri, her use of the word self-worth jumped out. “From early age I tied my identity to my ambition because it was the only thing I was really getting any positive reinforcement from that seemed to be within my control,” she explained. Bri came to associate achievement with social acceptance and validation, so the flip side—not excelling—felt like a loss. “I [felt like I’d] lose friends, the respect of my teachers and parents, my future,” she told me. So she designed her life to essentially punish herself for anything that wasn’t productive. This got so bad, Bri told me, that she made “cultivate two nonmonetizable hobbies” a resolution last year. “I had to make not being productive a productive activity so I could mark ‘success,’” she explained.


The more distance Bri gains from her own time in school, the more she thinks about the kids she might have in the future. Whether she feels the school system worked for her is a complex question: she’s an able-bodied, cisgender, white woman from a middle-class family, so the system was set up to work for her, she told me. Unquestionably, her education benefited her. But in retrospect, she wonders how much of her intensity and single-mindedness was undiagnosed ADHD, because women are less likely to be diagnosed. She wonders how much of her self-esteem struggles can be attributed to only receiving validation through achievement and nothing else, because achievement being valued most highly is “very much a capitalism sickness, which is deeply rooted in patriarchy and white supremacy,” she added. “I’m functioning exactly as I was raised to function, by parents and teachers and bosses.” It wasn’t just trying to earn gold stars, prizes, or Student of the Month—but, rather, earning feeling good about herself.


“Self-worth or self-esteem is contingent on satisfying some standards of worth or value,” wrote researchers Jennifer Crocker, Shawna J. Lee, and Lora E. Park in a chapter titled “The Pursuit of Self-Esteem: Implications for Good and Evil.” Contingencies of self-worth are areas of life in which people invest self-esteem.3 What we stake self-worth on can vary: for some, it could be professional or academic success; for others, it could be being seen as attractive. While actually performing well in school might be a bonus, if our self-worth is contingent on seeing that gold star shimmering at the top of the test, we’re also pursuing what performing well in school says about us. (And, of course, school is just one example: for some people, school might be a safe haven to explore, whereas their home could be the place where they must earn self-esteem because it is contingent on parental approval or being seen as a good sibling.)


When I emailed Dr. Lora Park, associate professor in the Department of Psychology at SUNY Buffalo, to ask about this, she explained that the pursuit of self-esteem reflects people’s desire to protect, maintain, or boost self-worth in areas where they think they need to succeed to be considered a person who has worth and value. “In Western capitalistic cultures such as the U.S., people are encouraged to pursue the American Dream, which often involves being financially successful, having a good career, attaining status and approval from one’s peers,” she wrote me. But research suggests that extrinsic goal pursuits dependent on the validation of others—hello, gold star stickers—are associated with lower well-being.


When I think of pressure to earn goodness, I’m snapped back to third grade, when I wore navy skirts with shorts underneath so I could play on the monkey bars and participate in intense games of four-square and consistently sat in the wrong place at lunch thanks to a seating system based on putting a popsicle in a different envelope every week that I never riddled out and was too afraid to ask. I was a privileged child who had all her basic needs met and lucked out with parents who were of the “do your best and be a good friend” variety. When a teacher once suggested my parents would be disappointed in how I did on a spelling quiz, I didn’t know how to tell her my parents would ask if I tried, and if I answered in the affirmative, they would remind me that I’m blessed to live in an era with spell-check and to try again.
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