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The Key to

SELF-ESTEEM

It’s a word that’s on

everybody’s lips these days,
and there is good reason

why people should be

worried about it in the kind
of society we live in. But

before they go looking for

easy ways out of the

problem, they should

consider the inextricable

connection between

self-esteem and
self-respect...

A nyone who automati-
cally assumes that
"self-esteem" is just

another overworked catch-
phrase of our Sensitive New
Age might refer to John
Milton, whose deathless epic
poem Paradise Lost was pub-
lished in 1667. In it he wrote:
"Oft-times nothing profits
more / than self-esteem,
grounded on just and
right..."

The term is representa-
tive of the touchy-feely psy-
chobabble of the nineties

only insofar as it has taken on a certain fuzziness as to
its ... like ... meaning. Dictionaries have traditionally
defined it simply as "a good opinion of oneself;" now,
it is being bounced around indiscriminately as a sub-
stitute for sundry similar words such as self-image,
self-confidence, and self-respect.

As we shall see later on, this semantical blurring is
not without importance. But first it must be said that
although the concept of self-esteem is nothing new,
there can be no doubt that the current preoccupation
with it is a product of our particular times.

Present-day social conditions in western countries
are hardly conducive to people thinking well of them-
selves. And these days, problematically enough, they
seem to start thinking ill of themselves earlier and ear-
lier in life.

With so many couples divorced or separated, their
children may feel deserted and unwanted, or feel that
it was somehow due to their own shortcomings that
their parents have parted. When families do stay
together, today’s working mothers and fathers are

often short of time to spend with their children. The
latter may wonder if the lack of attention they perceive
is due to some flaw in themselves.

When children graduate to their teens, the prevail-
ing social climate of permissiveness may entice them
into situations which end up doing damage to their
self-image. They are exposed to various addictions,
which sooner or later make them despise themselves
for being unable to control their own behaviour. They
enter into easily disposable romantic relationships,
and the inevitable disappointments involved may
cause them to feel rejected again and again.

When older youths enter the employment market,
many find that the only jobs they can get fail to mea-
sure up to their education or native intelligence,
which may make them question their own intrinsic
value. Full-fledged adults in the workplace are also
prone to self-depreciation. In recent years multitudes
of workers have been bumped out of jobs by corporate
downsizing and the other effects of advancing tech-
nology and economic globalization. The men and
women thus displaced are subject to the feeling that
there must be something wrong with them if others
have kept their jobs while they have failed to "make
the cut."

Identification with one’s occupation is an impor-
tant source of self-esteem, and it is liable to sink
among displaced workers or early retirees who sud-
denly find themselves cast in the ignominious role of
has-beens. The fact that people are living longer than
ever poses another self-esteem problem as an
increasing number of seniors feel that they have lost
their usefulness.

Overhanging all this is a cultural ethos, which
implicitly equates success in all facets of life with nor-
mality. It has been said that you don’t die in America,
you underachieve.

Psychologists view low self-esteem as an expres-
sion of the discrepancy between people’s ideal images
of themselves and their actual situations and person-
alities. That is, they feel inferior because they have not
become what they would like to be.




