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Introduction
I wrote this book because I believe that progressive activists are the world’s most precious resource. We tackle the most difficult and important problems—including hunger, war, disease, poverty, violence, cruelty and exploitation—and work to further humanity’s evolution in the direction of compassion and kindness. Conservatives may create more wealth, but we create more of the values, including justice, equality and freedom, that make life worth living. As history has repeatedly shown us, and as we are unfortunately witnessing in the United States today, wealth without the tempering of progressive values and mores leads inevitably to corruption and despair.
Imagine how different the world would be if there were twice—or ten times!—as many progressive activists as there are now, and if those activists were happy and effective and enjoying long full-time or part-time careers1. Entire societies and cultures, and quite possibly every society and culture, would be transformed.
That’s why I wrote The Lifelong Activist, a guide to building a sustainable activist career. It is aimed at you, the activist, volunteer or other politically active person who is considering your long-term career and life options. My goal is to empower you to live a happy life that includes an effective and sustainable activist career, and in particular to help you avoid the burnout that afflicts so many activists.
This is not a typical book on activism, perhaps because my background is different from that of many activists. Although I’ve long been involved in progressive causes, including labor, feminism, and, most recently, animal rights and vegetarianism, I have chosen to earn my living as an entrepreneur, business journalist and business coach. Prior to writing The Lifelong Activist, I spent three years working as lead business coach at a Boston nonprofit, where my team and I helped more than 1,000 economically disadvantaged people of diverse backgrounds start or grow businesses, professional art careers and nonprofit organizations. In that position, I was able to witness firsthand what causes intelligent and dedicated people to succeed and what causes them to fail. That is the knowledge I bring to this book.
That knowledge is, in a nutshell, that the secret to success as an activist, as well as in life itself, is to live a life that is as much as possible an expression of your core values. The Lifelong Activist is a guidebook for doing so, and it is based on the premise that you succeed by making conscious choices about your life, specifically in the crucial areas of your mission, time, fears and relationships. Self-actualization—a term coined by the late psychologist Abraham Maslow that refers to the cultivation of your unique strengths, talents and character—should be your primary goal, since the more self-actualized you are, the more creativity, energy, focus and other positive attributes you will be able to bring to your activism and other endeavors. Self-actualization is also, as I discuss in Part IV, entirely congruent with your progressive ethic and mission.
Self-actualization begins with breaking free of other people’s inappropriate influence and control over your life. Some of these people might mean well, while others might mean ill; still others might not care about you at all but are simply pursuing their own agenda. Some might even be other activists trying to bully you into working on their cause or meeting their standard of ideological purity. You need to break free of all of these inappropriate influences so that you can start to build a life in keeping with your values.
Perhaps because of my background, aspects of this book may challenge, and even anger or upset, some activists:
•My business background, naturally, influences my perceptions and advice, and so you may see more approving references to money, materialism, hierarchies and competition than you are used to seeing, or like to see, in a book aimed at progressives.
•I believe that activists need to place a high priority on money—or, more specifically, on creating a sustainable income for themselves. I understand that this can be difficult in a society whose values are opposed to your own. But our society’s capitalist structure isn’t changing any time soon and you still need to earn a living. The good news is that you probably have more choices than you realize: Chapters 12 through 15 in Part I will help you sort through them, and through your feelings and thoughts regarding money.
•I also believe that an activist should live the lifestyle he or she wants to live even if that lifestyle seems “unacceptably” bourgeois or materialistic. We are not machines and can’t program our likes and dislikes. Moreover, a life built on self-denial is bound to be an unhappy one, and an unhappy life, besides being tragic in its own right, is likely to lead not to lifelong activism but to burnout.
So, go ahead: buy the car, the clothes, the electronics, the gym membership or the vacation. Or buy all of them, if that’s what it takes to makes you happy. This may require that you get a non-activist job and do only part-time activism, but that’s fine: I’d rather see you be a happy part-time activist than a miserable, deprived full-time one. Chances are, you’ll get more done as a happy part-timer, anyway—and you may even get to do some “bonus” activism at your day job. Enjoy your life fully, and without guilt, shame or other negative emotions.
I want to be very clear, however, that I am not advocating a bourgeois or materialistic lifestyle. I am not advocating any lifestyle in particular. I advocate, rather, that you build a happy, sustainable lifestyle for yourself based on your values and no one else’s. It’s usually better, for a host of personal and societal reasons, to live as simply as possible, putting the bulk of your time and energies into your inner development and vocation(s), instead of into buying and maintaining a lot of stuff. But do what you need to do to be happy.
To those readers who are offended by these or other points I make in The Lifelong Activist, I urge you to stay with the book and glean whatever useful information you can from it. My goal is to help and empower as many activists as possible, and that obligates me to tell what I perceive to be the truth even if some readers find it to be controversial or even painful.
Your task, therefore, is this: to work to visualize and create a more liberated self at the same time you work to visualize and create a more liberated society. Picture yourself as someone who does activism as part of a happy, healthy and well-balanced life, and then work, using this book as a guide, to make that vision happen. Get past the stereotype, if it afflicts you, that activists are supposed to be ultra-serious and humorless. Get past the stereotype that they are supposed to suffer for their cause. Get past the stereotype that they are supposed to be poor. Envision a new mode of activism for yourself that is built on joyous involvement with the world. As Julia Butterfly Hill says, “Activism is so much more than just a response to something that is wrong. Activism is a celebration of life itself. It is a manifestation of the miracle of being alive. And isn’t that something to celebrate!”
I hope you find The Lifelong Activist helpful as you build your activist career, and I invite you to contact me and let me know your thoughts on the book or any aspect of your life or activism.
Peace and Freedom for All,
Hillary Rettig
lifelongactivist@riseup.net
1. Who Are You?
2. More Questions
3. Tips for Completing the Activist Project Histories
4. How to Tell the (Absolute) Truth
5. Honesty vs. Burnout
6. Three More Facts About Burnout
7. How to Handle Uncomfortable Truths
8. The Importance of Focus/Creating Your Activism Goals List
9. How Much Activism Do You Really Want to Do?
10. Health and Fitness
11. Relationships
12. Money
13. Why Are Activists Poor?
14. The Worst Choice: Not Having a Well-Paid Career
15. More Career Advice
16. Other Needs
17. Your Personal Mission Statement
18. Your Mission Plan
Chapter 1: Who Are You?
That question should be at the heart of your quest to build a sustainable activist career—actually, it should be at the heart of your quest to build a happy and productive life. It is a question that every human being should give deep thought to throughout her or his life.
Socrates famously said, “An unexamined life is not worth living.” (Actually, it was Plato, quoting his teacher, Socrates.) Gloria Steinem, in Revolution From Within (see Bibliography), talks about a long period in her life during which she consciously resisted such self-examination:
I continued in this way for decades while pressures grew. . . I organized and traveled and lectured; I campaigned and raised contributions and solicited ads to keep [Ms. magazine] going; I turned my apartment into a closet where I changed clothes and dumped papers into cardboard boxes; and I only once in twenty years spent an entire week without getting on a plane. But at home or away, I often awoke with sweaty palms and a pounding heart, worried that I was going to mess up some public event, fail to find enough money to pay the printer and meet the payroll, or otherwise let down this movement. . . .
She further recalls, “When my friends asked about my state of mind or emotions, I made them laugh—and despair—by turning Plato on his head. ‘The examined life,’ I explained, ‘is not worth living.’” Despite her jokes, however, she reports having felt “burnt out many times” during this long period, and “like a soldier who is wounded but won’t lie down for fear of dying.”
I’m of two minds about Steinem’s story. On the one hand, there’s no question that she paid a terrible personal price for her activism: decades of anxiety and self-denial. On the other hand, there’s also no question that she was spectacularly effective. Along with her feminist colleagues, she transformed our culture and politics in ways that have improved life for hundreds of millions of women and men in North America and around the world. It’s sometimes hard to remember how difficult things were for women before the second wave of feminism ushered in by Steinem and her colleagues, but here’s a sampling: employers routinely discriminated against women both in hiring and in pay; women were often fired from jobs simply for marrying or becoming pregnant; many schools provided little or nothing in the way of athletics programs for girls; many banks wouldn’t lend money to unmarried women or to married women without their husband’s approval; and behavior that we now consider sexual harassment or even rape was considered socially acceptable.
Steinem and her colleagues were largely responsible for changing all of that, but many of them, including Steinem herself, paid a heavy personal price for devoting their lives to activism. Was it worth it? Steinem doesn’t address this question directly in her book, but I suspect her answer would be “Yes.” (And as a direct beneficiary of this liberation, I can only say “thank you.”)
What if, however, Steinem had achieved less than she had? What if, like most activists, she had achieved much less? Because, let’s face it: Steinem was a superstar. Through some combination of talent and luck, she was able to achieve vastly more than most activists, even activists who make a comparable or greater personal sacrifice. Most activists have to content themselves with creating a relatively small amount of social change, although those changes add up, of course, and also provide the context in which the occasional big change can happen. And some so-called “small changes” can make a huge difference in the life of an afflicted or oppressed individual and, hence, are not really small at all.
It’s not just true for activism, it’s also true for sports, business, art and any other human endeavor: most people are not superstars, most change happens in small increments, and those increments are often achieved only after substantial personal sacrifice.
So, imagine that you are an “ordinary” activist. You’ve worked for years or decades on an important cause, enduring poverty, isolation, disapproval from family and community, and the depression and (sometimes) trauma that comes from being a constant witness to society’s evils. In other words, you’ve made the usual sacrifices that activists make and endured the usual things they endure. But you haven’t achieved a vast amount of liberation, or even a little liberation. Maybe you’ve just held the line against one small evil. Or maybe, despite your best efforts, the line moved backwards.
Were your years or decades of sacrifice worth it?
Objectively, it is clear from history that even small changes are meaningful. In Bury the Chains: Prophets and Rebels in the Fight to Free an Empire’s Slaves (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005), Adam Hochschild describes how a tiny group of “superstar” abolitionists, including Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, John Newton and former slave Olaudah Equiano, was responsible for the historic evil of slavery being banned not just in England but indirectly around the world, and in little more than a hundred years. But that group, he repeatedly emphasizes, was supported by the work of thousands of other activists who were doing pretty much what activists continue to do to this day: holding demonstrations, giving speeches, writing letters, doing legislative work, speaking through the press, providing financial support, selling socially-conscious products (for instance, the famed “Am I not a man and a brother?”–inscribed Wedgewood medallion), and risking life and liberty taking direct action to help individual slaves. The vast majority of these activists are unknown to history, and yet, working alongside the superstars, they halted one of history’s most monumental evils.
On a non-objective, more personal level, the answer to the question of whether your sacrifice was worth it depends on the answer to this one: Who are you?
This section of The Lifelong Activist is devoted to helping you answer that question.
Chapter 2: More Questions . . .
The tough question asked in the last chapter was:
Imagine you are an activist who has sacrificed years or decades for a cause, and has achieved a non-spectacular result. Was your sacrifice worth it?
As discussed, the answer lies in the answer to this more fundamental question: Who are you?
Ask a group of activists whether a decades-long sacrifice for non-spectacular results was worth it, and you will get a spectrum of answers. Some will emphatically say, “Yes, it was.” Others will just as emphatically say, “No, it wasn’t.” And many others will answer somewhere in the middle.
Moreover, everyone will have a different reason for her or his answer. Some will say “Yes” because they see activism as an inherently difficult challenge in which you shouldn’t expect to achieve a dramatic result—although it’s nice when it happens. Others will say “Yes” because they see the activist life as its own reward. And still others will say yes for some other reason entirely.
The people who answer “No” will offer similarly diverse reasons.
Actually, the question “Was it worth it?”, lacking nuance and specificity, isn’t very useful. Here are some more useful ones:
•What specifically was the nature of your sacrifice?
•What specifically was the nature of your achievement?
•Could you have somehow reduced the level of sacrifice without compromising your achievement?
•Could you have somehow increased the amount you achieved without increasing your level of sacrifice beyond what you were willing to accept?
You won’t be able to answer these questions for some hypothetical example, or for someone else’s career (like Steinem’s). But you can look back on your own activist career and answer them—and doing so is the very first step to Managing Your Mission.
So, set aside some time, find yourself a quiet place to think and write, and do the following Activist Project Histories exercise.
Exercise
Activist Project Histories
Choose two or three of the most important activist projects you’ve worked on over the past few years, and, for each, answer the questions below in as much detail as possible. It’s a good idea to select not just projects you consider “successes,” but at least one you consider a “failure,” as we often learn more from our so-called “failures” than our “successes.” (The words “success” and “failure”, and their derivatives, are in quotes throughout The Lifelong Activist for reasons that will become clear in Part III.)
•What was the project’s goal?
•What was your role in the project?
•How did you get involved in the project?
•What did you like about the project?
•What did you dislike about the project?
•Was the project successful?
•What result was achieved?
•How could that result have been improved?
•Could the result have been achieved more easily? (Or more quickly and/or cheaply?) If so, how?
•What talents or skills of yours were used in this project? How were they used?
•What talents and skills of yours were not used? Why not?
•What personal result (i.e., experience, information, contacts, career advancement) did you get from the project?
•How could that personal result have been improved?
•How could your own work on the project have been improved?
•Which parts of the project did you most enjoy working on? Why?
•Which parts did you least enjoy working on, or not enjoy at all? Why?
•What sacrifices did you make in other areas of your life to do this project?
•How did you feel about those sacrifices at the time?
•How do you feel about them now? Looking back, were they worth it? Should you have sacrificed less or more than you did?
•Did participating in the project harm you in any way? If so, how?
•Would you do a project like this one again? Why or why not?
•If so, what changes would you make, either in the project itself, or in your life outside the project?
Some tips for completing the Activist Project Histories are provided in the next chapter.
Chapter 3: Tips for Completing the Activist Project Histories
1. Answer Each Question as Thoroughly as Possible
It’s important to answer each question as thoroughly as possible because your answers will serve as the raw material for your Personal Mission Statement (see Chapter 17), a statement of values and purpose that you can use to plan and organize your life, and the more you write, the more you will have to work with. (If you don’t like to write, the next tip may help you get over that hurdle.)
2. Format Doesn’t Matter
It doesn’t matter if your answers are in paragraph, list, narrative or some other format. Just get the information down as easily as possible. And don’t worry about grammar or spelling; you’re not showing your Activist Project Histories to anyone. (See #6, below.)
3. Don’t Rush It
Take as much time as you need to complete your Activist Project Histories. At the same time, don’t obsess over details or aim for perfection. As you will learn in Part III, perfectionism is always the enemy, so just write as much as you can easily in answer to each question before moving on to the next.
It’s a good idea, after you’ve finished writing, to set aside your Activist Project Histories for a week or two. Then return to them and look at them with fresh eyes. See if you can add to, or clarify, what you have written.
4. Get Specific
Don’t just say a project was successful or unsuccessful: write down why, and what exactly was and was not accomplished. If you can quantify any “successes” or “failures,” so much the better.
Don’t just say a project used a certain skill of yours: give an example of how the skill was used. And don’t just say you screwed something up: write down how. Whenever possible, your points should be substantiated with a specific example.
5. Ask Others for Their Input—But Only After You’ve Finished Writing
It’s great to get input from mentors, colleagues, family and friends; and what they say may pleasantly surprise you, since others often rate our achievements higher than we ourselves do. But only approach them after you’ve finished getting your own thoughts down on paper. You don’t want their thoughts to prematurely influence your own.
6. Don’t Show Your Activist Project Histories to Anyone Else
It’s hard to be completely honest if there’s even the slightest chance someone else will see your Activist Project Histories, so make a pledge to yourself that you won’t show them to anyone.
And, finally, the most important instruction of all:
7. Be Honest and Objective
Honesty and objectivity are key, because only honesty will lead you to a valid Personal Mission Statement. Being honest is also harder to do than it sounds, since most of us have trouble being objective about our own life story and the situations we find ourselves in.
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will tell you how to do it.
Chapter 4: How to Tell the (Absolute) Truth
To create really useful Activist Project Histories, you have to tell as close to the absolute, objective, unvarnished, “microscopic” truth as possible.
This is harder to do than it sounds.
All kinds of things stand in the way of our telling the truth, including: strong negative or positive emotions surrounding a situation; a tendency to overemphasize a situation’s good or bad aspects; myths, clichés and stereotypes surrounding our work; and a tendency toward generalization and oversimplification.
Here are some tips for getting past these and other barriers:
Learn Not to Self-Censor
We often self-censor when we believe our thoughts or feelings are somehow unacceptable. What I have seen from working with my students is that most people self-censor a lot, in big and little ways.
You may, for instance, start to write that you hated having to call up strangers for a get-out-the-vote project. That feeling strikes you as unworthy of a “true” activist, however, so you mentally correct (i.e., self-censor) it by thinking, “Wait a minute! If I’m really an activist, I shouldn’t mind making a few calls.”
Just write, “I hated calling strangers.”
Or, you may start to write that you hated working with a certain person. That feeling strikes you as unacceptable, however, so you mentally correct (i.e., self-censor) it by thinking, “How could I hate that person? She’s a famous, brilliant, important activist, and I learned so much from working with her. So what if she has a temper?”
Just write, “I hated working with her and her obnoxious temper.”
Don’t censor your positive feelings, either. If you start to write, “I loved having the summer off. It was great taking a break from activism,” but then start to self-censor it by thinking, “I should be committed enough to my cause to never want any time off,” just write, “I loved taking a break.”
Or, if you start to write, “I loved creating the posters and other artwork for the event,” but then catch yourself starting to self-censor by thinking, “Aw, that was just stupid, silly stuff. Other parts of the project were much more important,” just write, “I loved creating the artwork.”
Always write the absolute truth in your Activist Project Histories, even if that truth makes you feel guilty, embarrassed or ashamed. Remember that your feelings are always valid, even if they don’t meet your own or someone else’s standard of seriousness, appropriateness or ideological purity.
Head vs. Heart? Heart Wins
If you study the previous examples, you will see that frequently a strong and honest feeling is obscured by an intellectualization or rationalization. So, “That other activist was obnoxious, and I hated working for her,” gets obscured by layers of rationalization about how brilliant and dedicated the activist was, and how much you learned from working with her.
We often try to intellectualize or rationalize away feelings or thoughts we feel are unacceptable or inappropriate. Try not to do this, as it is one of the most fundamental forms of self-denial. In other words, if there’s a conflict between what your heart (your feelings) and your head (your intellect) are telling you, go with your heart.
Your heart often speaks in a softer voice than your head, and you may need to slow down and stay quiet to hear it. Just concentrate on your feelings, including your physical feelings. If thinking about a certain situation makes you physically tense or even physically ill, that’s obviously a warning sign. Conversely, if thinking about a situation causes you to burst out into a big smile, that’s obviously a very positive sign. Your brain may leap in and try to cover up whatever it is you are feeling, but don’t let it.
Watch Out for “Shoulds” and “Shouldn’ts”
If you catch yourself thinking things like . . .
• “I should have done more work on that project.”
• “I should have given more money to that cause.”
• “I should have stood up for myself more when talking with that opponent.”
• “I shouldn’t have taken the night off to be with my friends.”
• “I shouldn’t have bought that new coat.”
. . . the very next thing you should do is ask yourself, “Why? Why should (or shouldn’t) I have . . .”. It may be that you’re right: you should or should not have done the act in question. But it is also very possible that what you did was quite okay, and this “should” and “shouldn’t” stuff is pure pointless self-criticism and Monday morning quarterbacking.
As you will learn in Part III, criticizing yourself because you didn’t act perfectly is a destructive habit.
If you’re oppressed by a “should” or “shouldn’t” statement, try repeating it a few times in your mind. Whose voice do you hear saying it? Is it yours? Or is it your Mom’s or Dad’s? Your partner’s? Some other activist’s? Or someone else’s? Once you know who, specifically, is “scolding” you, you can often then figure out whether he or she is making a valid point or just trying to manipulate you into acting according to his or her agenda.
Embrace Complexity and Contradiction
Most of your projects will have both positive and negative aspects, and include elements of both success and failure. Try to capture all of these contradictory aspects and don’t worry about reconciling them or coming to some kind of artificial, oversimplified conclusion. So, instead of just writing, “I hated working for low pay,” write, “I loved doing activism full-time, I loved most of my colleagues, I thought my boss was OK—but I didn’t like working for low pay. Actually, I didn’t mind the low pay so much as not having health benefits. That really screwed me up when I got into that accident with my bike.”
Avoid Preconceptions, Clichés and Stereotypes
Many of us also have bought into the many clichés and stereotypes surrounding activism. You may believe, for instance, that . . .
• All activist work, no matter how difficult and unrewarding, and no matter how meager the result achieved, is inherently worthwhile.
• Activism is supposed to be difficult or unpleasant.
• Activists are supposed to be suffer.
• Someone who has suffered discrimination or oppression has an automatic pass to be obnoxious or hard to work with.
Try to get past preconceptions, clichés and stereotypes such as these, so that you can record your honest experiences and feelings about your work. One key here is to listen to your “heart” voice, as discussed above.
Chapter 5: Honesty vs. Burnout
Why is telling the truth so important? Because honesty is a preventative of, and antidote to, burnout. Here’s a definition of burnout:
Burnout is the act of involuntarily leaving activism, or reducing one’s level of activism.
Note the word “involuntarily.” Someone who makes a conscious decision to do less activism, either because her life priorities have changed or because she’s tired and needs to take a break, is not burning out: she is making a wise choice.
But, let’s face it: most people seem to leave activism involuntarily, and that’s a problem on many levels. When an activist burns out, she typically derails her career and damages her self-esteem and relationships. She also deprives her organization and movement of her valuable experience and wisdom. The worst problem, however, may be that when an activist burns out she deprives younger activists of a mentor, thus making them more likely to burn out. And so it’s a vicious circle, with burnout leading to more burnout.
No one knows exactly how many activists burn out each year but the number must be very high. (One indicator is the high employee and volunteer turnover rates in most activist organizations.) To picture how great a loss this represents, imagine how different, and how much better, the world would be if there were just twice as many activists out there as there are now. That’s twice as many campaigners for peace and justice, the environment, sustainable agriculture, labor, corporate accountability, gender equality, racial equality and other progressive movements. And then, imagine if all of those activists were happy and effective and enjoying long careers. It would make a huge difference.
Now, imagine if we were able to really lick this burnout thing and there were ten times as many happy, productive activists as there are now. That means, basically, that everyone who does activism in their teens and early twenties continues to do it, in some form, throughout their lives. (“Ten” is a guess, but a conservative one, I think. The ratio of younger to older activists could be up around twenty-to-one or thirty-to-one or even higher.)
Life would improve dramatically for perhaps every living thing on the planet.
That is why it is imperative that all activists work to self-actualize: so that we can prevent burnout in ourselves, and help prevent it in others.
As an activist, you probably see burnout all around you: activists leaving activist work, or staying in it but doing a crappy, half-hearted job. (I call the latter “passive burnout.”) Burnout is so common that it sometimes seems like an inevitable consequence of activist work. It isn’t, however: it is an entirely avoidable phenomenon. Burnout can have many causes, but perhaps the most common is this:
Burnout is caused by living a life in conflict with your values and needs.1
When I say “living a life in conflict with your values,” I am not accusing you of being a bad activist. For all I know, you’re a terrific activist, and whether you are or not, I know you’re doing your best, as are we all. What I’m talking about is a failure to create a life for yourself that reflects who you are as an activist and a complex, multidimensional human being. People make this mistake for all kinds of reasons, including:
• They don’t know they are supposed to consciously build a life around their values and needs.
• They do know, but don’t know how.
• They let others control their time and priorities.
• They have emotional or other barriers to success.
• They are overly focused on one area of their lives, such as activism or a relationship, to the exclusion of other important areas.
Some of these reasons may seem better, or nobler, than others. The problem, however, is that living a life in conflict with your values, and where your needs aren’t being met, no matter how noble your reason for doing so, is an energy-draining, soul-sucking experience that almost always leads to burnout.
The Cure for Burnout
The only cure for this kind of burnout is to be truthful about who you are, what your values are and what your needs are, and to start reorganizing your life around that truth. You may have a romantic fantasy of sacrificing your all to save the world the way Gloria Steinem did, but if you’re not the kind of person who can remain effective while enduring decades of deprivation—and few of us are—you’ll probably fail at that unrealistic goal and simply burn out.2
Once you come up with your Personal Mission Statement, your next step is to live that Statement, which brings us to another common cause of burnout:
Burnout can also be caused by the perception that you have been working too hard, or sacrificing too much, for too small a result.
The word “perception” is significant, as it is our perceptions, as much as or more than the actual facts, that often determine our level of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with a particular situation or outcome. Your Personal Mission Statement will help you identify what level of sacrifice you are prepared to make for your activist career, what level of success you hope to achieve, and whether those expectations are realistic.
Chapter 6: Three More Facts About Burnout
A large fraction of my activist and other students were experiencing burnout by the time they took my classes. From witnessing them, discussing their experiences with them, and from my own research, I have concluded these three things about burnout:
1. Burnout is a Process
It typically starts small and gets worse. Sometimes it happens quickly, and a person who was perfectly happy doing activism a month ago suddenly wakes up one morning and realizes he can no longer stand it. Usually, however, it happens slowly, over a period of years or decades.
2. Events Don’t Cause Burnout—It Always Comes from Within
Often there appears to be a precipitating event that leads to a case of burnout, such as a failed campaign or a fight with a colleague. Sometimes it’s a personal event such as an eviction notice or relationship break-up.
In cases such as these, it is tempting to come up with a simple cause-and-effect explanation for the burnout, but such an explanation is usually not accurate. Because burnout is a process, often what appears to be the precipitating event is really just the last straw: in other words, the person was mostly burned out before the event even happened and, being burned out, lacked the resiliency or will to cope with the crisis and carry on with his activism. Often, the event merely serves as a convenient excuse for doing what the activist has been wanting to do anyway.
For all the activists who burn out, however, there are others who keep on doing their activism despite having many other personal and professional commitments. And there are many activists, especially in the developing world, who keep on doing their activism even in the face of horrendous persecution and personal risk. When you ask these activists how they can keep on doing their activism, they often respond something like this: How could I stop? This is who I am. I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t do it. In other words, their activist work doesn’t drain them; it sustains them.
For activism to be sustaining, it has to derive from your values and also occupy the right place in your life. If you are an activist who is feeling burned out, your challenge will be to figure out what type of activism is right for you, and where that activism fits in with your other priorities. Coming up with your Personal Mission Statement using the process described in this part of The Lifelong Activist will help.
3. Burnout Often Happens at a Subconscious or Semi-Conscious Level
Often, we’re not really aware that we’re burning out. We may not be aware that we’re in a bad mood a lot of the time, or that we’re not getting as much work done as we used to. Or we may be aware of these symptoms, but not recognize them as symptoms. Or we may recognize them as symptoms, but of the wrong problem.
That last one happens all the time and it’s a real pickle. Obviously, if you misdiagnose a problem, then you’re not going to be likely to solve it—and a misapplied “solution” can even make things worse. Many burned-out and burning-out activists, for example, misidentify their problem as laziness, lack of commitment or lack of discipline. Their solution—to try to work harder—often makes them feel even more burned-out than before.
The vast majority of burned-out activists are not lazy. They are not uncommitted. They are not undisciplined. They are, in contrast, some of the most energetic, committed and disciplined people around. They are, however, blocked from using their energy and talents in the service of their movement; and the block is invariably caused by trying to live a conflicted life where one’s actions do not derive from one’s values and needs.
The solution, once more, is honesty: about yourself, your situation and your needs. So, let’s return to your Activist Project Histories, and, in particular, to what may be your toughest honesty-related challenge: facing up to “bad news.”
Chapter 7: How to Handle Uncomfortable Truths
You are likely, in the process of doing your Activist Project Histories, to uncover lots of gratifying information about your talents, skills and accomplishments. Unfortunately, you are also likely to uncover some “uncomfortable truths.” You may discover, for example, that:
• You are not as committed to activism, or to your cause, as you thought. (Maybe you have other priorities right now. Or maybe you’re just exhausted.)
• Or, conversely, you are more committed to activism than you realized. (And, therefore, you should be doing even more of it than you are doing now. And how are you going to do that while continuing to earn a living and take care of your loved ones?)
• You have stronger materialistic cravings than you previously thought. (You really would like a nice car, new clothes or a bigger apartment. Or maybe you are just tired of living hand-to-mouth.)
• You would like to have more fun. (But how can you possibly take a night off, or a few nights off, when there are suffering people and/or animals out there who need you?)
• Your desire to do activism is partly rooted in your “selfish” personal needs or insecurities. (You want everyone to think you’re cool, or sensitive, or super-committed. Or, you like it when your activist ideals and lifestyle get under your parents’ skin.)
• You have questions about the validity of your cause. (You’re no longer sure whether it’s completely in the right.)
• You are no longer committed to the organization you are working for. (You don’t like the people or their approach.)
• You’re not as good an activist as you thought. (You’re not good at certain key skills, such as talking about your cause without annoying people. Or, you haven’t really accomplished that much relative to all the time and effort you’ve put in.)
• You haven’t really done as much activism as you thought. (So, what have you really been spending your time on, all these years?)
Confronting uncomfortable truths such as these can cause sadness, shame, guilt, regret and other negative emotions. It’s important, however, not to give in to these. The way to handle uncomfortable truths is as follows:
1. Don’t feel bad! Congratulate yourself, instead!
Confronting the truth about oneself is hard, gutsy work. Many people can’t do it, and many, perhaps most, don’t even try. So give yourself a lot of credit. Recognize that all of the so-called terrible things you are learning about yourself are not terrible at all (see Points 2 and 3), and that they don’t mean that you are a bad or uncommitted activist. Also remember that this process, painful as it may be, will ultimately lead to your becoming a better activist and a happier, more fulfilled person.
2. Don’t judge yourself harshly.
Many of us seem to believe that if we just criticize ourselves enough, we will be motivated to change our bad habits. The truth is, however, that self-criticism almost never works. In fact, as you will learn in Part III, it usually backfires. So, try not to indulge your habit of self-criticism, and instead seek to compassionately observe your failures and limitations without feeling bad about them.
3. Remember to look at the big picture.
In Part III, I devote an entire chapter to negativity, a self-sabotaging habit that many people are prone to. Negativists, as I call them, tend to be unduly harsh on themselves for their perceived failures or shortcomings, and also to blow them way out of proportion. They also tend to minimize, or not even acknowledge, their achievements and strengths. Negativism will really undermine you, so avoid it, and strive to keep a balanced view of your successes and failures.
4.Talk to someone else.
Because many of us are negativists, it’s often helpful to get a second opinion from a supportive mentor, colleague or friend. Often that opinion will be more balanced than our own, and can help us keep our “failures” and limitations, as well as “successes” and strengths, in perspective.
And, finally:
5. Consult a professional.
If you are finding it really difficult to cope with your unpleasant truths, please consult a mentor, therapist, coach, spiritual counselor or other advisor.
The goal, as always, is honesty, or, to put it another way, objectivity. You want your Activist Project Histories to accurately reflect the entire spectrum of your achievements, “failures,” “successes,” strengths and weaknesses.
Exercise
Return to your Activist Project Histories and see if they are objective representations of your experiences and feelings. In particular:
•See if there are any achievements you’ve omitted or underemphasized.
•See if there are any uncomfortable truths you’ve omitted or under- or over-emphasized.
If so, rewrite the document so that your experiences and feelings are more accurately and objectively conveyed.
Chapter 8: The Importance of Focus/Creating Your Activism Goals List
Once you’ve completed your Activist Project Histories, you should set them aside for a while. Spend the next two or three weeks giving your brain a rest and allowing some of the insights you’ve gained to settle in. Treat yourself well, and if you’ve got the money for it, buy yourself a little present. Absolutely no guilt or remorse allowed after the purchase! This is a reward for a job well done.
After you’ve rested, return to your Activist Project Histories. Now, your goal will be to review what you have written with the aim of determining which activist movement and which type of activism you should be working on. That’s right: singular “movement” and singular “type of activism.” In general, you should focus most of your efforts on one activist movement and, within that movement, on one type of activist work, be it electioneering, legislation, community education, running a shelter or sanctuary, guerrilla art or theater, letter-writing or something else. That doesn’t mean that you should just be doing that one activity: it means you ought to be doing that activity and all the other activities needed to support it. If, for instance, you’re focusing on community education via tabling and demonstrations, you’re probably also going to need to: manage your volunteers, do publicity, create posters and other artwork, build coalitions with other groups, negotiate with the people you’re targeting (and maybe law enforcement), solicit funds and materials donations, follow up with those who sign up for more information, and many other tasks.
Focusing is crucial because it takes a huge amount of time and effort even to do one seemingly “simple” thing, like a demonstration, well and completely. Many activists are so busy bouncing from one movement to the next, or one type of activism to the next, that they don’t have the time or energy to do a great job at any of their activities. That’s a shame, because great activism is way more effective at creating social change than merely good activism.
Activist Henry Spira even came up with name for unproductive workaholic activist behavior, “hyperactivism,” which he defined in an article in Satya as “the phenomenon of doing without achieving.” He asks, speaking about the animal rights movement in particular, “How can so many activists with so many resources achieve so little?” He offers several answers, including that, “Campaigns . . . have evolved into mindless rituals without beginning or end.”
Don’t fall into the hyperactivist trap of thinking that if you’re not rushing around every minute of the day, you’re wasting time/uncommitted/lazy, etc. Quantity is not the sign of a good activist, quality is: quality of work, quality of professional and personal relationships, and quality of outcomes. And you don’t achieve a quality result by spreading yourself too thin.
More on workaholism in the next chapter.
Focus to Avoid Burnout
Here are other reasons why focusing is important:
1. Transitions are wasteful. Every time you switch between movements or types of projects, you lose time and energy.
2. Working in too many movements, or on too many types of projects, means that you will probably have to manage unwieldy amounts of information and people.
3. By focusing, you’ll gain deep expertise in whatever type of activism you are doing—expertise that will help make you an even more effective activist.
4. Because of your expertise, you’ll attract other experts. Therefore, you’ll probably make many more valuable contacts and connections as a specialist than as a generalist. And, finally,
5. Focusing will lower your stress level. This is particularly true if you’ve been rushing around trying to do too many things at once. After you focus, you’ll have less to do, so you’ll be able to take a breather when you need it.
Professionals in many fields, including medicine, law, science and technology, become specialists in order to have a successful career in which they can achieve a lot without becoming too stressed. You should be a specialist, too. Even though focusing on one movement and type of activism may initially seem constricting, it is actually very liberating. You’ll be able to do a great job, and see many positive results from your activism, while at the same time living a balanced life. And instead of being burned out, you’ll wake up each morning rested and recharged and rarin’ to go.
Budgeting Your Time
Above, I said that you should focus most of your efforts on one activist movement. So what does “most” mean? There are no hard and fast rules, but I’m going to suggest you spend 80 percent of the time you devote to activism working in your chosen movement, and the remaining 20 percent working in a different movement.
You always want to spend some time working in another movement because, by doing so, you’ll get to form the kinds of linkages and coalitions that are vital to effecting broad social change. Also, you’ll get to “cross-pollinate”—exchange useful and empowering ideas, information and insights with activists in the other movement.
Needless to say, all of your activist work should be done in the context of a larger strategy aimed at achieving a defined and important goal. That goal could be something like:
• I want to help get at least 20 percent more Democratic or Green candidates elected to state and local offices in my state over the next five years.
• I want to help at least three town governments in my state increase the amount of conservation and recycling they do, so that their energy use and solid waste production are cut in half over the next ten years.
• I want to get vegetarian options added to all elementary, middle and high school lunches in my state by the year 2012.
Note the highlighted words: “20 percent more,” “at least three,” “cut in half,” and “all.” Good goals, as you will learn in Chapter 18, are quantified. Also note, “five years,” “ten years,” and “2012.” Good goals are also deadlined.
Many activists make the mistake of working on activities that are not linked to a defined goal, with the sad result that, even if they do good work, their efforts don’t result in much social change. The way to avoid this painful mistake is to take strategy seriously and work with other activists who do the same. Books such as Randall Kehler, Andrea Ayvazian and Ben Senturia’s Thinking Strategically: a Primer on Long-Range Strategic Planning for Grassroots Peace and Justice Organizations (Amherst, MA: Peace Development Fund, n.d.) and Kim Bobo, Jackie Kendall and Steve Max’s Organize!—Organizing for Social Change: Midwest Academy Manual for Activists (Santa Ana, CA: Seven Locks Press, 2001) are good places to start.
When you choose a primary and secondary movement, and a specific type of activism, to focus on, that doesn’t mean you have to stay with those choices forever. Your interests may, and probably will, take you in a different direction later on. So don’t worry that by focusing you are making a life-defining choice. You are just making a choice that is going to make you much more effective in the short term.
Focus, by the way, happens on multiple levels. There’s the “macro” level of focusing mainly on one movement at a time. Then there’s the “micro” level of focusing mainly on one type of activism within that movement at a time. And finally, there’s the “nano” level of focusing on one task at a time. Here’s what the late Peter S. Drucker, the world’s most famous management guru, said about nano-focus in his classic book The Effective Executive (see Bibliography):
If there is any one “secret” of effectiveness, it is concentration. Effective executives do first things first and they do one thing at a time. . . . This is the “secret” of those people who “do so many things” and apparently so many difficult things. They do only one thing at a time. As a result, they need much less time in the end than the rest of us.
It’s just as true for activists as for businesspeople.
How to Choose
If you’re lucky, you’ll feel a strong emotional pull toward one particular movement and type of activism. If not—if you feel pulled in several directions at once—you have two valuable resources that will help you choose: your Activist Project Histories and your mentors.
So, go back and review your Activist Project Histories, asking yourself these questions:
• Which movement or cause did you most like working on? [Note: not necessarily the one you considered most important.] Was it gay rights, labor, environmentalism, antiglobalization, transparency in government, poverty reduction, fair housing, antiwar, animal rights/animal welfare or something else?
• What type of work did you most like doing? [Ditto.] Was it electioneering? Organizing and running demos? Legislative work? Building websites? Door-to-door canvassing? Guerrilla art and/or theater? Letter-writing? Something else?
• What type of organization did you most like being part of? [Ditto.] Big or small? National or grassroots? Hierarchical or flat? Majoritarian or consensus decision-making?
• Which role did you most like taking on? [Ditto.] Did you like working independently or as part of a team? How big a team? Did you like being a leader or coordinator, or did you prefer to let someone else handle that role?
Now go back beyond your Activist Project Histories, to your earliest activist experiences, the ones you landed in almost by accident back when you didn’t really know that what you were doing was called “activism.” And then look back even beyond that, to your childhood. Often in our early years we express our true passions, which we then tend to lose track of as we get older and busier. For example, as a child I was always deeply passionate about, and concerned for, the animals in my life and animals in general. As an adult, I did many other kinds of activism, but it wasn’t until I started doing animal activism that my activism truly began to feel like a comfortable “fit” and extension of my core values. Animal activism very quickly took me deeper into activism than any of my previous activist experiences, and I was more effective at it as well. I wish I had returned to this childhood passion earlier.
Next, talk to mentors. (More on how to find and work with mentors in Part III, Chapter 26.) This is actually a vital step to take at any pivotal stage of your career—or, more precisely, at every stage of your career. Review the conclusions you’ve drawn from your Activist Project Histories with them and see if they agree. In particular, ask them what talents, skills and resources they think you have that you might have missed; and also which skills they think you need to improve.
There’s one more important question you need to consider as you plan your activist career: how much activism do you really want to do? I discuss that one in the next chapter.
Exercise
Activism Goals List
After carefully reviewing your Activist Project Histories and talking with your mentors, write down the answers to these questions relative to the primary activist movement you wish to be working on:
•Which activist movement would you like to focus on?
•What type of activism would you like to focus on?
•What goal (quantified and deadlined) would you like to see result from your activism?
•What type of organization would you most like to be part of?
•What role would you most like to assume?
Please answer each question in as much detail as possible.
Then answer the same questions for your secondary (coalition-building) movement.
We’ll call this document your Activism Goals List.
Remember that your answers to this and the other Goals exercises in The Lifelong Activist are not meant to be set in stone. You’re simply taking your best guess as to what you want to be doing in the future, and you can always change your mind later. Planning should be a fun, low-stress activity, almost a game, so don’t get nervous over it.
Chapter 9: How Much Activism Do You Really Want to Do?
Many activists, and especially many young activists, see the enormous amount of injustice and suffering in the world and conclude that their only moral choice is to devote their lives 100 percent to activism. These activists tend to see all activities other than activism as a waste and a distraction. They also often scorn the easier types of activism, choosing instead to plunge themselves directly into the most difficult and dangerous aspects of the struggle.
There are several problems with this viewpoint, beginning with the fact that no one can devote 100 percent of their time to activism or any other activity. We are all human beings with a minimum set of human needs—to be fed, clothed, rested and sheltered—that consumes many hours a day. This may seem like a small point, but these tasks are essential and if you stint on them to devote more time to your activism, you probably won’t function well either as an activist or a human being. Eating junk food, going without sleep, skipping medical appointments and ignoring other personal needs are common ways activists stint on the essentials.
Another problem is that most of us have needs that go well beyond the minimum. We want our bodies to be not just fed and rested, but healthy and fit. We want not just to endure in isolation, but to be part of a sustaining social network. We want our living situation to offer not just safety and protection, but a measure of comfort. And many of us also have important intellectual, creative, cultural, spiritual and other needs.
Many activists try to deny their personal needs so that they can focus more intently on their activism, but in my experience and (especially) that of my students, that strategy never works well. These activists tend to feel progressively more deprived, and progressively less happy, until they eventually burn out.
Please note that I am not arguing in favor of a bourgeois or materialistic life. Nor am I arguing against a lifestyle in which the activist lives humbly and buys as little as possible. As mentioned in the Introduction, I advocate only that people build lives for themselves that derive from, and reflect, their innermost values.
It is a problem when an activist makes choices out of guilt or shame, or to fit in with a certain crowd. It is also a problem when an activist succumbs to behavior that in any other field would be considered workaholism. Workaholism is an addictive behavior in which you work excessive hours largely as a means of avoiding having to deal with stresses or problems in your life, and especially in your personal life. Not everyone who works long hours is a workaholic, but many people who do are.
Workaholics usually have lots of good excuses to justify their long workweeks. A workaholic businessperson might say: “I’m providing for my family,” “No one else can do what I’m doing,” and “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!” And a workaholic activist might use any of those excuses, or some familiar activist-specific ones: “The cause needs me,” or “My sacrifice is nothing compared with that of other activists [or those who are suffering].” Examined closely, however, the workaholic’s excuses rarely make sense, especially given that most workaholics tend to work inefficiently. They get less done during their monumental workweeks than well-adjusted people do when working normal, or even light, schedules. Why should a workaholic work more efficiently when wrapping up at 6:00 p.m. simply means that she has a long, leisurely evening ahead of her during which to contemplate her troubled relationship, growing mountain of credit card debt, incipient alcoholism and other problems? If she stays at the office until 10:00 p.m., even if she’s doing nothing but shooting the breeze with her coworkers, she can probably manage to avoid thinking about these painful topics.
Workaholics also often claim that their need to work excessive hours is only temporary, but despite that claim, the long workweeks never seem to end. That’s because the real reason for the long workweeks is not the stated one, but to help the workaholic avoid dealing with other areas of her life.
How do you know you’re making a healthy decision to work long hours, as opposed to an unhealthy, workaholic one? The following table may help:
What it Really Takes to Change the World
Many activists seek to model their careers after those of famous activists such as Gloria Steinem, Martin Luther King, Jr., Mohandas Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, or the nineteenth- and twentieth-century abolitionists, suffragists and labor unionists. There’s nothing wrong with that. The only problem is that, often, we don’t know what those careers really entailed, and are modeling ourselves after a vague romantic ideal.
If you really want to model yourself after your heroes—hopefully without paying the terrible price many of them did—then at least take that goal seriously. Read their biographies, read histories of their movements and study up on their philosophies, strategies and tactics. You’ll see exactly what it takes to accomplish what they accomplished. If you think you have it within you to do the same, then go for it.
Activist and journalist Todd Gitlin, in his terrific book Letters to a Young Activist (see Bibliography), offers one clue as to what it takes:
I knew hundreds of New Leftists, but in the course of a decade I don’t think I encountered more than half a dozen who had the personalities for strong political careers—the patience, self-sacrifice, willingness to calculate what is winnable, toleration of small talk, interest in people, capacity to size up people’s strengths and weaknesses and to make deals. New Leftists were undisciplined, unruly, talky, frequently narcissistic, ambivalent about politics in the first place. For myself, I would rather have written poetry than knocked on doors in poor neighborhoods.
Nowhere in that passage, you’ll note, does he mention subordinating everything else in your life to activism. In fact, many of the qualities he does mention, including patience, toleration of small talk and interest in people, are best cultivated in the context of a well-rounded life. Most of us think of a super-activist as being a super-intelligent, super-visionary, super-passionate and super-hard-working person. Intelligence, vision, passion and hard work are surely important, but they are not enough, and may be not even the most important things.
So, if you want to be a hero, I say go for it—but do it with your eyes open. Understand the nature of the challenge you are taking on, and work with integrity to meet it.
If, after study and reflection, however, you decide that you don’t want to sacrifice your all on the altar of your activism, then, first of all, please accept my congratulations. It takes courage to let go of a romantic ideal.
Next, be optimistic. By shedding the ideal, you leave yourself in a much better position to embrace a realistic vision of activism for yourself. You are going to be much more likely to build a lifelong and productive activist career, and much less likely to burn out, than your starry-eyed and workaholic colleagues.
Exercise
Reread the Activism Goals List you created in Chapter 8 and make sure that it presents a reasonable set of goals for you to pursue, given your values, needs, situation, talents, resources and willingness to sacrifice.
In particular, see if it reflects an unrealistic romanticized or “heroic” view of activism. If so, rewrite it so that it is more realistic, and the goals you list, attainable.
Chapter 10: Health and Fitness
Health is one of those things we tend not to worry about too much when we’re young, but that becomes increasingly important as we age. At any age, however, bad physical or emotional health can be a drain on your productivity, and, of course, a blot on your overall happiness. And ongoing neglect of your health can lead to catastrophe.
For these reasons, “self-care,” meaning the care and nurturing of your physical and emotional being, should always be your top priority. Although this sounds selfish, it is actually quite practical. By spending a few hours each week maintaining your physical and emotional health, you ensure that you have maximum energy and motivation to devote to working on your activism and other goals.
Self-care includes things like getting good nutrition3, lots of exercise, lots of sleep and regular medical and dental checkups. It also includes things like therapy (if you need it), maintaining a good social network, and creating a safe and comfortable physical environment for yourself. It also includes making enough money so that you can meet your obligations to yourself and others, and live the kind of lifestyle that makes you happy. And for some people, self-care also includes following an intellectual, creative, spiritual or other practice. (Most of these topics are discussed in more detail in the following chapters.)
Self-care also means dealing with any problems related to your physical or emotional health as quickly as possible. If you currently suffer from any such problems, consult a professional and work on your cure in a committed and decisive way. Health problems can impede your progress every step of the way, and often get worse if left untreated, so please don’t ignore them.
Exercise
Health & Fitness Goals List
Write down a list of your goals related to your physical and emotional health in as much detail as possible. Don’t forget to include . . .
•nutrition
•exercise
•sleep
•medical checkups
•emotional health (i.e., your “issues”)
We’ll call this document your Health & Fitness Goals List.
Here are some tips for when you create this and the remainder of the Goals Lists I’ll be discussing:
First, be sure to be specific. Under “nutrition,” for example, don’t just write “eat better,” write down what, specifically, “eating better” means, i.e.: “cut back on caffeine, stop eating candy, stop drinking soda, stop going to McDonald’s for lunch, eat more whole wheat, etc.” We’ll call those “sub-goals.” And no, you don’t tackle them all at once. (See below.)
Next, when writing about a behavior you wish to stop, be sure to indicate the behavior you want to replace it. Don’t just say you want to stop going to McDonald’s for lunch, for instance; say where or what you’re going to do instead—i.e., “go to the local soup-and-salad place,” or “bring a healthy lunch from home.”
And, finally, be sure to prioritize each set of sub-goals. This is because, as Drucker advises, you should only work on one sub-goal at a time. In other words, you should only be working on your most important nutrition, exercise, sleep, physical health and mental health sub-goals, not just because you won’t have time to do much more, especially when this Goal List is combined with the Activist and other Goal Lists you’ll be creating, but also because, as I’ll discuss in Part III, you’ll see the best results that way. Only after you achieve a sub-goal should you re-prioritize your list of the remaining subgoals and then focus on the next most important one.
Chapter 11: Relationships
“Relationships” is a big, complex topic, which is why Parts IV and V are entirely devoted to it, and some chapters in Parts II and III as well. So what I offer here is just an overview of some very important points designed to help you appreciate the true scope and importance of your relationships in your quest to self-actualize.
First, let’s acknowledge that humans are social animals. We exist in a web of relationships with other humans, and non-human animals, too. If those relationships are nurturing and supportive, they help us succeed. If they are dysfunctional and destructive, they drag us down. As you have probably seen in your own life and those of the people around you, few things will have more impact on your success or failure than the people you choose to associate with.
There is an article I discuss with the students in almost all of my classes, regardless of the subject matter being taught. It is from the November 7, 2003 Wall Street Journal, and its title is, “Expectations May Alter Outcomes Far More Than We Realize.” It discusses the large body of research that shows that people’s performance is linked to the expectations of those around them. The article quotes Robert Rosenthal, a professor of psychology at the University of California, Riverside:
Expectation becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. When teachers have been led to expect better intellectual performance from their students, they tend to get it. When coaches are led to expect better athletic performance from their athletes, they tend to get it. When behavioral researchers are led to expect a certain response from their research subjects, they tend to get it.
Psychologists call this the “expectation effect” or “Pygmalion effect.” The article goes on to describe an experiment in this area:
Elementary-school teachers were told that one group of kids had done extraordinarily well on a test that predicts intellectual “blooming” and so would make remarkable academic gains. The test seemed prescient: after a few months, the “bloomers” it identified had achieved statistically significant gains over the other students. In reality, there was no such test. The kids the teachers thought were bloomers included students from every ability level as measured by a nonverbal intelligence test. So did the supposed nonbloomers. “The only difference was in the mind, and expectations, of the teacher,” says Professor Rosenthal.
The lesson is clear: we tend to live up, or down, to the expectations of those around us. So, no matter how talented or dedicated you are, if you are hanging around people who constantly put you down, or who demean your values, you will be far less likely to succeed. But if you are hanging out with people who are supportive—who think you’re marvelous and who at least respect, if not agree 100 percent with, your values—you will be far more likely to succeed.
The other reason it’s important for you to form healthy relationships is that your effectiveness as an activist is tied directly to your ability to create and manage quality relationships with other activists, your audience, and even your opposition. Recall Todd Gitlin’s comment, quoted in Chapter 9, about the importance of “people”—oriented qualities such as patience and a tolerance for small talk.
In Peter Singer’s biography of animal rights activist Henry Spira, Ethics Into Action (see Bibliography), Singer describes Spira’s 1975–1977 campaign to convince the Museum of Natural History in New York City to stop conducting cruel research that involved mutilating cats to test their sexual response. A key breakthrough was a surprisingly sympathetic article on the campaign that appeared in Science, a magazine one would normally expect to support the vivisectors. Singer quotes the article’s author, Nicholas Wade, on Spira:
I think he was effective because he was such a friendly, outgoing, moderate sort of person. He wasn’t strident. He didn’t expect you necessarily to agree with everything he said. But he was very bubbly and full of ideas, and just interesting to listen to. So I found him an engaging character to cover. I thought he had lots of good points, so I was ready to run with them and bounce them off his adversaries.
Spira eventually won that campaign, and went on to win many others.
Exercise
Relationships Goals List
Write down a list of your goals related to your relationships, in as much detail as possible. Don’t forget to include . . .
•Family relationships
•Intimate relationships
•Relationships with friends
•Relationships with neighbors, classmates and other acquaintances
•Relationships with bosses, teachers and other authority figures
•Relationships with other activists, including mentors
•Relationships with your audience
•Relationships with your opposition
•Relationships with neutral parties
We’ll call this document your Relationships Goals List.
Chapter 12: Money
True story: one time, I was working with one of my students, trying to help her develop her Personal Mission Statement. I asked her what I thought was a simple question: “How much money do you need to live on?”
Her response was to burst into tears.
No doubt about it: money is an emotionally laden topic for many people. That’s especially true in our society, where it is often used as a barometer of a person’s intrinsic worth. Money can be a particularly tough topic for activists, who may be deeply acquainted with the inequities and evils inherent in the capitalist system, and yet are forced to live within that system.
Nevertheless, you are a human being with material needs, and those needs must be met, and some of them will require money. My major point in this chapter will be the same as that of every other chapter: that you need to make conscious decisions about how you will live your life—decisions based on your values—and then you need to follow through on those decisions. For many activists, this seems harder to do with money than in other areas of life. I explain why in the next chapter, but first let’s talk about what poverty is and why it is a problem.
The Problem with Poverty
Poverty is the condition of not being able to get your important needs met, whatever those needs may be. What’s “important” is largely, but not entirely, up to you. Everyone needs food, shelter and the other necessities of life—including, I would add for U.S. activists, health insurance.4 Beyond these necessities, everyone has his or her own list of what’s important, be it a nice apartment in a good location, nice clothes, a nice car (or at least a reliable one), great music, great sports or outdoor gear, a gym membership or all of the above.
The problem with poverty is that it is not a viable long-term strategy. While a few years of bohemian poverty can be fun, few people can really tolerate poverty over the long term. Poverty is uncomfortable. It is also time-consuming. (For example, waiting on line at a free clinic, or having to take a ninety-minute bus ride to work every morning.) It saps your energy and, ultimately, limits your options. Not for nothing are the two most common adjectives used to describe extreme poverty “grinding” and “crushing.” Poverty wears you down and wears you out.
The situation gets even worse when, as is often the case, you’re not just poor, but in debt. Now, the metaphor is drowning, as in “drowning in debt,” or “I can’t get my head above water.” Few situations are more debilitating than chronic debt.
Poverty and debt deplete you, and ultimately sap your ability to do activism or anything else.
Poverty and Age
As bad as poverty and debt are when you’re young, they are even worse when you get older. The novelist Robert Musil perhaps put it best: “In every profession that is followed not for the sake of money but for love, there comes a moment when the advancing years seem to be leading into the void.”
Remember, from Chapter 9, that list of things that are important to you? It tends to get bigger in middle age, when it might include many of the appurtenances of a middle-class lifestyle, including a comfortable house in a safe neighborhood, a college fund for your kids, a retirement fund for you and the ability to take care of your parents should they need help. All this, by the way, has nothing to do with selling out, and everything to do with common sense, meeting your obligations to yourselves and others and not being a burden on your loved ones. It also has to do with building the kind of happy, stable life that fosters a sustainable and productive activist career.
Of course, you can make choices, lots of choices. You can buy a small house or a co-op, instead of a big house with a big mortgage and big heating bills. You can drive an old car, or not use a car at all. You can have one kid, or no kids, instead of two kids. And you can ask that kid to attend a state college for a couple of years before transferring into the Ivy League. These kinds of compromises are recommended by the authors of two excellent books on money management, The Millionaire Next Door5 and Rich Dad, Poor Dad (see Bibliography for both). Every activist should read them.
Even if you strive to live the most frugal lifestyle possible, you will still need money. And let’s not forget the possibility, which we all hate to think about, of catastrophic bad luck, like being involved in a serious accident, becoming very sick or being victimized by a crime. Although it sounds callous to mention it, it would be irresponsible not to: money will make your recovery from these and other calamities much easier.
Money and Your Activist Career
To live in unnecessary poverty and debt is a form of denial, and denial is anathema to your goal of building a sustainable activist career. An important step to building such a career, therefore, is to own up to your present and future financial needs, and acknowledge, once and for all, that you’re not some kind of cosmic exception to the universal rule that all humans have material needs and need some kind of stable income to meet them.
This can be tricky stuff, psychologically. Like my student who burst into tears at the mere mention of the “m-word,” you may find it hard to own up to your materialistic side. If you do, it may be because you harbor some of the dysfunctional attitudes toward money I discuss in the next chapter.
Chapter 13: Why Are Activists Poor?
Another book I recommend to all my students is Money Drunk, Money Sober by Mark Bryan and Julia Cameron (see Bibliography). It discusses how many people become poor because of their dysfunctional (and, as the title implies, addictive) attitudes and behaviors toward money. These “money addicts” fall into several categories, including . . .
• The Compulsive Spender: someone who gets an emotional “high” from spending.
• The Big Deal Chaser: a gambler who thinks he is always just around the corner from a big win, and so he doesn’t worry about managing his money or staying out of debt.
• The Maintenance Money Drunk: someone whose expenses keep growing, so she has to keep working harder and harder just to pay the bills.
• The Poverty Addict: someone who sees poverty as a virtue.
• The Cash Codependent: someone who impoverishes himself by giving money to a money addict.
You probably recognize one or more of these types of “money addiction” either in yourself or in other activists.
Jerrold Mundis, author of the classic debt-recovery book How to Get Out of Debt, Stay Out of Debt, and Live Prosperously (see Bibliography), makes the same point:
The core problem is simple: Repeated debt results from dysfunctional (or distorted) attitudes and perceptions about money and self. They are generally subconscious; we don’t even realize they’re there. Yet they rule our behavior and actions with the power of a dictator. It’s essential to recognize them for what they are.
His list of dysfunctional attitudes toward money is longer than Bryan and Cameron’s and includes: I Don’t Understand Money; When the Going Gets Tough, the Tough Go Shopping; I’m Entitled; Look at Me, Ma, I’m on Top of the World; Money Corrupts (equivalent to Bryan and Cameron’s Poverty Addict); $200 Worth of Love; Waiting for Godot (equivalent to The Big Deal Chaser); I’m a Special Case; Good People Help Others; and Yeah But I Still Want to Be a Kid.
Another interesting book is Why Are Artists Poor? by Hans Abbing6 (see Bibliography), an artist and economist at the Erasmus University in Rotterdam, The Netherlands. Abbing takes 367 pages to answer his title question: “Why are artists poor?” I will distill an important part of his answer, relative to activists, into just five words: “Because they choose to be.”
This isn’t true for all activists, of course—especially not those who were born into poverty, or who suffer from a disability or illness that limits their ability to support themselves. But it is true for a great many activists who were born into middle- or upper-class families but have, in the course of their adult lives, dropped into poverty. Their poverty is voluntary.
I get more push-back from activists on the subject of voluntary poverty than on any other. Some point out that our society makes it extremely hard to earn a living doing activism; others, that there is a long list of employers they cannot work for ethically and jobs they cannot take. Some tell me that they cannot in good conscience participate in a capitalist system. All well and good, and I truly respect anyone who tries to take an ethical approach to earning a living.
At the same time, however, I think it’s important to acknowledge that these activists are indeed making choices. I do this not to shame or blame them, but as a way of empowering them to see their situation more clearly, so that they can make even better choices in the future. “In dreams begin responsibilities,” William Butler Yeats said; and if it is our privilege as activists to dream of a better world, it is also our responsibility to do the hard work of figuring out how to integrate our dreams into the real world around us, not only as a means of taking care of ourselves and those whom we love and are responsible for, but as a crucial step toward building that better world we all dream of.
I also find that many activists are poor for reasons other than ethics. Even activists with the most stringent ethical requirements should still be able to address these common causes of poverty:
1. Lack of Information
Personal finance is a specialty requiring knowledge of, at the very least, household budgeting, money management and investing. You also need knowledge not just of how to do these things, but the particular options you have for doing them, so that you can make wise choices.
People who are good with money tend to have made it a priority to acquire this knowledge. They get it from books, magazines, television shows, savvy relatives and friends and professionals.
People who are bad with money tend to just ignore the whole issue—and become poor as a result.
Needless to say, if you don’t have a lot of money to work with, you need to be even more informed about how you handle the small amount you have.
A good start to correcting this problem would be to read the money-related books listed in the Bibliography.
2.Lack of Commitment to Money Management
Yes, I know: personal finance is about the most boring thing around, and a distraction from your vocation. Still, it is like flossing your teeth: something you should do whether you like it or not.
Thomas J. Stanley and William D. Danko, the authors of The Millionaire Next Door, conducted research that showed that people who are good “accumulators of wealth” spend an average of 8.4 hours per month managing their investments, while people who are poor wealth accumulators spend only around 4.6 hours. In other words, the more time you spend managing your money, the more money you are likely to have.
If you hate the whole topic of personal finance, I suggest taking a Zen approach: delve deeply into it and try to become one with it. Do a lot of reading, take a class, buy (and use) Quicken or another personal finance program, and talk with friends and family members who are good at it. (This could wind up to be a nice bridge-building activity you do with your folks.) You may discover that your dislike of personal finance was actually due to fear and confusion, and that, as you become more knowledgeable, the topic itself becomes more interesting and fun.
If not, well, sorry: you still have to do it.
3. The Difficulty of Juggling a Vocation and a Job
Another reason activists “choose” poverty is because it’s hard not to be poor when your vocation (i.e., activism) doesn’t pay well—or at all. That often means you’ll have to take a day job along with your activism; and holding two jobs, no matter how common a phenomenon in our over-materialistic and wage-depressed society, remains a difficult balancing act.
4. “Poverty Addiction”
Are activists “supposed” to be poor? I don’t think so. I hope you understand by now that choosing to be an activist and choosing to be poor are two separate choices, and that choosing poverty will generally make you a worse activist, not a better one. Money Drunk, Money Sober coauthors Bryan and Cameron were not writing specifically about activists, but I suspect that their description of the Poverty Addict category of money addiction will sound very familiar to some readers:
Repelled by the materialism of the American Dream, we strive for lives of austerity, only to find we have crossed an invisible line and become addicted to self-deprivation.
Lack of money gets us high: we feel martyred, anxious, virtuous, self-righteous and, yes, self-pitying. While smugly judging the “money-grubbing” all around us, we ourselves are ruled by money as well.
Obsessed with judgments of the shallowness around us, we fail to deepen and mature ourselves. In a sense, we remain children acted upon, not acting. Refusing to earn, to own, to husband and nurture our lives, we take spiritual pride in what amounts to an eternal adolescence, refusing to grow up and take responsibility for changing a system we may despise or accepting a world as it is and setting down roots. This would rob us of our position as outsiders, judges, and saints . . .
Ouch!
This is harsh stuff, so I won’t comment further, except to urge you to take your time in pondering this and the other information in this chapter, and to be relentlessly honest in determining whether any of it applies to you.
The solution to poverty addiction, according to Bryan and Cameron, is as follows:
Poverty Addicts need to unhook their sense of virtue from having no money and stop blocking their creativity with worry. . . . [I]t [is] necessary to set out minimums that [you] must spend in order to maintain a sense of health. . . . [There is] an unexpected shift in spiritual consciousness often occurs when we begin self-nurturing. A universe . . . that had long felt like a harsh and hostile place begins to be transformed into a gentler and more loving habitat. Many recovering Poverty Addicts have noted with some astonishment that as we begin to give to ourselves, we begin, also, to receive unexpected gifts from the universe.
In fact, recovering from a poverty addiction means not just receiving gifts from the universe, but giving them to the universe in the form of more powerful and sustained activism. Consider these facts:
1. Your being poor isn’t helping your movement or anyone else, except those who might want to exploit your poverty.
2. As you start to recover from your poverty addiction, you will begin to accumulate resources, including money, time and energy. You can then use those resources to be a more effective and influential activist than you ever were when you were poor.
3. You can also use your money to help build the green economy and to model your progressive values for those around you. You can, for instance, buy a hybrid car to replace your gas-guzzler, or solar panels for your home.
In the Money Goals List exercise at the end of this chapter, and elsewhere, too, please take the radical step of imagining a life for yourself that’s not lived in opposition to the acquisition of wealth, and in which the wealth you do acquire is used not just for your own betterment, but that of the world around you.
Dysfunctional attitudes toward, and behavior around, money are a serious impediment to long-term happiness and success, so if you have this problem I urge you to address it quickly and decisively. Whether you have an obvious problem or not, however, I urge you to consult the money-related books listed in the Bibliography, and discuss your financial situation with trusted and knowledgeable relatives, friends or advisors. And if you feel strong guilt, anger, fear or shame around the topic of money, I urge you to discuss those feelings with a therapist or other professional.
Activists choose poverty by choosing not to deal with the types of issues outlined in this chapter. But there is one choice that activists make that, perhaps more than any other, leads to poverty. I discuss that in the next chapter.
Free Help for Your Money Problems!
Many nonprofit agencies provide free or cheap personal finance classes and coaching. If you are in debt, talk to a nonprofit credit counselor or attend a Debtors Anonymous meeting. (Many so-called credit counselors are actually businesses that prey on people in debt, so be sure to choose a reputable nonprofit organization.) Those who are in debt should also read How to Get Out of Debt, Stay Out of Debt, and Live Prosperously, which is based on the Debtors Anonymous philosophy and methodology.
Exercise
Money Goals List
Write down a list of your goals related to your lifestyle and material needs in as much detail as possible. First, figure out what kind of lifestyle you would like to be living . . .
• Next Year
• In Five Years
• In Ten Years
• In Twenty Years
• In Thirty Years
• In Forty Years
• In Fifty Years
• In Sixty Years
•In Eighty Years. (If this sounds ridiculous, it isn’t: lifespans in the Western world, at least, are continuing to rise. See, for instance, “100th birthdays may soon be the norm in rich nations: researchers,” from TodayOnline, February 21, 2006, which reports on research presented at a meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. And, yes, increased longevity presents an additional, very strong argument for managing both your health and your money.)
More specifically, think about what you would like to own and what you would like to be able to do at each of those points in your life. Start by thinking about how much, and what kind of, activism you want to do, and what kind of impact you could make if you had a generous amount of money and time to devote to your activism. Then, think about other life goals, including health, relationships and other interests, including art, travel, sports, entertainment, etc. If you have or want to have children, think about the kind of life and opportunities you would like to give them. Also think about others you want to be able to take care of, including perhaps your parents as they get older. We’ll call this document your Money Goals List.
Chapter 14: The Worst Choice: Not Having a Well-Paid Career
Activist Mickey Z. wrote a book about the jobs activists and artists take to make ends meet. It was titled, after a line from the poet Charles Bukowksi, The Murdering of My Years (Brooklyn, NY: Soft Skull Press, 2003).
I think that title reflects a fair amount of ambivalence, don’t you? And the activists Mickey quotes in his book do tell their share of stories of mind-numbing wage-slavery “spiced” with institutionalized racism and sexism. Mickey also quotes some heavy hitters, including Noam Chomsky, Aristotle and Oscar Wilde, to support his contention that having a job is a deleterious experience for activists and artists.
Nevertheless, I believe that the problem many activists have with jobs is not so much with the idea of a job itself, but with the kinds of jobs many activists tend to get: crappy jobs that pretty much guarantee they’re going to be miserable, not to mention poor. So, in my view, it’s not really a “murdering” of your years so much as a “suiciding.” I’ll discuss this further below, but first let’s talk about the other crappy strategies activists use to support themselves, including:
• Enduring unstable living situations involving flaky or irresponsible roommates
• Staying in failed, but financially sustaining, love relationships
• Borrowing money from family members
• Living at home with parents
• Running a time-intensive but low-paying, business or nonprofit organization
These strategies often backfire, taking up way more time and energy, and creating way more stress, than a good job would have in the first place. Taking money from family members seems a particularly bad bet: I’ve never met an adult activist, or anyone else, who didn’t pay a high psychological price for letting their parents or siblings support them.7 (Letting your spouse or partner support you, however, is an entirely different arrangement that sometimes works.)
It’s hard to do good activism, or anything else, when you’re broke. So, instead of the above-mentioned crappy strategies, try this one instead:
1. Think In Terms of “Income,” Not “Money”
In Why Are Artists Poor?, Abbing comments, “When a certain amount of money comes in, artists suddenly lose interest in earning more money.” Often, with artists and activists both, it takes only a little money to trigger that loss of interest—too little money, really, to avoid poverty.
Your need for money is substantial and ongoing, and therefore, your source of money should also be. Occasional small windfalls are not enough: you need a stable, predictable and adequate income. “More than adequate” is better still. Your income should also come with health insurance and other benefits if at all possible.
Incomes should be low-maintenance, meaning that you shouldn’t have to spend too much time worrying about your income going away, or working to ensure that it doesn’t. Otherwise, what’s the point? Obviously, this is not entirely within your control, but you do have the ability to choose, for instance, a permanent job at a company that’s in good financial condition over a temporary job at one that looks shaky.
2. Think In Terms of a “Career,” Not a “Job”
Many people use the words “job” and “career” interchangeably, but it’s helpful to consider the differences between the two concepts/
Let’s talk about random vs. planned. Many activists are so ambivalent about the idea of getting a job, or so pessimistic about their prospects for getting a good one, that they gravitate to the bottom of the job pool, going for the easy-to-get (read: crappy) jobs. And they don’t invest in education or other assets that could help improve their long-term employability.
Settling for random, low-paying jobs, instead of planning for, and then building, a career, is the big mistake, the one that practically guarantees you’ll become poor, or poorer.
So, don’t think in terms of your next gig, or even your “day job.” Give up the fantasy that an ongoing string of temporary “non-solutions” to your money problem will somehow lead you out of poverty and into a happy and productive life. Think, instead, of building a career that will satisfy your long-term need for cash in the easiest and most enjoyable way congruent with your values.
There are lots of resources that will help you do this, including the classic career-planning guide, What Color is Your Parachute? (See Bibliography.) If you attended college, your college probably has a career service that you can use even if you’ve already graduated, and there are also lots of paid and nonprofit career coaches. Also talk with your mentors and trusted friends and family members. They may identify talents you didn’t know you had—or knew you had but undervalued—and also point you toward opportunities you weren’t aware of.
3. If You Want, Build Your Career Around Activism
Nothing I’ve said, by the way, implies that you can’t do activism for your paid career. If you want to be a professional activist, I say go for it! Not only is that a wonderful gift you are giving me and the rest of the planet, but I truly believe that what you will lose in material benefits, you will gain many times over in creative, intellectual, social and spiritual ones.
If you are planning to do activism as a paid career, here are three things to keep in mind:
a) Don’t believe the myth that there are no activist jobs out there. I’ve never seen a movement that had no open jobs. True, the exact job you want may not exist; or it may exist, but not at the salary you would prefer or in the town where you would like to live. But some job exists, and it’s up to you to figure out how badly you want it, and what sacrifices you are prepared to make to get it.
Job scarcity is not a particular hardship of activists, by the way: many other workers also wind up compromising, sometimes in painful ways, for the right job, particularly in a bad economy. I admit, however, that there may be many fewer good jobs in activism than in most other fields.
Still, I have found that truly dedicated, focused and effective activists can usually find a way to get paid to do activism. (Hint: you must not only do good work, but make sure that the right people—those in a position to offer money or jobs—find out.) It has also been my experience that many activists who claim that there are no activist jobs out there don’t even bother looking, or do so in only a half-hearted manner. If you really want a job in activism, then you should be going after it gangbusters. That means networking like mad, talking to everyone you know, aggressively going after whatever opportunities do exist—and, yes, relocating and making other painful compromises, if necessary. Ambitious activists, like ambitious people in any field, don’t wait for opportunities to arise so much as they create them.
b) Don’t let people abuse you. It is an unfortunate fact that many activist organizations are bad employers. They not only pay badly, which we can accept up to a point, but treat people badly. Yelling, harassment and mind games are commonplace, as are the kinds of poor management that result in rampant chaos and disorganization, constant killer deadlines and abusive work schedules.
Of course, activist organizations aren’t the only employers who treat people badly. But there’s something particularly demoralizing and obnoxious, not to mention hypocritical, about an organization that purports to be dedicated to progressive values such as justice, compassion and equality, and yet mistreats its workers.
Don’t let anyone treat you badly, no matter how exalted their reputation or noble their aims. If you must make a temporary “deal with the devil” to work for an abusive employer—perhaps for the connections, credential or learning experience—make sure that it is only temporary, that you are prepared for what you’re getting into, and that you have an exit strategy.
Better by far to take a non-activist job than to work for an activist organization that abuses you. If more activists made that choice, then maybe more activist organizations would be impelled to treat their employees, interns and volunteers better.
c) If jobs are truly scarce in your movement, then broaden your search while retaining a focus on your core values. You could, for example:
• Work in another movement. Not only will the work be satisfying, but you’ll have the opportunity to build linkages between that movement and your own.
• Teach or do social work.
• Work for a charity.
• Do political work.
• Work in the media.
• Work in a “green” industry such as renewable energy, sustainable building or organic agriculture.
• Do something involving fair trade.
• Work in a compassionate, or at least neutral, field. Someone who works as a nurse, medical technician or physical therapist may not be explicitly promoting progressive values, but they are not harming anyone, either. In fact, they are only helping. . . .
So many choices! Just make sure to choose carefully, so that your career doesn’t swamp your other interests, including activism.
Chapter 15: More Career Advice
Here are some more tips. . . .
4. If You Don’t Want to Be a Full-Time or even a Part-Time Activist Then Don’t!
If you can’t, or won’t, be a full-time activist, don’t worry about it. I only ask that you not drop out of activism entirely. A few hours of hands-on activism a month, even if it’s “just” writing letters, is good for the planet and good for you. But if you can’t even spare those few hours, then it’s perfectly OK just to write checks. Some people might judge you for that, but I sure wouldn’t; money is necessary to the success of every activist venture.
There is no one right way to be an activist, and anyone who tries to tell you there is, or who calls you a sell-out, is not only wrong, but probably speaking out of their own confusion, conflict and unhappiness. The truth is, we need progressive values represented everywhere: in every segment of society, every geographic region, every industry and every government organization. Someone who works daily to promote progressive values in a non-activist milieu might even wind up having a bigger impact than someone who works full-time as an activist. As I write this, in summer 2005, a big news story is winding down about Microsoft Corporation, which had caved to pressure from the Christian Right and reneged on its longstanding support for a bill under consideration in the Washington state legislature banning discrimination against gays and lesbians in housing, employment and insurance. Internal activists (employees), as well as outside ones, applied weeks of pressure, and Microsoft eventually returned to its former stance in support of the bill.
Microsoft is a hugely influential company—a bellwether, really—and I predict that, in the fight against bigotry in America and elsewhere, this victory will one day be considered pivotal. Microsoft’s gay employees and allies, simply by being located within Microsoft and being willing to take a brave public stand for their values, played a key role in that victory. Who can say that their time would have been better spent working full-time for an activist organization?
If you do decide to pursue a non-activist career, do it without guilt or shame, and go after success aggressively. I hope you will make a lot of money that you can use to live a life congruent with your values, and donate generously to progressive causes. I also hope you will be an effective ambassador for progressive values in whatever milieu you find yourself in. In the end, your donations and “diplomacy” could yield as great, or greater, a result than any full-time activism you might have done.
5. When Looking for Non-Activist Work, Don’t Undersell Yourself
In Why Are Artists Poor?, Abbing points out that many artists continue to struggle to have a professional art career long after they are burned out on art. They do that, he says, because they don’t know what else to do with themselves—or, more precisely, because they don’t think they are fit to do anything other than art.
Many of the activists I talk to feel the same way. They have been immersed in activism for so long that they have no idea what else they could do, and are too intimidated to even try to apply for a serious non-activist job. And so, they grind along with their activism—often in a half-hearted, burned-out, ineffectual way—getting more and more miserable.
These activists, in my view, are selling themselves short. Activists in general tend to be the kinds of informed, clever, creative and self-motivated people that many employers like to hire. Many activists, in fact, have technical and interpersonal experience and skills that make them desirable candidates for a wide range of jobs. So, if you are sick of activist work, but don’t know what else to do with yourself, consult some of the career-related resources mentioned in number 2 in the previous chapter, and don’t be afraid to push the envelope and see where, outside of activism, your skills and talents can take you.
6. Whether Your Career is in Activism or Some Other Field, Move as Far Up the Hierarchy as Possible
Aim high.
The reasons are simple: the higher you go, the better off both you and your movement will be. At a higher level, you will get paid more and have more interesting and fun work. You will also have more of an opportunity to influence others.
Aiming high means planning high. It generally begins with getting the highest level of education you can. Don’t stop at a B.A. when you can get an M.S.W., M.Ed., M.B.A., M.P.A. or law degree. Don’t stop at those degrees if you can get a marketable doctorate. Try not to take too big a break, or any break at all, in between these steps; statistically, many people who take long breaks from school wind up never returning. (If you absolutely hate the idea of going to graduate school, then feel free to ignore this advice, since there’s no point in going to school if you’re not going to be motivated.)
The question naturally arises: how do you pay for this expensive degree? Assuming your family can’t or won’t help out, there are more options than you might think:
• Go part-time. All around you, people are working their way through graduate school a course or two at a time. Most would probably prefer to attend full-time, but they recognize that attending even part-time is way better than not getting the advanced degree at all.
• Attend a community college or other inexpensive college. While prestige degrees undoubtedly open many doors, just having a degree from an accredited school, even if it’s not in the Ivy League, is often enough to help you move up the hierarchy.
• Work for a university. They usually aren’t the highest-paying employers, but they often offer free or discounted classes to their employees. Even many non-university employers offer a tuition reimbursement benefit, so seek out one who does.
• Take out a loan. Most student loans offer a very low rate of interest, and financial advisors therefore tend to see them as a good strategy. If you’re going to go into debt, however, be sure to have a concrete career goal in mind that will allow you to both live comfortably and pay back the debt.
Once you’re out of school and working, take your career advancement seriously. Figure out which leadership role you want—it doesn’t have to be at the very top of the organization, but it should be at a level where you get to interact with, and influence, many people within and outside your organization, and where you have control over at least some money and other resources. Next, figure out how you are going to get there. And next, work on getting there. Throughout your professional life, continue to educate yourself; consult mentors and others who can advise and support you; and work assiduously to overcome any personal or professional barriers to your success.
Of course, whether you work for a progressive organization or not, moving up the ladder inevitably involves ethical and other compromises. In his classic activist text Rules for Radicals (see Bibliography), Saul Alinsky tells how, for many years, the graduating class at a local seminary used to visit him to ask his advice. One year, the class asked him how they could maintain their progressive values while operating within the conservative culture of the Catholic Church. Alinsky writes: “That was easy. I answered, ‘When you go out that door, just make your own personal decision about whether you want to be a bishop or a priest, and everything else will follow.’”
So, let me modify my advice: move as far up the ladder as you can without unacceptably compromising your values. But be very clear what your values are and what constitutes “compromise.” Sticking to a low-level position out of laziness or obstinacy does neither you nor your movement any good.
7. Don’t Start a Business Simply as a Way of Earning a Living
Some activists, and especially those with art, construction, programming and other skills, think they can beat the system by starting a small or freelance business. The thinking, which is shared by many non-activists, is that they’ll be able to earn money doing the work they want to do and doing it on their own terms: flexible hours, no boss, no long commute, etc. And think how much time there’ll be left over for activism!
As someone who has coached hundreds of people in entrepreneurship, I can assure you that it usually doesn’t work that way. Business is way harder than it looks, and it is way harder than most jobs. If your business is like most, you will wind up working fifty or more hours a week, mostly on marketing, sales, bookkeeping and management. And for all of this work and stress, your take-home pay will likely be minimal and/or erratic, at least for the first few years.
If business were your priority, then it might make sense to make these kinds of sacrifices. But if activism is your priority, then what’s the point? Far better to get a job with a fixed salary and benefits, and leave the management headaches and long workweeks to your boss.
There are two exceptions to this rule:
• If you happen to be the kind of talented and lucky graphic designer, construction worker, etc., (a) whose skills are in constant demand, (b) who can command a lot of money for those skills, and (c) is a disciplined time and money manager, then you might, just might, be able to pull off entrepreneurship. If not—if you are constantly scrounging and scraping for work, not to mention begging people to pay you for work you’ve already done, or if you can’t seem to manage your time or money well—then I think you should give entrepreneurship a pass and go out and get a job. Many of my students took this advice after years of struggling as a freelancer and were much happier as a result.
• If you want to build a business based on progressive values, such as a green, organic or fair-trade business, that’s terrific. Just be sure you understand the degree of hard work required for such a venture to succeed. Also remember that, even in a progressive business, profit must rank very high among your priorities, a reality that often mandates difficult compromises.
For more clarity on this issue, discuss your entrepreneurial plan with mentors who have built businesses themselves. They should help you understand the pros and cons of entrepreneurship, and whether you are suited to it.
8. Don’t Start a Nonprofit Organization Unless It’s a Necessary Strategy for Advancing Your Cause
Often, when doing activism, you want to call yourself by an organizational name just so you look more serious and professional. Three activists who decide to call themselves The Downtown Centerville Fair Housing Coalition, for instance, are likely to be taken far more seriously than if they had just presented themselves as three concerned individuals.
But should the activists choose to legally incorporate and register as a 501(c)(3) charitable organization (a.k.a. nonprofit corporation)? That’s a tougher call. The minute you legally incorporate, you add a lot of paperwork and management chores to your workload, including complex tax filings and mandatory board meetings. (And the incorporation and nonprofit status application processes themselves are a pain.) Sure, you gain fundraising advantages, and possibly some personal financial protection in the event that you get sued because of your activism, but for many activists these advantages won’t be worth the extra time, expense and hassle of legally incorporating. This is especially true because activists can often arrange to do their fundraising and other work under the “fiscal sponsorship” of an existing 501(c)(3) organization that assumes much of the administrative burden.
For more clarity on this complex issue, talk with mentors who have built nonprofit organizations themselves, as well as lawyers and accountants who specialize in helping nonprofits. Foundation officers and other donors are also good people to consult. If you have a donor willing to back your fledgling organization with a grant, that’s a very positive sign, since it means the donor not only has faith in what you are doing, but in you as a manager. If, however, you have no strong connections to the funding community, that’s a strong sign that your professional network is not yet developed enough for you to start your own organization. Use your time as an employee to make some contacts, and also to learn what it really takes to build and run an activist organization.
9. Remember: Your Career Should Be Fun
With everything else we’ve discussed, it is easy to forget one crucial fact: your career should be fun. It’s something you’re going to be devoting a large part of your waking hours to, and so it should be a positive experience.
I’m not saying it should be an ongoing series of parties or laugh-riots; that’s setting the bar too high. I’m only saying that the individual jobs you take should be interesting and pleasant, and the people you work with should also be interesting and pleasant. Otherwise, you’re paying too high a price for your career.
One aspect of this, obviously, is choosing the right career and jobs. But another is cultivating your ability to derive satisfaction from a wide range of circumstances. If you’re the kind of person who has to have a great many needs met before she can feel happy or at ease, then that rigidity is going to cause you problems, not just at work, but in your activism and elsewhere. Far better to be laid-back and adaptable, with the ability to derive happiness from a wide range of circumstances.
This adaptability will open up a much wider range of jobs to you. It will also make building your career, and the rest of your life, much easier.
Exercise
Referring back to your Money Goals List, plan a career that will fund the lifestyle you outlined in that document. Always keep in mind, when evaluating career options, that there are probably a lot more out there than you are aware of. Don’t be too rigid or narrowly focused! You should also consult a wide range of people, including career counselors, teachers, mentors and family members, for career advice. If you’ve been out of the job market for a while, start preparing yourself for reentry. Put together a good resume and an interview wardrobe. Then go out and interview for a few jobs, just for the practice. Do your best to prepare, but don’t worry if you don’t do well; that’s what practice is for! The goal is to be well prepared for when a position that you really do want opens up.
Chapter 16: Other Needs
In Chapter 9, I discussed the fact that all humans have diverse needs. All of us have the “big three” of Health, Relationship and Money needs, but many of us also have intellectual, creative, cultural and spiritual needs, to name just a few other categories.
These needs represent important aspects of our character and personality, and should not be ignored in the name of some higher-seeming goal like activism. Instead, they should be acknowledged, nurtured and celebrated. Doing so will not only make you a happier, more fulfilled person, but a better activist, since:
1. A happy activist is generally a better activist.
2. Your explorations in these areas will deepen your understanding of people and the human condition, thus making you a more powerful and effective advocate.
3. You can promote your progressive values to people you meet while engaged in these endeavors.
The following exercise will give you the opportunity to document these types of important needs.
Exercise
Whole Person Goals List
Write down your goals for all important areas of your life that weren’t covered in the previous exercises. This could include intellectual, creative, cultural and spiritual goals. We’ll call this document your Whole Person Goals List.
Chapter 17: Your Personal Mission Statement
By now you’ve created the following Goals Lists:
• Activism Goals List
• Health & Fitness Goals List
• Relationships Goals List
• Money Goals List
• Whole Person Goals List
You need to take five more simple steps to create your Personal Mission Statement—a statement of the goals you wish to pursue in every important area of your life.
1. Study each List, and create a one- to three-sentence Mission Statement for that List. That mission statement should summarize your overall philosophy regarding, and goals for, that area of your life.
• Study the goals listed in your Activism Goals List, and from them create a one- to three-sentence Activism Mission Statement.
• Study the goals listed in your Health & Fitness Goals List, and from them create a one- to three-sentence Health & Fitness Mission Statement.
• Study the goals listed in your Relationships Goals List, and from them create a one- to three-sentence Relationships Mission Statement.
• Study the goals listed in your Money Goals List, and from them create a one- to three-sentence Money Mission Statement.
• Study the goals listed in your Whole Person Goals List, and from them create a one- to three-sentence Whole Person Mission Statement.
2. Put each Mission Statement at the top of the relevant List.
3. Combine all of the Lists (with the Mission Statements on top) into one document. That’s your Personal Mission Statement.
4. Study your Activism, Health, Relationships, Money and Whole Person Mission Statements and come up with a single paragraph that summarizes and encompasses them all. This will be the core Mission that summarizes your current “life philosophy” and goals. Put that at the very top of your Personal Mission Statement.
5. Stick a date on the document, both to record when you created it, and also because you will be revising it periodically, and it’s helpful to know which version you’re working with.
That’s it—you’re done! Congratulations on having created something wonderful and rare, that you can use to move to your new level of growth and success.
Note that this process is actually the reverse of that recommended by many authors and life coaches, who will tell you to begin with a formal mission statement and then derive some specific goals from it. I like starting with the goals, however, because they are often more concrete and authentic than a formal mission statement spun out of thin air. Such formal missions tend to be over-intellectualized and over-rationalized, and the goals that one derives from them often tend to be unrealistic and not a true reflection of the person’s core values. Hence, my method of beginning with the goals.
When Things Don’t Fit Together
If, when working backwards from your goals, you come up with a Mission you’re not entirely comfortable with, or that doesn’t seem to reflect the real you, that is an important clue that you need to do some more thinking around your values and goals. (It’s fabulous, by the way, that you encountered this problem “on paper,” where it’s easily corrected, rather than in real life, where it’s often not.) Keep reworking your Goals Lists, Mission Statements and Mission until everything synchs up and feels like a good fit.
Also, look for goals that contradict each other or are mutually exclusive. If, for example, one of your Money goals is to own a fancy house similar to the one your sister the corporate lawyer owns, but one of your Activism goals is to do full-time activism, then you’ve set yourself up for a tough, perhaps impossible, challenge. See if you can come up with a plan for achieving both goals, and if you can’t, alter one or both goals so that your overall Mission is realistic and achievable.
The process of synchronizing your Goals and the Mission can be painful, but it is also very valuable. Don’t rush it.
Remember, also, that your Mission (and Mission Plan—see next chapter) are “living” documents that are not fixed in stone, but designed to be regularly reread, pondered and revised. Revisit them at least every six months and make whatever changes are needed to reflect your new situation.
Chapter 18: Your Mission Plan
Now that your Personal Mission Statement is completed, you can create a plan for achieving your goals.
Perhaps you’ve worked with plans in some of your campaigns or in your day job. If so, you know that planning often spells the difference between success and failure in a complex endeavor. If the idea of “planning your life” sounds weird, don’t worry about it; many people do just that. Planning is, in fact, one of the primary tools that successful people use to ensure that they achieve their important professional and personal goals.
Planning is very powerful, which is why having even a small, sketchy plan is vastly better than having no plan at all. Generally speaking, however, the more detailed your plan, the better; but you can always start with a sketchy plan and expand it later on.
Whatever the size of your plan, here is some information you should include in it:
• The steps you need to take to achieve each goal. Think “baby steps”: each small and easily achievable. (More on the importance of taking baby steps in Part III.)
• The resources required for each step. This could be money, your time, others’ time, information, or tools such as a better computer.
• Wherever possible, quantitative benchmarks for success. If you were working on an electoral campaign, your plan would probably specify how much money you needed to raise, and by when; how many volunteers you needed to recruit for each district, and by when; what the poll numbers should look like at different stages of the campaign; and how many votes from each district you need to get your candidate elected. That way, you could tell at every stage of the campaign whether you were on track for success.
It works the same way for your personal goals. If, say, you want to own your own home by the time you are forty, you need to know how much that house is likely to cost, how much the down payment on the mortgage is likely to be, and how much money you need to save each year to amass that down payment. You also need to know how large an income you will need to get the mortgage approved by a bank—and, of course, to pay back the loan—and how and when you will achieve that income. Everything that can be quantified should be quantified.
• As the above examples indicate, you also need to indicate a deadline for each step. As the saying goes, “a goal is a dream with a deadline.” If you don’t make, and try to meet, deadlines, you’re just messing around. Everything that can be deadlined should be deadlined.
• A truly savvy plan also focuses on the risks, problems and obstacles you might encounter. Don’t just list these, but write down how you intend to avoid or solve them. For example, how will your plan to buy a house be affected if you go through a long period of unemployment? And what could you do to avoid that problem?
No one likes to dwell on the negative side of things, but good planners force themselves to think long and hard about the potential risks, problems and obstacles they are likely to encounter on the way to achieving their goal. They encounter these obstacles, and make their mistakes, “on paper,” so that they can either avoid them, or know how to deal with them, in real life.
There are entire libraries devoted to the topic of planning, but we don’t need to get that fancy here. Begin with your Health & Fitness and Whole Person Goals Lists—because they are likely to be shorter and simpler than your Activism, Relationships and Money Goals Lists—and start writing down the steps, resources, quantitative benchmarks and deadlines for achieving each goal, as well as any potential risks or obstacles you might encounter and how you will avoid or deal with these. Use whatever format you like—paragraph, list, chart, etc.—just as long as the plan is easy to create and easy to follow later on.
Then, when you’ve finished with your Health & Fitness and Whole Person plans, you can move on to Activism, Relationships and Money. These are likely to be longer and more complex, so take your time and, if necessary, do them in stages, a little at a time. Don’t feel pressured to create a fabulous plan; planning should always be a fun, low-stress activity, and even your very first, rudimentary drafts of these plans are likely to be very useful to you as you start to work toward your goals.
As with your Mission, you are likely, when doing your Mission Plan, to run into conflicts. Perhaps one of your goals requires more resources than you think you can put together, or perhaps you are starting to realize that there simply isn’t enough time to accomplish all of your goals. Again, it’s great that you encountered these problems “on paper” as opposed to in real life. As was the case with your Mission, resolving these conflicts will be a very valuable exercise.
Combine your Activism, Health & Fitness, Relationships, Money and Whole Person Plans into one document—call it your Mission Plan—and you’re done! The next step is to go out and make that Mission Plan happen, which is what the rest of The Lifelong Activist is all about.
You now understand that success as an activist, and happiness as a human being, comes from pursuing a Mission that is a natural and honest extension of your values, and that burnout and unhappiness frequently result from pursuing a Mission that’s not. You’ve created Goals Lists that illuminate your values, a Personal Mission Statement that organizes them, and a Mission Plan for achieving them.
The remainder of this book presents tools that will help you live that Plan. It tells you how to Manage Your Time (Part II), Manage Your Fears (Part III) and Manage Your Relationships (Parts IV and V). So let’s move right along to . . .
PART II. MANAGING YOUR TIME
1. The Value of Time
2. How Successful People View (and Use) Time
3. Do You Suffer from the AACL?
4. Lifestyles Inimical to Success
5. Another Inimical Lifestyle
6. Success Is Not a Hobby: The One Lifestyle That
Will Support Your Success
7. The Time Management Process
8. Time Management Step #1: Create A Time Budget
9. Time Management Step #2: Create A Weekly Schedule
10. Time Management Step #3: FOLLOW the Schedule and
TRACK Your Time Use
11. Time Management Step #4: TALLY Your Time and
REVIEW Your Weekly Progress
12. Time Management Step #5: REFLECT and REFINE, then
REPEAT
13. Time Management Step #6: WATCH Yourself Get
More Productive!
14. Objections
15. Three Crucial Skills for Staying on Schedule
16. Seven Time Management Tips
17. How Others May React to Your Time Management
Chapter 1: The Value of Time
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