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  If you can meet with triumph and disaster

  And treat those two imposters just the same...

  Rudyard Kipling, “If”

  In writing this book, I have talked to a wide variety of people: people I know; people I’ve met; some that I have deliberately sought out. I have talked to a teenager, a woman in her eighties and others in all the decades in between. I wanted to know about perceptions of success and failure in education, in business, public life, and in the voluntary sector. I wanted to hear from entertainers, poets, and priests; meet those whose work is to evaluate success, and those for whom the concept doesn’t exist. Some names have been changed. To all, profound thanks.

  References in the text are to books listed in Further reading. When there is more than one work by the same author, they are distinguished in textual references by their date of publication.

  REFERENCES TO THE BIBLE

  KJV = King James Version

  NIV = New International Version


  1

  THE SUCCESS CULTURE

  Success! What a glorious, ringing, resounding sound that has. Something golden to reach out for, a pinnacle to attain. Passing, winning, beating – success is heady stuff. We all have images in our mind: of applause, champagne, triumphant smiles, curtain calls, laps of honour, and of parading through cities in open-top buses.

  Actually, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the original meaning of success was an outcome, whether good or bad: just something that follows. This meaning is still in use in the word “succession” when one person follows or “succeeds” another in a role or in a family. The current usage of the word “success”, however, shows a shift to “the prosperous achievement of something attempted; the attainment of an object according to one’s desire, now with particular reference to the attainment of wealth or position”.

  This concept of success (and its frightening shadow, failure) is embedded in our culture.

  Given the magnitude of its profile, the enduring attraction of books on how to attain success in every aspect of our lives, from the seminal How to Succeed at Business without really trying onwards, comes as no surprise. We devour advice on how to succeed with women, at interviews, golf, work and even at breastfeeding. There is no part of our lives, it seems, in which we ought not to be striving for success. Not succeeding, failure to succeed, is a humiliation beyond bearing.

  It is common for high achievers in many different areas to say, as the athlete, Kelly Holmes, has done, “You can do anything you want to if you set your mind to it.” This is an understandably popular attitude when applied to triumphing over adversity. We all like to be encouraged, to feel that we can make it, even in difficult circumstances. One story that hits all the right notes is that of George Walker, a Billingsgate porter from the East End of London, who became a successful boxer. When injury forced him to retire from the ring, he went into business, and built a huge empire, including Brent Cross, one of the early London shopping malls. As his obituary said, “He went on to buy hundreds of pubs, a chain of casinos, the Brighton Marina and the William Hill betting shops” (the Independent, 26 March, 2011). What it didn’t say is that he was also made bankrupt in the early 90s, and charged with – and acquitted of – theft by the Serious Fraud office.

  Success in one aspect of life can pull the rest of life out of balance, often causing a high level of stress and even illness. The Independent reported that “as befits someone who has been alternately idolised and demonised by the press, [Mike] Tyson is wary of the public’s continuing interest in his saga. He says that celebrity made him ‘delusional’ and that it has taken nothing less than a ‘paradigm shift’ for him to come down to earth. ‘We have to stick to what we are. I always stay in my slot. I know my place.’”

  It also has a considerable impact on the family. Those who have achieved extreme success in their work or calling are often even more out of balance, and often notoriously unsuccessful in personal relationships. Consider the personal lives of, for instance, Marilyn Monroe, Gandhi or Beethoven. Intense focus excludes other parts of life, as if there simply isn’t enough energy to support relationships as well as a career or creative gift. Sometimes it is easier to give our attention to external “doing” than to the complex and problematic state of being in relationship.

  Success, of course, often has a public dimension, attracting praise and bestowing status. Some people are famous merely for being famous, but generally fame is as a result of perceived success in a publicly observable field. Above all, to be successful implies wealth and influence – and a high place in a hierarchy. The cult of celebrity has infiltrated every aspect of public life, from politics to artistic performance, and exerts considerable pressure on those in its spotlight. It is no longer enough to be a fine writer, a virtuoso violinist, or someone who knows everything about taxation. People have to be media-savvy, promotable, celebrity-worthy – if possible, glamorous. Above all, visibly successful.

  Public success goes beyond an individual or team achievement: everyone wants a bit of it. Unconnected others claim an association with those achieving success: “our” football team, a tennis player from our country, autograph-seeking fans, each hoping that by touching success some of it will rub off. The private lives of those in the public eye absorb millions of other people in a vicarious and voyeuristic way: even much of our “news” revolves round events in the lives of a few high-profile individuals. Celebrity seems to tell us that we are of worth only if we are noticed. We want what they have, and reality TV makes it all too easy to believe that a bit of talent can bring quick-fix success without too much effort.

  In my local café, Rob acknowledges our dependence on celebrities. He gestures towards the show playing on the TV up in the corner of the room: “We’re indoctrinated to get our happiness through them. Sad, really.” Success is glossier than achievement or just being good at something. It has a public sheen, expects awards, presentations and public recognition. And it takes its toll.

  Visible success, or fame, is particularly stressful. Richard Olivier, son of two renowned actors, talked of the impact of public attention on his parents and on himself as a child. Constant media attention is hard to live with: privacy is difficult to maintain. Even at times of family crises, doorstepping photographers try to capture a moment to publish to the world. Fame, Oliver feels, is powerful – and dangerous. People either can’t deal with it – some taking to drink or drugs – or they believe in the inflated public image of themselves, and come to believe they can do no wrong. When it ends, and the applause stops, adjustment to “normal” life is hard. We have seen many examples among politicians and other people in the public eye. Sportsmen such as footballers can be particularly vulnerable. Huge success and wealth can come very young; the career is short-lived; and plans are not always in place for a life afterwards, a life perhaps from as young as 35 onwards when a former star has to adjust to a life without public acclaim. One former Indian cricketer talked of the adulation and the pressure of an existence as an international player: “If you do well, they treat you like gods. You earn huge sums of money. It’s hard to let it go.” The pop singer Adam Ant, talking of life before and after a mental breakdown, said of the pressure of his huge success: “No one can prepare you for that.”

  Children of successful people often struggle with their own lives, especially if their parents’ success has drawn public attention to their children, if busy parents have neglected them, or similarly high standards are expected. Even if parents’ expectations are not excessive, the role modelled for the children can be daunting; their own expectations may be unrealistic. Their talents may lie in fields quite different from those of their parents, and possibly less public.

  It’s hard to satisfy the need for success. Winning is often not enough. Winning all the championships in one year, winning more championships than anyone else, being the most capped player, taking the most wickets, making the most runs, selling the most records, being not only top of the bestseller list but staying there for longer than anyone else – in some, the need and greed for success can never be satisfied. The quest can become addictive. George Walker explained the addictive nature of financial success. “When I get into something new and it starts making money I look around for another place to do it. I’m like a squirrel on one of them barrels – the faster I run the faster the bloody thing goes.” His motivation, he said, came from his background. “Anyone who has been poor must have the fear of going back. It stays with you all the time – the gut fear in any man has to be a spur.”

  * * *

  Success in this model is based on a collection of stereotypes, including wealth, property, marriage, children, a circle of friends, and being respected in the local community. We may come to believe that we are judged by our house, our car, our job, even the holidays we take. The image of perfection created by an omnipresent edifice of advertising insists that success brings with it a certain body type exuding good health and fitness: the men sporty and tall, the women slim.

  The result for many people is status anxiety. For anyone who doesn’t fit the stereotype, be they gay, unable to have children, short, unfit, dyslexic or unemployed, it is not surprising that a sense of failure hovers. A South African friend put it more strongly: “Everything about you in magazines and so on shouts that you don’t make the grade”, leading to “a pervading sense of guilt and inadequacy” in society.

  And we project our anxiety on to others, demonising particular groups, such as those in prison, people with mental health issues, and those of no fixed abode, labelling them losers and failures. Those stigmatised may well feel that their failure predated their current circumstances – indeed was likely to have been a contributory factor. Statistics show that those in prison are low in most of the indicators of “success”, such as housing, education, employment, literacy, and relationships, before they went into prison – and often are lower still afterwards. Repeated failure leads to what psychologist Martin Seligman has called “learned helplessness”, a condition in which the individual believes that he has no control over his life. “That is how it has always been, and nothing is going to change.”

  What we forget is that people falling into these groups are not some small minority. It is estimated that one in six of all people in the UK suffer from a significant mental health problem at any given time; that thousands of families live in temporary accommodation, and that at least 20% of the working population (and one in three men under 30) have criminal records. They are our neighbours. In other circumstances, they could be us. If we define success in material terms, then we are relegating not only these stigmatised groups to the abyss of failure, but much of the population. With a reference to the fact that the richest 1% in the United States own 1/3 of the net worth of that country, the rallying cry of the Occupy movements speaks for the rest of us:

  We are the 99 percent. We are getting kicked out of our homes. We are forced to choose between groceries and rent. We are denied quality medical care. We are suffering from environmental pollution. We are working long hours for little pay and no rights, if we’re working at all. We are getting nothing while the other 1 percent is getting everything. We are the 99 percent.

  Ian, one of the founder-members of the Occupy London group, told me about a homeless man who had been sleeping outside St Paul’s Cathedral for ten years. When the encampment joined him, he became part of a community, and his life was transformed. He was valued, he became part of the decision-making process, and he gave up drinking. “Why”, asked Ian, “does Jim have so much value in our community, and none in the world outside? There is”, he said, “a different currency at St Paul’s.”

  A material-based definition of success discards most of humankind. Millions of people round the world are trapped in lives with few choices or opportunities to change them. Can we call that failure? In 1999 I went to Bangladesh, one of the poorest countries in the world. It was my first trip to a developing country and, before I went, I was asked if I was ready for the culture shock. I replied that I am easily upset but that I cannot for ever wear blinkers. In the event, I was amazed to discover that I was not upset, but moved by the courage, energy and dignity of those I met. As many others have testified, it was on re-entry to my own country that the culture shock kicked in. When the general standard of living is low, the struggle to surmount it is a communal one. It is making comparisons in an unequal society that lowers self-esteem, and leads to a sense of failure. Poverty is more shameful and oppressive in a generally wealthy culture.

  It is in Britain that I have witnessed more of that “learned helpessness” – but, surprisingly, not generally among refugees, despite the fact that in many cases they have access to less help than those born here. Refugees have learnt to survive and have had the courage and energy to leave and start again. No, the helpessness is to be found more generally among those stuck in generations of unemployment and dependence on benefits. It is not one-off mistakes that do the damage, but the inability to recover – the “staying down”. And it is our glittering success culture that helps to keep us there.
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  THE NATURE OF SUCCESS

  One secret of success in life is for a man to be ready for his opportunity when it comes. (Benjamin Disraeli)

  However easy it is to be seduced by our celebrity culture into thinking of success in terms of wealth, prosperity and popularity, the successes of most of us tend to be modest affairs: a piano exam, a driving test, getting a job, buying a first flat, winning a tennis match or a race – meeting or surpassing our own and others’ expectations.

  Whether something feels like a success or a failure depends on the starting point. For all of us, every day is full of small achievements that we don’t even notice. We think nothing of paying a bill – unless we have struggled to find the money, have problems with the system, or have been procrastinating. For a baby, to sit up or to take a first step is a huge achievement, a milestone. For someone with literacy problems, reading a page will feel like success. At different times of life, we will assess our actions in different ways. As we grow in competence in our chosen field we will think nothing of actions that years earlier would have felt like real achievements. As we age, reduced fitness may force us to reassess what we have taken for granted for most of our lives. For those with arthritic hips or knees, even going upstairs may feel like a success.

  Expectation

  Success does not stand on its own; it is only a level of achievement set against either a standard of expectation, or the achievements of others. And expectations are high. We are culturally conditioned to bring our children up to achieve: to attain success at school, in exams, and at work; to have a successful career. One of the women I talked to spoke for many in her description of early life as passing a series of tests: first the 11+, then “O” levels, “A” levels, and on to university. In the senior ranks of the civil service, she committed herself to climbing the ladder, even if the ladder was not something she really believed in.

  Parental expectation (as we will see more fully in Chapter 6) plays a very significant part in our attitudes to success and failure, and helps to shape our own. Sometimes that expectation stems from a parent’s sense of failure in their own lives, and their need for their children to succeed can exert a near intolerable pressure. It was striking to find that so many established people with independent lives were still striving to meet what they perceived as their parents’ expectations, or retrospectively to win their approval. One young woman studies by day and works by night, and feels the need to achieve sporting success: from a triathlon to climbing Snowdon to cycling 2,000km for a charity. A woman from a Pakistani background said that her need to “collect trophies” in life was probably due to her strict upbringing. She had to go the best art school and then on to the best regiment in the army. Now that her parents are dead, and she has successfully evaded an arranged marriage, she is free to follow her own goals of writing a book and settling down to have children.

  It is easy to take for granted our own cultural definitions. Teaching at an international school, where pupils represent about fifty different nationalities, gives a broader perspective. Sixteen years as head of admissions at the International School of London made Richard look critically at culture. When parents come to look round the school, they all say, “We’re looking for a good school,” but what that might mean, he says, is based mainly on their own schooling experience. Teachers at the school also come from many countries, and they don’t necessarily agree about the criteria for success.

  An extreme example of difference comes from Amy Chua, the Chinese American author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, who generalises her experiences as a Chinese parent:

  First, Chinese parents demand perfect grades because they believe that their child can get them. If their child doesn’t get them, the Chinese parent assumes it’s because the child didn’t work hard enough. That’s why the solution to substandard performance is always to excoriate, punish and shame the child. The Chinese parent believes that their child will be strong enough to take the shaming and to improve from it.

  Second, Chinese parents believe that their kids owe them everything…The understanding is that Chinese children must spend their lives repaying their parents by obeying them and making them proud.

  Third, Chinese parents believe that they know what is best for their children and therefore override all of their children’s own desires and preferences. That’s why Chinese daughters can’t have boyfriends in high school and why Chinese kids can’t go to sleepaway camp.

  Nor are they allowed to be in a school play, watch TV or play computer games or choose their own extra-curricular activities. Getting any grade less than an A is unacceptable as is being less than the no. 1 student in every subject except gym and drama. They must play the piano or violin and no other instrument (Wall St Journal, 8 January 2011).

  In our own culture, there are many different influences on our expectations, including social class. As the CEO of a charity told me: “Success breeds success. We’re strongly bound by social class. I’m middle class, brought up with the expectation of success.” Rob also feels that everything is just down to class. He spoke vehemently about external judgements – what paper you read, above all what you do. “Society judges you according to your job” – in his case, running a sandwich shop. “How you judge yourself deep down is another matter.” In fact, as research into the “class ceiling”shows, there has been a flat-lining of social mobility over the past couple of decades. It has become harder to move beyond the social class we are born in. In education, in the working world, and in our very sense of ourselves, our level of expectation and what we actually achieve are too often set early in life.

  Gender too is still an issue. Despite the progress that has been made in establishing equality in the workplace, breaking through glass ceilings is still a problem, not helped by some parental attitudes. Catherine said that she came from a sexist family, who wouldn’t let her go to university, just wanting her to make a good marriage. After the birth of one girl, and the death of a baby boy, she felt that her own birth came as a disappointment to her parents, who were eventually mollified by the birth of her younger brother. She became bitter:

  Marry a duke? I thought of men as the enemy. I left school at 15, had run away before. I needed to do something to prove that I was worthy to exist. I wanted to be better than my brother, and to do more and earn more, because that’s what Dad thought was important.

  Another woman referred to the “reflected glory” of her father’s status as a vicar, and her husband’s as a doctor, making it difficult for her (considerable) career to be recognised.

  Others suffer from what Collette Dowling has called “The Cinderella Complex”: a fear of independence, with an unconscious desire to be taken care of by others. Dowling describes her state during years of being at home with her children. “During all those years of a peculiar kind of Method acting known only to women, I hid from who I was.” She quotes Alexandra Symonds, a New York psychiatrist who has studied dependency, and says it’s a problem that affects most of the women she’s ever met. Even those women who appear to be the most outwardly successful, she believes, tend to “subordinate themselves to others, become dependent on them, and quite unwittingly devote their major energies to the search for love, for help, for protection against that which is seen as difficult, or challenging, or hostile in the world.” (http://www.colettedowling.com/work2.htm)

  Bee, a successful novelist, told me how important it was for her to be with other achieving women:

  When my first book was published, it felt as if I’d broken through the surface of the water and into the light; However bad things might be in the future, I knew I’d never return to the dark place where I’d been for years, with endless rejections. Now I enjoy being with other women who’ve also been fortunate enough to achieve something in their lives. It’s about realising potential – very often that is what success and failure are about, not about how good you are at something, but whether you get the chance to see it through, and have some recognition. And part of that is simply luck, and part of it is sheer bloody mindedness, refusing to accept defeat.

  The effects of gender discrimination are not confined to women. Success, in terms of work achievement, has been traditionally demanded more of men than of women, and that is not always easy to accept. As William Leith put it in The Times magazine in November 2010, “If women have been judged as sex objects, men have been judged too – as success objects.”

  Competition

  Although levels vary among individuals, competitiveness is rife in the human animal, especially when young. I’m embarrassed to acknowledge my own competitive streak. Even now, in competitions that I watch – whether quizzes, a cricket match or a singing contest – I need to be partisan to maintain a keen interest. Even if I’m not personally involved, I need to decide to support a particular individual or team. I want someone to win! Although the reason I am watching is generally because of an interest in the specific activity, I have to say that just watching the game is not enough. The kick of adrenalin caused by competitiveness, even at one remove, is addictive.

  Competition dominates every field of life, from academic achievement to playground games, from the board room to the bedroom. More, better, bigger, faster: notches on the gun. Success is not always just about proving ourselves but defeating others. An athletics coach spoke of the young people with whom she works: “Yes, pb [personal best] matters but”, with emphasis, “they want to win. Oh yes, they want to win!” The message from an advertisement shown on TV during the Atlanta Olympics was: “You don’t win silver. You lose gold.” One of the most often quoted aphorisms in American football is “Winning is not the most important thing. It’s the only thing.”
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“Thisis a sfim, wise, thoughtful book. It should be read by anyone
Who thinks they are a success or a failure!
Clare short
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