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To those who have shared their experiences with me. They have enabled me to enrich the reflections that I embark on here.


To the brothers and sisters of the Brahma Kumaris, with whom I have learned the value of an honest heart. Many of the experiences that I write of here are the fruit of my shared living with them and of having listened to so many women and men as they trusted me with their doubts, their fears and their dissatisfactions, their achievements and their yearnings.
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Prologue


In 1951 an inventory was made of the qualities that someone in management should have in order to be considered ‘excellent’. Several were highlighted, such as tidiness, a well-presented appearance, or punctuality, although the most interesting one was the last, which said thus: ‘Having a pleasant wife if he wants to be promoted’. Evidently, the possibility that the person aspiring to the post might be a woman was not contemplated … They were other times, of that there is no doubt. We can say that the twentieth century meant great advances in many areas in the West and one of the most important was that of women being incorporated into the spheres of social and economic power. In the past, around 4000 BC, the figures representing the Goddesses were of the same size as those of the gods, leading to the anthropologists’ deduction that women played a leading and equal role in primitive societies. However, the climate change or ‘desertification of the Sahara’—as Steve Taylor, professor of Cambridge, calls it—gave rise to, amongst other factors, a radical transformation of society. At a time of great shortage of resources, the need to compete for territory brought about power structures based on strength; this caused the apparition of patriarchy and, consequently, the relegation of women to roles that were dependent on those of the men. But all of this is changing. Today, the incorporation of women in positions of authority implies a deep transformation that is obliging us to look for new balances in couple and family relationships. The paradigms that our ancestors worked with are now obsolete, and to substitute them for new ones requires time and effort, on the part of both men and women, as can be deduced from the results of scientific studies.


Two years ago, The Washington Post published the conclusions of the analysis made by Babcock and Bowles, of Harvard University, according to which the evaluations received by the most assertive women are worse than those who have a more passive role in a process of salary negotiation. They analyzed the opinion of men and women who had watched the recording of over one hundred negotiation processes with people of both sexes. Both women and men praised those males who showed more aggressive negotiation skills, arguing that they were clear about what they wanted, and they penalized the women who played the same role because they had been less nice and who, therefore, they would not give the job to. The conclusions are scary. Beyond the lack of work opportunities, it seems that a social prejudice or a paradigm exists in relation to women who are clear about what they want. That is why, if we want to change a situation that is so deeply rooted in our culture, probably we ourselves as women should begin to liberate ourselves from these toxic clichés, both in what we think and what we say when a woman attains a post of responsibility or, in the emotional terrain, when we want to live out a couple relationship as if it were a search for the handsome prince. We can blame history, culture or others, but I suspect that the work has to begin in each one of us, as Miriam invites us to explore.


This book is an invitation to learn to love ourselves and to love the other without engaging in toxic dependences, and without paradigms that choke us. It is an invitation to experience true love, that love which makes us free and that, as she states, ‘arises out of the encounter of two wholes and not of the belief in and search for the joining of two halves’. Miriam knows that we cannot love if we do not feel realized as people; that is why she devotes her first chapters to smashing into tiny pieces the very real chains that imprison us. It is impossible to find realization in our partner if we are waiting for the other to rescue us; if we yearn for perfect, not real, relationships; or if we are so afraid of rejection that we drag dead relationships along with us. That is why this book is a navigation map for all those of us who want to lead a full and authentic life, not only in a partnership, but also in our relationship with ourselves.


A great essay—such as the one the reader has in his or her hands—invites us to think, to reflect and to be moved to action. To achieve this, Miriam courageously speaks to us out of her own experience, putting herself on the line and committing herself as a person, and what she achieves, through so doing, is that her words leave us far from indifferent. We have all been capable of living through situations of emotional dependence of one kind or another, and we know that, in those spirals, our self-esteem runs a mile. From those spaces we are not able to build solid relationships in which both partners grow in wholeness, because far too often we act out of automatic habit, unresolved needs and a long list of motives that enslave both us and our partner. Miriam shows us that another kind of love is possible, one which is born of wholeness, of the freedom to be oneself and to become a supportive partner on the other’s path to freedom. Her book offers us clues of great value in the fascinating world of human relationships, navegation routes, studies that corroborate her words and accompany us on that journey which is always difficult but fruitful, the inner journey. It is a marvelous book, highly recommendable, brave, full of wisdom, of intimacy, inciting us to change and question ourselves, written by a woman who is a teacher in what she says, and, even more importantly, in what she does. It is a gift to be able to learn from her, from her friendship, from her way of understanding life and emotional relationships. Thank you for this gift.


Pilar Jericó


Partner of Be-Up and writer


www.pilarjerico.com





Introduction


Today we co-exist with diverse models of partnerships and family relationships. The grandparents—or the great-grandparents—who have always lived together. The separated parents. Young people who have brief flings with one another without commitment. Some people want to reproduce the grandparents’ model: it seems more secure. Others opt for solitude as their faithful companion. Others decide to adopt children from other countries. Some bring up their partner’s children. Others have children in vitro, with homosexual partners. Others decide not to have children or have them after the age of forty when they are professionally established.


All of these formulas open out in the present day like a rich social fan of different models of new ways of family living. In practically all of them, women continue to be the backbone, the fundamental axis that keeps all these new family groupings together.


These new groupings are making themselves a place in our social, educational and cultural spaces. Whilst as women we have advanced in all areas, men have watched, almost without participating, this female liberation that is transforming our social, cultural and relational foundations. In general, they have felt disarmed, not ready on an emotional level to co-exist with these changes which directly affect the sphere of the family group.


In a discussion group on self-esteem, various men confessed that they do not have problems in the professional arena, but that in the emotional and personal sphere they doubt themselves; they feel ‘disarmed’ and lacking in self-esteem. The self-esteem of most men is based on their professional achievements.


Another factor that affects men is that, in general, they find it difficult to be with a woman who is intellectually brilliant, highly educated, talented and professionally successful. For them, sharing life with a woman who has greater achievements and more resources in the professional world makes them insecure. They are afraid of being less than what she might hope for or desire, and of not being able to offer what has been traditionally considered the male contribution. They are subject, states Marina Subirats,1 ‘to feeling threatened by a loss of admiration or to doubt as to their own value and being reproached for their lack of achievement. Instinctively, therefore, men tend to make less of the positions reached by their partners, so that these latter will make fewer comparisons and demands’.


Taking this power game as a starting point, we need to understand the reasons that lead men to try to prevent or not make it easy for their wives to work outside the home. What is also the case is that through doing so they have been able to keep greater control of them. In the traditional social model, what prevailed was continuity, the children. For their sake, the woman subjugated herself and tried to keep hold of her belief in the handsome prince, in the king and protector of the home.


In these pages we will see how this traditional context continues to impregnate our spaces of relationships. In the chapters to come I offer paths towards reflection and radical transformation, from the inside out, in order to achieve a more harmonious co-existence. We will see how to connect to our essential identity, freeing ourselves from limiting conditioning, and we will focus our viewpoint and energy on creating bridges towards a world that is better for all women and men.


Relationships


At the present time it is necessary to strengthen a vision in which relationships can come to exist in a harmonious complementarity. We need a complete transformation so that harmony in freedom is possible. Men have much to offer in this. Without mutual collaboration and understanding, we will not be able to go forwards towards a true encounter with one another. Let us be partners in the creation of a new reality in which relationships are the expression of our wholeness.


Fortunately, there are more and more men who are making an effort to reach a maturity that can make satisfactory relationships possible. We should all of us, women and men, work to facilitate and encourage this change in order to eradicate the violence, the dissatisfaction and the insecurity that reign in the present day in all spheres of human life. For this change to be possible, we have to look anew at the basis of our relationships. And this reflection should begin in each one of us, in me, and in you.


If, for example, your relationship with the other is based on a need, on the constant search for gratification, you will also establish a similar relationship with society: you will try to get society to fulfil your needs and your deficiencies. The fact of relating out of need, looking to the other to satisfy you, makes it inevitable that there will be expectations, conflicts, frustration and a permanent dissatisfaction.


Then you feel yourself to be a victim because things neither work nor are as you want them to be. This causes a state of constant complaint. The universe does not seem to dance to your tune, your desire and your will. You hope for situations and others to make you happy. And since this desired happiness does not arrive—or when it arrives it dissolves as quickly as sugar on the tongue—the dissatisfaction increases in scale, ending up as desperation or dejection. You feel that you can’t do anything to change what you would like to. You might also feel impotent in a relationship that does not seem to give you the satisfaction that you hope for.


In the pages to come I show the context in which our tendency towards dependence, and, therefore, permanent dissatisfaction, is generated. I suggest changes in perspective and attitude in order to achieve satisfaction, personal wholeness and harmony in relationships.



What do we want?


An important factor in connecting to our potential and transforming energy that would enable us to support each other in creating a new reality is the need to find out what our essential desire is. What do we want? What are we looking for? It is fundamental that we come to understand ourselves. Understand the self.


Who am I? What do I want? What is my identity? What is my will? From where do I act? From where do I choose? From fear and lack or from trust and abundance? Am I covering up a deficiency and am I hiding something, or is what I am doing born of desire?


What desire? What drives me? Are my actions driven by a mature love, a love that is worked at? Or am I seeking for the other to satiate my thirst for satisfaction, for pleasure and for love?


In this book we will see the repercussions of living in the paradigm that is based on need, on greed and an awareness that is based on what we are lacking. We will see how we can change to a paradigm that is based on the giving of oneself, generosity and abundance. Perhaps we should change the question and ask ourselves: what does the other need?


Rabindranath Tagore says:




I slept and I dreamt that life was joy.


I awoke and I saw that life was service.


I served and I saw that service was joy.





My experience


The women of my generation, now aged about fifty, experienced the ‘harvest’ of the protests and claims of 1968. We are the daughters of the generation that took up once more in Spain—in the sixties and the seventies—the feminist battles of the dawning years of the twentieth century. This opened the doors of freedom of choice to us. Many of us were able to study what we wanted, propelled by our vocation. We found work and housing. We traveled, we trained, we left the family home, we had male friends and lovers. We opted to do everything before getting married, and, even more so, before having children. We entered a working and intellectual world that was no longer the patrimony of men.


In spite of these achievements, we continue to carry a burden that is injected into our veins and our social fabric. If we understand it, we will be able to disarm it more easily. It is a burden that is so deeply rooted in our personality that sometimes we do not realize how our habits are colored by it. When these habits dominate our acts and feelings, we stop being the leaders of our lives and we live at the mercy of what traditionally and culturally has been considered ‘right’.


Over the last twenty-five years I have listened to and attended to hundreds of women, most of them between 25 and 55 years of age. Women of different backgrounds, social classes and with different family and personal situations. I have seen, heard, and been witness to their feelings of guilt, their tendency towards submission, their destructive self-criticism, their need for dependence, their lack of criteria and how the opinion of others has influenced them, their clinging to power, their fear of rejection, their jealousy and their inner struggles, a lack of clear identity, a confusion and a yearning for a love that seems never to arrive.


I have felt how hard we find it to handle power from our femininity, and how we have come to exercise power on male terms in order to feel ourselves to be on the same plane as men. It seems there is a belief that thus we will be able to overcome the feeling of inferiority that has kept us in the shade for centuries. We find it difficult to balance vulnerability with inner power.


This book


My own experience of leadership in a religious organization that is led by women but yet imitates the millenary male patterns, the female neediness of so many women and the present-day situation of lack of true encounter between men and women, has led me to question, to observe and to suggest new solutions for our present challenges.


It has all made me ask: is it possible to live without making demands, without expecting anything, either from one person or from many? We will study this matter in the coming pages. In them I share with you the results of this search for answers, in the hope that they might lead us to an understanding of the meaning lying beneath what is happening, and that we might be opened to new horizons, full of hope.


In chapters 1, 2 and 3, I write about, in a general way, the context we come from, what our history has been and the burden that we carry. We will see how this has generated submissive or authoritarian people and relationships in which dependence perpetuates violence and repression and prevents us from reaching wholeness. We find it hard to understand ourselves because we are living through a period of great transformations. And, in the metamorphosis, the chrysalis is no longer a caterpillar but neither is it yet a butterfly.


From chapter 4 we enter into this ‘relational chrysalis’ that is in full metamorphosis. What is happening in our relationships? In chapter 5, ‘New Relationships’, I set out the following questions: Towards where are we going? What direction do we want to go in? Let us be partners in this path towards living wholeness while understanding our identity. We will see this in chapters 6 and 7: ‘Partners in Complementarity’ and ‘Partners to Live in Wholeness’.


Only when we live in our inner power (chapter 8) will we be able to create and build a new paradigm together (chapter 9).





Chapter 1

The Context


We are living at a time of confusion between men and women. Our relationships are unsatisfactory. The problem is not just a question of gender, but rather social, cultural and historical. It is a problem of disconnection with oneself and with one’s essence. If I do not know myself nor understand myself, then neither will I understand the other. Out of this lack of understanding we find a mis-encounter in our relationships.


Dependent need, neediness, forms part of the culture of scarcity, of consumerism and of possessiveness. We live in a culture that is more about having than being, and what we have has a sell-by date. We yearn to have more and we lose ourselves in the anguish that is caused by the fear of loss. When we have, we possess; and when we possess, we are afraid of losing what we have. We consume a lot of energy in our desire to have, clinging on to what we have and are afraid of losing. We live in the mirage of possession, believing it to fulfil us and give us an apparent security when, in reality, it is unstable and insecure.


Culturally and traditionally, the female gender, women, had to be dependent. The aim of their lives was to devote themselves to others: to take care of them and to love them. They made the lives of others possible. Society grew from its most important mainstay: women’s sacrifice. Their sacrifice meant that they could not develop their ability to make decisions, act as a leader, nor become a figure in their own right in the public world.


For centuries, this tradition has given shape to forms of personality and relationships that have been transmitted from one generation to another through some very deeply rooted cultural guidelines. The history that we were told at school was the history with men as protagonists, the victors or vanquished, conquerors, discoverers, princes and kings.


As a woman could not have her own criteria, her self-esteem depended on the men in her life, her father, her husband, sometimes her son, holding her in high or low esteem. For a long time mothers, and then teachers, taught this to little girls: her judgment had to depend on the man’s judgment, therefore she could not have her own criteria referring to herself, on a scale of values, of good or bad; she only had to reflect the criteria of the other. The belief existed that to encourage little girls and adolescent ones to have their own criteria was harmful to them because then they would not be able to fulfil their role as women. This has been, and continues to be, in many places, the reality for thousands of women over many centuries.


They were so undervalued that their only way to obtain status was for a man, a ‘superior being’ to rescue them from their inferiority and raise them to the level of: ‘You are my ideal woman, you are my lady, my goddess, my princess.’ The typical thing in the falling in love stage. This lifted up a woman so much that it rescued her from her inferiority, because it was the man who put her on a pedestal. Theoretically, she expected to spend the rest of her life on that pedestal.


In exchange, the woman handed over her life, and put herself to serving him. This has given women the idea that the greatest happiness, the highest point of our lives, our nirvana, is love, understood as dependence on and subjugation to the other. Underlying this is the belief that the love of a man is what is going to transform you into a powerful being, given that you were born dispossessed. As women, our capacity to be loved has been fundamental for us to be able to act with confidence in society.


It may surprise you to know that the generation before mine, that of my mother, that is, the generation of women who were born in the thirties and forties, were obliged (in Franco’s Spain) to do their Social Service, led by the Feminine Section of the Falange.1 Its objective was to encourage women in the national-syndicalism spirit. Its slogan was: ‘The essential aim of woman is to act as a complement to man, forming with him, individually or collectively, a perfect social unit.’ Its political ideology was based on promoting the traditional values which evoked the figure of the mother and the submissive wife as a feminine prototype.


Pilar Primo de Rivera, leader of this female social service, said in 1942: ‘Women never discover anything; they are lacking, of course, the creative talent, reserved by God for male intelligence; we can do nothing more than interpret, for better or worse, what men give to us as already done.’ And in 1944 this was published: ‘The life of any woman, in spite of how much she might want to pretend otherwise, is nothing more than an eternal desire to find someone to submit herself to.’2


Young girls were prepared for marriage, since their purpose as women was based on being good wives and mothers. The advice published in the textbook that they studied sought to create attitudes of submission and dependence in relation to their future husband. For example, in principle 14 it told them: ‘Remember that he is the boss of the house.’ And in number 16: ‘If you have any interest, try not to bore him by talking about it, given that women’s interests are trivial in comparison to those of men.’


Being aware of what the generations previous to ours learned and experienced, we can understand the present-day situation of mis-encounter, in which all of us, both women and men, are striving to free ourselves from the burden of the past and to find new spaces of harmony and complicity.


Living in this socio-cultural context ‘it is difficult not to feel ignored as single women’, states Wendy Bristow. ‘Our society celebrates family values and sanctifies the fact of having a partner. From the fairy tales to the television soaps, we are all delighted to see happy endings where the couples get married and live happily ever after. But the reality is not like that.’3


According to Teresa Forcades,4 ‘patriarchal thought constantly takes on a new guise in order to justify the subordination of women. Now it is saying that woman is superior—for biological reasons—to the male at love, which is the politically correct way today of saying that her natural place is in the home, with the children, elderly and sick’.


Commitment and/or desire


In the past, a man and woman married for life. There was a commitment. If this was betrayed, there was a terrible social price to be paid. So, what came first was commitment, not desire. Desire had to be deferred. When desire led them in a direction that was a threat to the couple, it had to be denied or destroyed.


As soon as we had a society that introduced divorce, this ended, because then separation was legitimatized. Then we understood that desire comes before duty or commitment. If your commitment coincides with your desire, fine. But when your desire is other, a conflict is generated. From here on, if the couple builds their relationship with the idea of ‘forever’, they live out a contradiction. Because there is ‘forever’ and there is ‘until I want to’ or until each one wants to. Therefore, it is advisable that an agreement be formulated and that each is clear about their desires, their intentions and their vision of the shared project that they want to build.


From there on, one thing is to live together, and another is to stay faithful. If they are not faithful, what happens? They promise, but nobody guarantees. Before, they had to do it, because, if not, they would have had the whole village after them. Now, if they are not, they might have some problems or an unpleasant surprise. They will argue about who keeps the flat or pays the mortgage, but in truth, nothing really terrible will happen. In the West this is socially and culturally accepted.
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