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February 3, 2002

The Trouble With Self-Esteem

By LAUREN SLATER

Take this test: 

1.  On the whole I am satisfied with myself.  

2.  At times I think that I am no good at all.  

3.  I feel that I have a number of good qualities.  

4.  I am able to do things as well as most other people.  

5.  I feel I do not have much to be proud of.  

6.  I certainly feel useless at times.  

7.  I feel that I am a person of worth, at least the equal of others.  

8.  I wish I could have more respect for myself.  

9.  All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.  

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

Devised by the sociologist Morris Rosenberg, this questionnaire is one of the most widely used self-esteem assessment scales in the United States.  If your answers demonstrate solid self-regard, the wisdom of the social sciences predicts that you are well adjusted, clean and sober, basically lucid, without criminal record and with some kind of college cum laude under your high-end belt.  If your answers, on the other hand, reveal some inner shame, then it is obvious: you were, or are, a teenage mother; you are prone to social deviance; and if you don't drink, it is because the illicit drugs are bountiful and robust.  

It has not been much disputed, until recently, that high self-esteem -- defined quite simply as liking yourself a lot, holding a positive opinion of your actions and capacities -- is essential to well-being and that its opposite is responsible for crime and substance abuse and prostitution and murder and rape and even terrorism.  Thousands of papers in psychiatric and social-science literature suggest this, papers with names like ''Characteristics of Abusive Parents: A Look At Self-Esteem'' and ''Low Adolescent Self-Esteem Leads to Multiple Interpersonal Problems.''  In 1990, David Long published ''The Anatomy of Terrorism,'' in which he found that hijackers and suicide bombers suffer from feelings of worthlessness and that their violent, fluorescent acts are desperate attempts to bring some inner flair to a flat mindscape.  

This all makes so much sense that we have not thought to question it.  The less confidence you have, the worse you do; the more confidence you have, the better you do; and so the luminous loop goes round.  Based on our beliefs, we have created self-esteem programs in schools in which the main objective is, as Jennifer Coon-Wallman, a psychotherapist based in Boston, says, ''to dole out huge heapings of praise, regardless of actual accomplishment.''  We have a National Association for Self-Esteem with about a thousand members, and in 1986, the State Legislature of California founded the ''California Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility.''  It was galvanized by Assemblyman John Vasconcellos, who fervently believed that by raising his citizens' self-concepts, he could divert drug abuse and all sorts of other social ills.  

It didn't work.  

In fact, crime rates and substance abuse rates are formidable, right along with our self-assessment scores on paper-and-pencil tests.  (Whether these tests are valid and reliable indicators of self-esteem is a subject worthy of inquiry itself, but in the parlance of social-science writing, it goes ''beyond the scope of this paper.'')  In part, the discrepancy between high self-esteem scores and poor social skills and academic acumen led researchers like Nicholas Emler of the London School of Economics and Roy Baumeister of Case Western Reserve University to consider the unexpected notion that self-esteem is overrated and to suggest that it may even be a culprit, not a cure.  

''There is absolutely no evidence that low self-esteem is particularly harmful,'' Emler says.  ''It's not at all a cause of poor academic performance; people with low self-esteem seem to do just as well in life as people with high self-esteem.  In fact, they may do better, because they often try harder.''  Baumeister takes Emler's findings a bit further, claiming not only that low self-esteem is in most cases a socially benign if not beneficent condition but also that its opposite, high self-regard, can maim and even kill.  Baumeister conducted a study that found that some people with favorable views of themselves were more likely to administer loud blasts of ear-piercing noise to a subject than those more tepid, timid folks who held back the horn.  An earlier experiment found that men with high self-esteem were more willing to put down victims to whom they had administered electric shocks than were their low-level counterparts.  

Last year alone there were three withering studies of self-esteem released in the United States, all of which had the same central message: people with high self-esteem pose a greater threat to those around them than people with low self-esteem and feeling bad about yourself is not the cause of our country's biggest, most expensive social problems.  The research is original and compelling and lays the groundwork for a new, important kind of narrative about what makes life worth living -- if we choose to listen, which might be hard.  One of this country's most central tenets, after all, is the pursuit of happiness, which has been strangely joined to the pursuit of self-worth.  Shifting a paradigm is never easy.  More than 2,000 books offering the attainment of self-esteem have been published; educational programs in schools designed to cultivate self-esteem continue to proliferate, as do rehabilitation programs for substance abusers that focus on cognitive realignment with self-affirming statements like, ''Today I will accept myself for who I am, not who I wish I were.''  I have seen therapists tell their sociopathic patients to say ''I adore myself'' every day or to post reminder notes on their kitchen cabinets and above their toilet-paper dispensers, self-affirmations set side by side with waste.  

Will we give these challenges to our notions about self-esteem their due or will the research go the way of the waste?  ''Research like that is seriously flawed,'' says Stephen Keane, a therapist who practices in Newburyport, Mass.   ''First, it's defining self-esteem according to very conventional and problematic masculine ideas.   Second, it's clear to me that many violent men, in particular, have this inner shame; they find out early in life they're not going to measure up, and they compensate for it with fists.   We need, as men, to get to the place where we can really honor and expand our natural human grace.''  

Keane's comment is rooted in a history that goes back hundreds of years, and it is this history that in part prevents us from really tussling with the insights of scientists like Baumeister and Emler.   We have long held in this country the Byronic belief that human nature is essentially good or graceful, that behind the sheath of skin is a little globe of glow to be harnessed for creative uses.   Benjamin Franklin, we believe, got that glow, as did Joseph Pulitzer and scads of other, lesser, folks who eagerly caught on to what was called, in the 19th century, ''mind cure.''  

Mind cure augurs New Age healing, so that when we lift and look at the roots, New Age is not new at all.   In the 19th century, people fervently believed that you were what you thought.  Sound familiar?  Post it above your toilet paper.   You are what you think.   What you think.   What you think.  In the 1920's, a French psychologist, Emile Coue, became all the rage in this country; he proposed the technique of autosuggestion and before long had many citizens repeating, ''Day by day in every way I am getting better and better.''  

But as John Hewitt says in his book criticizing self-esteem, it was maybe Ralph Waldo Emerson more than anyone else who gave the modern self-esteem movement its most eloquent words and suasive philosophy.  Emerson died more than a century ago, but you can visit his house in Concord, Mass., and see his bedroom slippers cordoned off behind plush velvet ropes and his eyeglasses, surprisingly frail, the frames of thin gold, the ovals of shine, perched on a beautiful desk.  It was in this house that Emerson wrote his famous transcendentalist essays like ''On Self-Reliance,'' which posits that the individual has something fresh and authentic within and that it is up to him to discover it and nurture it apart from the corrupting pressures of social influence.  Emerson never mentions ''self-esteem'' in his essay, but his every word echoes with the self-esteem movement of today, with its romantic, sometimes silly and clearly humane belief that we are special, from head to toe. 

Self-esteem, as a construct, as a quasi religion, is woven into a tradition that both defines and confines us as Americans.  If we were to deconstruct self-esteem, to question its value, we would be, in a sense, questioning who we are, nationally and individually.  We would be threatening our self-esteem.  This is probably why we cannot really assimilate research like Baumeister's or Emler's; it goes too close to the bone and then threatens to break it.  Imagine if you heard your child's teacher say, ''Don't think so much of yourself.''  Imagine your spouse saying to you, ''You know, you're really not so good at what you do.''  We have developed a discourse of affirmation, and to deviate from that would be to enter another arena, linguistically and grammatically, so that what came out of our mouths would be impolite at best, unintelligible at worst. 

Is there a way to talk about the self without measuring its worth?  Why, as a culture, have we so conflated the two quite separate notions -- a) self and b) worth?  This may have as much to do with our entrepreneurial history as Americans, in which everything exists to be improved, as it does, again, with the power of language to shape beliefs.  How would we story the self if not triumphantly, redemptively, enhanced from the inside out?  A quick glance at amazon.com titles containing the word ''self'' shows that a hefty percentage also have -improvement or -enhancement tucked into them, oftentimes with numbers -- something like 101 ways to improve your self-esteem or 503 ways to better your outlook in 60 days or 604 ways to overcome negative self-talk.  You could say that these titles are a product of a culture, or you could say that these titles and the contents they sheathe shape the culture.  It is the old argument: do we make language or does language make us?  In the case of self-esteem, it is probably something in between, a synergistic loop-the-loop.  

On the subject of language, one could, of course, fault Baumeister and Emler for using ''self-esteem'' far too unidimensionally, so that it blurs and blends with simple smugness.  Baumeister, in an attempt at nuance, has tried to shade the issue by referring to two previously defined types: high unstable self-esteem and high well-grounded self-esteem.  As a psychologist, I remember once treating a murderer, who said, ''The problem with me, Lauren, is that I'm the biggest piece of [expletive] the world revolves around.''  He would have scored high on a self-esteem inventory, but does he really ''feel good'' about himself?  And if he doesn't really feel good about himself, then does it not follow that his hidden low, not his high, self-esteem leads to violence?  And yet as Baumeister points out, research has shown that people with overt low self-esteem aren't violent, so why would low self-esteem cause violence only when it is hidden?  If you follow his train of thinking, you could come up with the sort of silly conclusion that covert low self-esteem causes aggression, but overt low self-esteem does not, which means concealment, not cockiness, is the real culprit.  That makes little sense.  

''The fact is,'' Emler says, ''we've put antisocial men through every self-esteem test we have, and there's no evidence for the old psychodynamic concept that they secretly feel bad about themselves.  These men are racist or violent because they don't feel bad enough about themselves.''  Baumeister and his colleagues write: ''People who believe themselves to be among the top 10 percent on any dimension may be insulted and threatened whenever anyone asserts that they are in the 80th or 50th or 25th percentile.  In contrast, someone with lower self-esteem who regards himself or herself as being merely in the top 60 percent would only be threatened by the feedback that puts him or her at the 25th percentile. . .  .  In short, the more favorable one's view of oneself, the greater the range of external feedback that will be perceived as unacceptably low.''  

Perhaps, as these researchers are saying, pride really is dangerous, and too few of us know how to be humble.  But that is most likely not the entire reason why we are ignoring flares that say, ''Look, sometimes self-esteem can be bad for your health.''  There are, as always, market forces, and they are formidable.  The psychotherapy industry, for instance, would take a huge hit were self-esteem to be re-examined.  After all, psychology and psychiatry are predicated upon the notion of the self, and its enhancement is the primary purpose of treatment.  I am by no means saying mental health professionals have any conscious desire to perpetuate a perhaps simplistic view of self-esteem, but they are, we are (for I am one of them, I confess), the ''cultural retailers'' of the self-esteem concept, and were the concept to falter, so would our pocketbooks.  

Really, who would come to treatment to be taken down a notch?  How would we get our clients to pay to be, if not insulted, at least uncomfortably challenged?  There is a profound tension here between psychotherapy as a business that needs to retain its customers and psychotherapy as a practice that has the health of its patients at heart.  Mental health is not necessarily a comfortable thing.  Because we want to protect our patients and our pocketbooks, we don't always say this.  The drug companies that underwrite us never say this.  Pills take you up or level you out, but I have yet to see an advertisement for a drug of deflation.  

If you look at psychotherapy in other cultures, you get a glimpse into the obsessions of our own.  You also see what a marketing fiasco we would have on our hands were we to dial down our self-esteem beliefs.  In Japan, there is a popular form of psychotherapy that does not focus on the self and its worth.  This psychotherapeutic treatment, called Morita, holds as its central premise that neurotic suffering comes, quite literally, from extreme self-awareness.  ''The most miserable people I know have been self-focused,'' says David Reynolds, a Morita practitioner in Oregon.  Reynolds writes, ''Cure is not defined by the alleviation of discomfort or the attainment of some ideal state (which is impossible) but by taking constructive action in one's life which helps one to live a full and meaningful existence and not be ruled by one's emotional state.''  

Morita therapy, which emphasizes action over reflection, might have some trouble catching on here, especially in the middle-class West, where folks would be hard pressed to garden away the 50-minute hour.  That's what Morita patients do; they plant petunias and practice patience as they wait for them to bloom.  

Like any belief system, Morita has its limitations.  To detach from feelings carries with it the risk of detaching from their significant signals, which carry important information about how to act: reach out, recoil.  But the current research on self-esteem does suggest that we might benefit, if not fiscally than at least spiritually, from a few petunias on the Blue Cross bill.  And the fact that we continue, in the vernacular, to use the word ''shrink'' to refer to treatment means that perhaps unconsciously we know we sometimes need to be taken down a peg.  

Down to . . . what?  Maybe self-control should replace self-esteem as a primary peg to reach for.  I don't mean to sound Puritanical, but there is something to be said for discipline, which comes from the word ''disciple,'' which actually means to comprehend.  Ultimately, self-control need not be seen as a constriction; restored to its original meaning, it might be experienced as the kind of practiced prowess an athlete or an artist demonstrates, muscles not tamed but trained, so that the leaps are powerful, the spine supple and the energy harnessed and shaped.  

There are therapy programs that teach something like self-control, but predictably they are not great moneymakers and they certainly do not attract the bulk of therapy consumers, the upper middle class.  One such program, called Emerge, is run by a psychologist named David Adams in a low-budget building in Cambridge, Mass.  Emerge's clients are mostly abusive men, 75 percent of them mandated by the courts.  ''I once did an intake on a batterer who had been in psychotherapy for three years, and his violence wasn't getting any better,'' Adams told me.  ''I said to him, 'Why do you think you hit your wife?'  He said to me, 'My therapist told me it's because I don't feel good about myself inside.'''  Adams sighs, then laughs.  ''We believe it has nothing to do with how good a man feels about himself.  At Emerge, we teach men to evaluate their behaviors honestly and to interact with others using empathy and respect.''  In order to accomplish these goals, men write their entire abuse histories on 12-by-12 sheets of paper, hang the papers on the wall and read them.  ''Some of the histories are so long, they go all around the room,'' Adams says.  ''But it's a powerful exercise.  It gets a guy to really concretely see.''  Other exercises involve having the men act out the abuse with the counselor as the victim.  Unlike traditional ''suburban'' therapies, Emerge is under no pressure to keep its customers; the courts do that for them.  In return, they are free to pursue a path that has to do with ''balanced confrontation,'' at the heart of which is critical reappraisal and self- -- no, not esteem -- responsibility.  

While Emerge is for a specific subgroup of people, it might provide us with a model for how to reconfigure treatment -- and maybe even life -- if we do decide the self is not about how good it feels but how well it does, in work and love.  Work and love.  That's a phrase fashioned by Freud himself, who once said the successful individual is one who has achieved meaningful work and meaningful love.  Note how separate this sentence is from the notion of self.  We blame Freud for a lot of things, but we can't blame that cigar-smoking Victorian for this particular cultural obsession.  It was Freud, after all, who said that the job of psychotherapy was to turn neurotic suffering into ordinary suffering.  Freud never claimed we should be happy, and he never claimed confidence was the key to a life well lived.  

I remember the shock I had when I finally read this old analyst in his native tongue.  English translations of Freud make him sound maniacal, if not egomaniacal, with his bloated words like id, ego and superego.  But in the original German, id means under-I, ego translates into I and superego is not super-duper but, quite simply, over-I.  Freud was staking a claim for a part of the mind that watches the mind, that takes the global view in an effort at honesty.  Over-I.  I can see.  And in the seeing, assess, edit, praise and prune.  This is self-appraisal, which precedes self-control, for we must first know both where we flail and stumble, and where we are truly strong, before we can make disciplined alterations.  Self-appraisal.  It has a certain sort of rhythm to it, does it not?  Self-appraisal may be what Baumeister and Emler are actually advocating.  If our lives are stories in the making, then we must be able to edit as well as advertise the text.  Self-appraisal.  If  we say self-appraisal again and again, 101 times, 503 times, 612 times, maybe we can create it.  And learn its complex arts.  

Lauren Slater is a psychologist.  Her memoir, ''Love Works Like This,'' will be published by Random House in May.
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