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Chapter One

How to Develop a 
Winning Attitude

Two Keys to Enthusiasm

READING BERNARD LEVIN’S EXCELLENT PIECE “In Praise 
of Exuberance,” I became concerned anew, as he has, about the 

general disappearance of exuberance and enthusiasm in the modern 
world.

It reminded me again of the powerful cartoon I saw some years 
back by the European artist Fernando Krahn. In the first panel, he 
shows a group of small schoolchildren entering a street-level subway 
station. As the children head down to the subway, they’re the pic-
ture of exuberant joy. They’re laughing, playing, and tossing hats in 
the air, as children do. But in the next panel, we see a group of mid-
dle-aged adults coming out of the subway station. They wear the 
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facial expressions of zombies. Their faces display dullness, tedium, 
and a complete lack of interest or enthusiasm. 

There is no caption on the drawing, nor is one needed. The ques-
tion screams out: “What happened to these people in the years since 
childhood that has removed every vestige of their zest for life?” In 
a world filled with wonder and the opportunity for growth and 
exploration of options, these adults, so representative of big-city 
crowds—and small-town people, too—have apparently lost every 
vestige of interest. They are in neutral—in a kind of modern limbo 
we might characterize as “survival.” What happened?

Is it a matter of responsibility? A factor of competition for sur-
vival? There’s no easy answer, that’s for sure. To tell someone he or 
she should be more enthusiastic is meaningless unless at the same 
time stimulating triggers of enthusiasm are brought into the picture. 

The saddest days of our lives are those days in which we can find 
nothing to be enthusiastic about. I think you can say that a per-
son’s enthusiasm is in direct proportion to the importance of what 
it is he’s looking forward to. Thus, there are all sorts of degrees of 
enthusiasm. People tend to be mildly enthusiastic on Friday simply 
because it’s the last day of the week and they’ve got a free week-
end coming up. People tend to be more enthusiastic about going 
home after work at night than they are about leaving for work in the 
morning. But the most fortunate people on earth are those who live 
most of their lives in a state of energizing enthusiasm. 

And do you know what the key to enthusiasm is? Well, there are 
two keys, really. One comes from learning. The other comes from 
accomplishment. Learning new things tends to keep our enthusi-
asm high. Perhaps this explains the natural enthusiasm of the chil-
dren depicted in Krahn’s cartoon. They’re naturally enthusiastic, 
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and they’re naturally happy. The reason adults tend to lose a lot of 
their enthusiasm for living is that they usually stop learning. 

As soon as school’s over, they take the position, consciously or 
unconsciously, that they know enough. Any learning they do from 
that point on they do passively through the natural passage of time 
and experience—or again, passively through the media, newspa-
pers, radio, or television. If new learning comes to them, it does so 
largely through no effort or at least minimal effort on their part. 

Learning little that is new or interesting, their lives become rep-
etitious and settle down into well-worn grooves. They see the same 
people and go through the same motions every day, and gradually or 
quickly all or most of their enthusiasm fades from their lives.

The second key usually ties in with the first, the second key being 
accomplishment. It’s really hard to accomplish something new 
without first learning something new, even if the accomplishment 
is limited to improving one’s golf game or making furniture in the 
basement. But we’re enthusiastic when we’re working on a project 
we want to complete or master. The key word there is want. It has to 
be something we want very much to do, as opposed to those duties 
and projects we must do whether we like them or not.

Did you ever get a good look at a dog’s face when he’s chasing 
a rabbit? It’s the happiest, most alert expression you’ll ever see in 
your life. He’s got something wonderfully worthwhile to do. And 
he’s having the time of his life trying to do it.

You’d hardly know it was the same dog you saw snoozing and 
twitching on the back porch before the rabbit came into the pic-
ture; he couldn’t even keep his eyes open then. It’s the same with 
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people. The rabbit may be different for each of us, but it’s our job to 
flush it out.

Perhaps the difference is a matter of positioning. Enthusiastic 
people seem to be on top of life—in control of things—and have a 
multitude of interests. They are people who tend to be committed 
to something in which they find enjoyment and challenge and the 
satisfaction of achievement. 

If you sit in a café and watch the passing crowd outside, you will 
see this clear-eyed oasis from time to time. There’s a quickness to the 
step and a brightness in the eyes. If this man or woman were present 
in that crowd of adults Fernando Krahn depicted, he or she would 
be instantly recognizable. There’s energy in such a person—direc-
tion, intentionality, and delight.

As for the rest—the dull-eyed, the slack-faced plodders, the sur-
vivors, we might say—they seem to be in a defensive mode vis-à-vis 
this business of living. They react to events; they don’t cause them. 
They’re like the fighter who has given up any hope of winning and 
who simply concentrates on defending himself from more injury.

The enthusiastic people are on top of life—regardless of their sta-
tus; the others are on the bottom. And perhaps those on the bottom 
don’t know about getting on top.

The word enthusiasm comes from the Greek word entheos, which 
means “the god within.” And the happiest, most interesting people 
are those who have found the secret of maintaining their enthusi-
asm—that god within.

•
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Our Idea of Reality

LET ME QUOTE SOMETHING found in Carl Sandburg’s 
account of the Kansas sodbuster. Who was that early sodbuster 

in Kansas? He leaned at the gate post and studied the horizon and 
figured out what corn might do next year and tried to calculate why 
God ever made the grasshopper, and why two days of hot winds 
smothered the life out of the stand of wheat, and why there was 
such a spread between what he got for grain and the price quoted in 
Chicago and New York. As he was contemplating these notions, a 
newcomer drove up in a covered wagon. 

“What kind of folks live around here?” he asked.

“Well, stranger,” said the sodbuster, “what kind of folks was there 
in the country you come from?”

“Well, there was mostly a low-down, lying, thieving, gossiping, 
backbiting lot of people.”

After a few seconds of reflection, the sodbuster replied: “Well, 
I guess, stranger, that’s about the kind of folks you’ll find around 
here.”

And the stranger had just about blended into the dusty gray cot-
tonwoods, becoming a clump on the horizon, when another new-
comer drove up. 

“What kind of folks live around here?” the stranger asked.

And again the sodbuster replied, “Well, stranger, what kind of 
folks was there in the country you come from?”
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The friendly stranger said with a smile: “Well, there was mostly a 
decent, hardworking, law-abiding, friendly lot of people.”

And again the sodbuster said, “Well, I guess, stranger, that’s 
about the kind of folks you’ll find around here.”

And the second wagon moved off and blended with the dusty 
gray cottonwoods on the horizon while the early sodbuster leaned 
at his gatepost and tried to figure out why two days of hot winds 
smothered the life out of a nice stand of wheat. 

Noel McGinnis tells us that what Carl Sandburg means here is 
that the world cooperates with us by conforming to our expecta-
tions of it. The classic example of this, of course, is the paranoid per-
son who suspects that everyone’s against him and who, therefore, 
relates to people in such a way that they’re bound to be against him.

Psychologists have demonstrated that our idea of reality is deter-
mined by our perception of things—the way our senses interpret 
things—rather than the way things really are. Edward T. Hall has 
written that the relationship between man and the cultural dimen-
sion is one in which both man and his environment participate in 
molding each other. Man is now in the position of actually creating 
the total world in which he lives. In creating this world, he is actu-
ally determining what kind of an organism he’ll be. 

Carl Sandburg, Dorothy Lee, Benjamin Lee Whorf, Edward 
Hall, and numerous others have told us in essence that we create 
our own space. Now, what does this mean? Well, as with Albert 
Einstein, it means that space is relative. Unlike Newtonian physi-
cists, Einstein did not conceive of space as an absolute entity in rela-
tion to which things were organized. Quite the contrary, he defines 
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space as the relationship that exists among things as a result of their 
organization.

Well, the tendency for reality to be a self-fulfilling prophecy 
rather than an absolute given has been explained by some modern 
anthropologists. Dorothy Lee does a good job of it in Freedom and 
Culture. And what all this means for you and me is that our individ-
ual worlds will respond to us in the way in which we see them. They 
will become for us what we expect of them. We are the creators of 
our own surroundings. 

•
Keeping the Luster in Your Life

People who allow themselves to get in a rut usually don’t realize 
that a rut is little more than a grave with both ends knocked out.

HAVE YOU EVER THOUGHT much about newness? You 
know, it’s the quality people talk about when they say, “A new 

broom sweeps clean,” or “Turn over a new leaf.” Well newness, like 
most things, has its good side and its bad, depending on how we 
look at it.



TRANSFORMATIONAL LIVING

20

A person in a new job, for instance, may feel he’s at a disadvan-
tage. He may be nervous, uncertain of just what he’s supposed to do 
and just how to do it. Sometimes he’s bewildered by all that’s going 
on around him. Maybe he’s even a little scared. Even so, the person 
who’s new to a business has a unique advantage over some of the 
other, more seasoned women or men in the company. His job has a 
sparkle about it. There’s a luster, a challenge in a new job that isn’t 
always present once that position becomes familiar.

Do you remember your first day at work? I do. I can remem-
ber the first time I sat down in front of a microphone as though it 
were yesterday, instead of a good many years ago. Even though it 
was a radio station so small they used an old walk-in refrigerator for 
a studio, to me it was one of the most exciting days of my life. I was 
scared and nervous, and I sounded like a man with his neck caught 
in a car door, but I was thrilled, too.

How about your job? Does it still hold the excitement it did that 
first day? It should and it can, but does it? One of the most common 
mistakes we make is to let the luster fade from our lives. As it does, 
we gradually lose our enthusiasm, and if we’re not careful we’ll settle 
down into a worn, tired groove of boring habits. We become like 
oxen yoked to a mill, going around in circles with our eyes fixed only 
on the worn path of our feet.

People who allow themselves to get in a rut usually don’t realize 
that a rut is little more than a grave with both ends knocked out. 
Now how can we stay out of this deadly rut? How can we keep our 
enthusiasm and maintain the luster in our lives instead of allowing 
it to fade with time and familiarity? The answer lies in reminding 
ourselves of things we already know but sometimes tend to forget. 
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A Chicago executive once told me how he maintained the luster 
in his job, how he charged his batteries during the early days of his 
career. Whenever over-familiarity with his product and service or 
the negativity of some of his prospects or associates began to under-
mine his enthusiasm for what he was selling, he’d simply make a 
service call on one of his best customers. There he could reassure 
himself of the excellent results being realized through the use of his 
company’s products. Then my friend would head out again with 
renewed confidence in himself, in his ability to be of service, and in 
the benefits he could deliver to every new prospect. 

You see, even though the everyday details of our work may seem 
old hat to us, we should remember that those we serve look forward 
eagerly to the product or service. A person may be indifferent about 
many things, but the things he spends his money on aren’t among 
them. 

We shouldn’t be indifferent either, and we won’t be if we look at 
our product or service through the eyes of a happy customer. 

People are on stage every day. Like the actors in a Broadway play, 
they’re sometimes required to say the same words and go through 
the same basic actions day after day and week after week. The pro-
fessional actor learns his lines and movements and then performs 
the part every day, often twice a day, for as long as the play will 
run. He can never allow himself to become bored with the role any 
more than we can afford to become bored with our work. The actor 
knows his audience is a new one for every performance. What he is 
doing isn’t boring to them.

What does the actor do to main enthusiasm, to keep excitement 
in his acting? He studies and works. He continues to improve his 
role. He lives his part, constantly refining his timing and movements, 
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forever finding ways to put even greater meaning into the words he 
must say.

All of us are in the people business. Each day we have the oppor-
tunity to learn firsthand one of life’s most valuable lessons: how to 
get along well with people, how to make friends with those with 
whom we work, and how to persuade them to make decisions that 
will benefit both them and ourselves. Our success in most any type 
of activity will always be in exact ratio to our ability to influence 
people.

And the best way I know to influence people is to care enough, 
to know enough, to serve them well. Sometimes we lose sight of the 
value of our work and when we do, we lose the luster—not just from 
our work, but from our lives. So here are some more luster-restoring 
ideas you can use right now and every day from now on.

1. Understand that anything, no matter how excit-
ing in the beginning, will grow—not may grow, 
but will grow—stale in time if we’re not careful. 

2. Keep in mind that fighting off staleness in our 
lives is a daily job. There’s something you can—
something you must do—every day in order to 
keep vitality in your performance. It is simply the 
actor’s technique: live the part.

3. Realize that there’s no such thing as a job without 
a future. Every job has a future just as every person 
has. Whether or not that future is great or small 
depends entirely upon the person holding it. 

4. See the big picture. See your work in relation 
to the whole scheme of things. Your work is 
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important to those you serve. Your success will 
depend on how well you provide that service.

5. Finally, keep developing your ability to see your-
self and your work through the eyes of that most 
important person, the recipient. And remember, 
don’t ever lose the luster.

•
Turning Problems into Projects

WHEN WE USE A EUPHEMISM, we use a word that is per-
haps less expressive or direct but often less distasteful or less 

offensive than another. When we say a person has “passed away” 
instead of saying he has “died,” we are speaking euphemistically. In 
that particular case, it’s less than ideal, but euphemisms, properly 
used, can change one’s entire outlook on a situation.

My old friend, Parky Parkinson, reminded me that by changing 
the word “problem” to “project,” we can change our attitude toward 
the situation. 

The great Arctic explorer, Roald Amundsen, said that he and his 
men could never have gotten through the situations they faced if 
they had not given them euphemistic names. These euphemisms 
took some of the strangeness, the hazard, the challenge—even the 
terror—out of their experiences.
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A problem might seem ominous or threatening, but if we call it 
a “project” instead, our approach to it changes; we view it as some-
thing that has a solution—a solution we are engaged in finding. In 
the same way, we can remind ourselves that our opportunities are 
often in exact proportion to our problems. Polio was a problem 
worldwide, but to Dr. Jonas Salk and his fellow researchers it was a 
project on which they were working and which they were success-
ful in solving. Cancer is a problem to millions worldwide, but it’s a 
project to thousands of hardworking people in the sciences, and it 
will be overcome. 

When we have a pressing problem—and who is without one for 
long?—I think we need to take this intelligent attitude toward it. 
This is not a Pollyanna attitude, unless you want to call all the peo-
ple who have been solving human problems for centuries Polyannas. 
It is, rather, a very human, intelligent attitude. 

Following an operation one time, I had to go back to my surgeon 
for checkups, which involved a very painful re-examination of the 
work he’d done. At first, I would holler and curse and tell him it 
hurt like you-know-what. But he would just smile benignly and say, 
“No, that’s stimulating!” It still hurt, but thinking of it as stimulat-
ing did something to make the situation a bit less serious and pain-
ful, and we could laugh about it.

What might seem like a forthcoming problem might be termed 
an “adventure” instead. Thinking of the move to a strange com-
munity and a new job as an adventure could change one’s attitude 
toward it. And it’s our attitude toward something that, more than 
anything else, will determine its successful outcome.

So try changing the words you use for situations normally 
thought of as bad or threatening or painful to euphemisms, which 
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can give you a more positive outlook. Think of them as projects or 
adventures, and go tearing into them, looking for solutions. It’s all a 
matter of semantics and attitude. 

Problems are a necessary and an unending part of living. Our job 
is to solve them for as long as we can. And solve them we do. 

•
TRANSFORMATIONAL LIVING

How do you react to the problems in your life?

Have you ever looked for opportunities that 
might stem from the problems you face?

Can you think of a way to reframe your problem 
so that it becomes an adventure?



27

Chapter Two

Mastering Your  
Self-Image

Creating Your  
Greatest Image

IMAGINE THAT YOU are seated in a theater, looking at the cur-
tain that hides the blank screen as you wait for the movie to 

begin.

What will this movie do for you? How will it affect you? What 
impact will it have on your life?

Will you feel moved—perhaps even to tears? Will you laugh at 
a comedy or feel terrified at the crises faced by the hero or heroine? 
Will you feel wonderful waves of love and compassion or surges of 
resentment?
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All these feelings will pulse through you—and more. For the 
movie you will see is about the most fascinating person in the 
world—yourself.

In this theater, which is in the mind and heart of each of us, you 
are the producer, director, writer, actor or actress, hero, and the vil-
lain. You are the film technician up in the booth and the audience 
that reacts to this thrilling drama.

The exciting story unfolding upon this inner screen is one that is 
invented every second of your life—yesterday, tomorrow, but most 
importantly, right now.

You watch the image on that screen, and you invent the image 
on that screen—right now. Will the story have a happy ending? Is it 
full of happiness and success or sorrow and failure? The storyline is 
already there, and the discerning eye can tell the direction in which 
the story will go.

But one realization can comfort you: because you are the dra-
matist, the director, and the actor, you can change the story as it 
unfolds. Now. This instant. And for your whole lifetime.

You can make this a success story. You can be the hero and con-
quer the villain. And you can make this a heart-warming story 
that will enrich the lives of all who know you, rather than a drab, 
mechanical tale, a chronicle of boredom.

It’s all inside you. It all depends on what you do with an image 
you carry inside you, an image that is your most important tool for 
good or for ill. It all depends on you—and your self-image.

The self-image is your own conception of the sort of person 
you are. It is a product of past experiences, successes and failures, 
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humiliations and triumphs, and the way other people react to you, 
especially in early childhood. From these factors, and from others, 
you build up a picture of yourself that you believe is true. The pic-
ture may be false—and in many cases is false—but the important 
fact here is that you act just as if it were true. For all intents and 
purposes, it is true.

If it’s a good, healthy, successful self-image, fine. But if it can 
stand some improvement, you can change it for the better and start 
getting the kind of results such a change will bring about.

•
The Positive Use of Imagination

We form a mental picture of ourselves through experience, and we 
can change that picture the same way—through experience.

OUR THOUGHTS, HABITS, AND EVEN OUR ABILITIES 
must be those of the person we believe ourselves to be. We can 

set new limits in place of old ones. But we can’t surpass the limits of 
our current self-image.

There’s a story about a Wisconsin farmer who was walking 
through his fields one day when he stumbled over a little glass jug in 
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his pumpkin patch. Out of curiosity he poked the young pumpkin 
through the neck of the jug, being careful not to break the vine, then 
he placed his little experiment back on the ground and walked away. 
When harvest time came, the farmer was working his way down a 
row of big, ripe pumpkins when he again came upon the glass jug. 
But this time it looked different. Picking it up, he discovered that 
the young pumpkin he’d poked inside now completely filled its glass 
prison. Having no more room, it had stopped growing. The farmer 
broke the jug and held in his hand a runt pumpkin, less than half 
the size of all the other pumpkins and exactly the shape of the jug.

Well, people aren’t pumpkins, but our self-image is something 
like that jug. It determines the size and kind of person we become. 
The similarity ends with the fact that we can remove our self-im-
posed limitations by enlarging our self-image. We form a mental 
picture of ourselves through experience, and we can change that pic-
ture the same way—through experience. If the actual experience we 
need is not available to us, we can, according to self-image psychol-
ogy, create that experience synthetically. Now scientists agree that 
the human nervous system is incapable of distinguishing between 
actual experience and the same experience imagined vividly and in 
complete detail.

Worry is a good example of this synthetic experience. When 
a person worries about something, he projects himself mentally, 
emotionally, and even physically into a situation that hasn’t even 
occurred. 

The man who worries intensely about failure finds himself expe-
riencing the same reactions that accompany actual failure: feelings 
of anxiety, inadequacy, and humiliation, and eventually headaches 
and an upset stomach. As far as his mind and body are concerned, 
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he has failed. And if he worries about it long enough, if he concen-
trates on failure intensely enough, he will upset himself to the extent 
that he will fail and he’ll get sick.

Now, everything can be used in either one of two ways: positively 
or negatively, constructively or destructively. Worry is the negative 
use of creative imagination. It’s a negative synthetic experience. But 
most people apparently never realize that positive results, just as real 
as the negative results of worry, can be achieved through using our 
imagination constructively.

The man who worries about failure is unwittingly defeating him-
self. He is feeding his mind the wrong data. If he spent the same 
amount of time visualizing success as he spends thinking about fail-
ure, he could reverse the process of synthetic experience. Instead of 
anxiety, he could develop confidence, self-assurance, and poise, and 
a feeling of well-being would replace apprehension. By concentrat-
ing on the success he desires, by synthetically experiencing that suc-
cess, he could expand his self-image into that of a person for whom 
success is normal and expected.

Why not practice holding the self-image of the person you most 
want to become? This is the person you can become. Use your spare 
moments to concentrate on your goals and the greater success you 
seek. Analyze your past successes, and formulate ways your success 
can be increased in the future.

Put more into the positive use of your imagination than you ever 
put into its negative use, worry. You’re merely reversing the same 
creative process. Now it’s working for you instead of against you. 

Nobody pokes us into the glass prisons beyond which we can’t 
grow. But all too often, almost unknowingly, we set unnecessary 
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limits for ourselves by holding a self-image that’s restricted, inade-
quate for the full realization of our potentialities.

Each of us is, at this moment, the product of all his or her 
thoughts and experiences and environment up to this point. 
Through thought we can control to an almost unbelievable degree 
both our experience and our environment from here on. Whether 
or not we choose to direct our own course through life is entirely up 
to us. The important thing is to know that it can be done.

•
Four Steps to a  

Healthy Self-Image

ONE TIME THE LATE DR. MAXWELL MALTZ, whom we 
called Uncle Max, dropped by my office for a chat and lunch. 

We got to talking on his favorite subject—namely, how a person can 
come to grips with himself, develop a healthy self-image, and find 
freedom in the world.

He told me he had discovered four important steps that a person 
can take on a regular basis to form the new habits that can build a 
healthy, new self-image. As he talked at lunch, I made notes on a 
scrap of paper. Here are his four points in the order in which he gave 
them to me:



Master ing Your Self- Image

33

1. Forgive others, with no strings attached. You 
must clean the slate absolutely, forgiving every 
person against whom you might hold some kind 
of grudge. You do this for your own sake, your 
own peace of mind. We don’t hurt others when 
we hold hatred toward them; we hurt ourselves—
seriously. It can lead to serious illness. So, number 
one, forgive others—all others. If you cannot take 
this first step, you can forget the rest; you haven’t 
grown up yet.

2. Forgive yourself. See yourself with kind eyes. 
Try to forget completely all the idiotic things 
you’ve done, the pain you’ve given to others, the 
embarrassments you’ve suffered, the mistakes 
you’ve made in the past. Again, wipe clean the 
slate, and forgive yourself. “Look in the mirror,” 
he said, “and forgive yourself.” Practice this, and 
you can actually pull it off. It’s not easy to forgive 
ourselves. We tend to be much tougher on our-
selves than we are on others. But the fact is, blame 
doesn’t help; it’s a destructive emotion.

3. See yourself at your best. As Dr. Maltz put it, 
“We can start the day in frustration or confidence; 
take your pick.” The intelligent thing to do is pick 
confidence, if it’s at all possible. There are bad 
days, but it’s better to begin the day in a confident 
mood than in a mood of frustration.

4. Keep up with yourself. Don’t worry about what 
others are doing or what others have done or have. 
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Keep your own pace; it’s different from the pace 
of others. It’s faster than some, slower than others. 
Forget the Joneses, and don’t feel guilty about 
moving ahead of some of your contemporaries. 
The person who deliberately holds himself down 
to a slower pace just to be one of the gang is a fool. 
Keep up with yourself. Live the life you want to 
live. Earn what you want to earn. Do what you 
want to do. Live your own life, and don’t be too 
concerned about how others are living theirs.

Four steps to a healthy self-image: (1) forgive others; (2) forgive 
yourself; (3) see yourself at your best—choose confidence instead 
of frustration; and (4) keep up with yourself—march to your own 
drummer, and don’t worry about what others are doing.

TRANSFORMATIONAL LIVING

Are you holding a grudge against someone in 
your life?

Are you able to look in the mirror and feel good 
about what you see?

Are you focused squarely on your own achieve-
ments instead of how much you achieve in rela-

tion to others?
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How to Restore  
Your Self-Esteem

IN HIS BOOK, Psycho-Cybernetics, Dr. Maxwell Maltz wrote:

“Of all the traps and pitfalls in life, self-disesteem is the dead-
liest and the hardest to overcome; for it is a pit designed and dug by 
our own hands, summed up in the phrase, ‘It’s no use—I can’t do it.’

“The penalty of succumbing to it is heavy—both for the indi-
vidual in terms of material rewards lost and for society in gains and 
progress unachieved.

[…]

“On those days when we are most subject to…‘fearful unbelief ’ 
[in ourselves], when we most doubt ourselves and feel inadequate 
to our task—isn’t it precisely then that we are most difficult to get 
along with?

“We simply must get it through our heads that holding a low 
opinion of ourselves is not a virtue but a vice. Jealousy, for example, 
which is the scourge of many a marriage, is nearly always caused by 
self-doubt. The person with adequate self-esteem doesn’t feel hostile 
toward others. He isn’t out to prove anything. He can see facts more 
clearly, isn’t as demanding in his claims on other people.

“The housewife who felt that a facelift might cause her husband 
and children to appreciate her more really needed to appreciate her-
self more. Middle age, plus a few wrinkles and a few gray hairs, had 
caused her to lose her self-esteem. She then became supersensitive 
to innocent remarks and actions of her family.”
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And here’s Dr. Maxwell Maltz’s prescription for restoring your 
self-esteem: “Stop carrying around a mental picture of yourself as a 
defeated, worthless person. Stop dramatizing yourself as an object 
of pity and injustice.

[…]

“The word esteem literally means ‘to appreciate the worth of.’ 
Why do men stand in awe of the stars and the moon, the immensity 
of the sea, the beauty of a flower or a sunset, and at the same time 
downgrade themselves? Did not the same Creator make man? Is not 
man himself the most marvelous creation of all? This appreciation 
of your own worth is not egotism unless you assume that you made 
yourself and should take the credit. Do not downgrade the product 
merely because you haven’t used it correctly. Don’t childishly blame 
the product for your own errors like the schoolboy who said, ‘This 
typewriter can’t spell.’

“But the biggest secret of self-esteem is this: Begin to appreci-
ate other people more; show respect for any human being merely 
because he is a child of God and therefore a thing of value. You’re 
dealing with a unique, individual creation of the Creator of all. 
Practice treating other people as if they had some value—and sur-
prisingly enough your own self-esteem will go up. For real self-es-
teem is not derived from the great things you’ve done, the things 
you own, or the mark you’ve made, but an appreciation of yourself 
for what you are.”

If you’re lacking in self-esteem, it’s because you don’t understand 
who or what you really are. If you’ll take the time to learn more 
about yourself, you’ll be delighted at what you discover.
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Be an Actor, Not a Reactor

Nobody is unhappier than the perpetual reactor. His center of 
emotional gravity is not rooted within himself, where it belongs, 

but in the world outside him.

SYDNEY HARRIS BEGAN HIS “Strictly Personal” column back 
in 1943. He had a number of books published—all of which 

I think I own and enjoy. One of my favorite columns was one in 
which he told about walking with a friend of his to the newsstand. 
His friend bought a paper, thanking the vendor politely. The vendor 
didn’t even acknowledge it. 

“A sullen fellow, isn’t he?” Harris commented.

“Oh, he’s that way every night,” shrugged his friend.

“Then why do you continue being so polite to him?” Sydney 
Harris asked.

“Why not?” inquired his friend. “Why should I let him decide 
how I’m going to act?”

As Harris thought about the incident later, it occurred to him 
that the operating work was act. His friend acts toward people. 
Many of us react toward them.

He has a sense of inner balance lacking in many of us frail and 
uncertain creatures; he knows who he is, what he stands for, and 
how he should behave. No boor is going to disturb the equilibrium 
of his nature; he simply refuses to return incivility with incivility, 
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because then he would no longer be in command of his own con-
duct but a mere responder to others.

When we are enjoined in the Bible to return good for evil, we 
look upon this as a moral injunction, which it is; but it is also a psy-
chological prescription for our emotional health.

Nobody is unhappier than the perpetual reactor. His center of 
emotional gravity is not rooted within himself, where it belongs, 
but in the world outside him. His spiritual temperature is always 
being raised or lowered by the social climate around him, and he 
is a mere creature at the mercy of these elements. Praise gives him 
a feeling of euphoria, which is false because it does not last and it 
does not come from self-approval. Criticism depresses him more 
than it should, because it confirms his own secretly shaky opinion 
of himself. Snubs hurt him, and the merest suspicion of unpopu-
larity in any quarter rouses him to bitterness or aggressiveness or 
querulousness. 

Only a saint, of course, never reacts. But a serenity of spirit can-
not be achieved until we become the masters of our own actions 
and attitudes and not merely reactors of other people’s feelings. 
To let another determine whether we shall be rude or gracious, 
elated or depressed, is to relinquish control over our own personal-
ities, which is ultimately all we possess. The only true possession is 
self-possession.

•
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Chapter Three

Managing Your  
Inner World

The Advantages of Calmness

HERE’S SOMETHING THAT WE SHOULD READ or listen to 
once a day for the next forty-five years. It was written back at 

the turn of the century by William George Jordan. He was editor 
of several magazines during his lifetime, including the Ladies Home 
Journal and The Saturday Evening Post. He wrote, “Calmness is the 
rarest quality in human life. It is the poise of a great nature, in har-
mony with itself and its ideals. It is the moral atmosphere of a life 
self-reliant and self-controlled. Calmness is singleness of purpose, 
absolute confidence, and conscious power ready to be focused in an 
instant to meet any crisis.
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“The Sphinx is not a true type of calmness. Petrification is not 
calmness; it’s death—the silencing of all the energies. While no one 
lives his life more fully, more intentionally, and more consciously 
than the person who’s calm, the fatalist is not calm. He’s the cow-
ard’s slave of his environment, hopelessly surrendering to his present 
condition, recklessly indifferent to his future. He accepts his life as 
a rudderless ship drifting on the ocean of time. He has no compass, 
no chart, no known port to which he is sailing. His self-confessed 
inferiority to all nature is shown in his existence of constant surren-
der. It is not calmness.

“The person who is calm has his course in life clearly marked on 
his chart. His hand is ever on the helm. Storm, fog, night, tempest, 
danger, hidden reefs—he’s prepared and ready for them. He’s made 
calm and serene by the realization that in these crises of his voyage, 
he needs a clear mind and a cool head, then he has nothing to do 
but do each day the best he can by the light he has; that he will never 
flinch or falter for a moment; that though he may have to tack and 
leave his course for a time, he’ll keep ever headed toward his harbor. 
When he will reach it, how he will reach it, matters not to him. He 
rests in calmness knowing he done his best.

“When the worries and cares of the day fret you and begin to 
wear upon you and you chafe under the friction, be calm. Stop. Rest 
for a moment, and let calmness and peace assert themselves. If you 
let these irritating outside influences get the better of you, you’re 
confessing your inferiority to them by permitting them to domi-
nate you. When the tongue of malice and slander, the persecution 
of inferiority, tempt you to retaliate; when for an instant you forget 
yourself so far as to hunger for revenge, be calm. When the grey 
heron is pursued by its enemy, the eagle, it does not run to escape. 
It remains calm, takes a dignified stand, and waits quietly, facing 
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the enemy unmoved. With a terrific force with which the eagle 
makes its attack, the boasted king of birds is often impaled and run 
through on the quiet, lance-like bill of the heron. No person in the 
world ever attempted to wrong another without being injured in 
return some way, somehow, some time. Remain calm.”

Now all of that was written at the turn of the century and in 
language that today might sound a bit affected and archaic. It’s a 
good message. If ever there were a quality needed in the crisis-filled 
world of today, it’s calmness—and the kind of clear thinking calm-
ness produces.

I wonder how improved our days would be if we would make it a 
point to go over that little message every morning.

•
What to Do When You Feel Inferior

THE WORDS “KNOW THYSELF” are still two of the most 
important words ever put together. Do you know why peo-

ple sometimes—quite often, as a matter of fact—have inferiority 
complexes? It’s because their thinking is based on a false premise. 
The false premise is that they compare themselves to other people, 
when this is actually something they should never do, since no two 
human beings are alike. Everybody on earth is inferior to everyone 
else on earth in certain areas and superior in other areas.
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A wise man once wrote, “To be human is to feel inferior.” This is 
why the well-adjusted person, the person who knows himself, isn’t 
bothered because he can’t dance as well as so-and-so, or play golf or 
bridge as well as someone else. It would be completely impossible 
for any one human being to be as good at everything as every other 
human being.

The well-adjusted person admires others for their talents and 
abilities without feeling envious. In fact, he doesn’t bring himself 
into comparison at all. He is happily resigned to the fact that he 
is not the best-looking, best-built, smartest, most talented, fastest, 
cleverest, funniest, most engaging person on earth.

Without even thinking about it, he seems to know that every 
person is a potpourri of strengths and weaknesses inherited from all 
his ancestors. No two of them were alike, but each one had a slightly 
different strong point with the standard collection of weaknesses.

In his fine book Psycho-Cybernetics, Dr. Maxwell Maltz wrote, 
“Inferiority and superiority are reverse sides of the same coin. The 
cure lies in realizing that the coin itself is spurious…you are not 
‘inferior’ [or] are not ‘superior.’ You are simply you.

“You as a personality are not in competition with any other per-
sonality simply because there is not another person on the face of 
the earth like you or in your particular class. You are an individual. 
You are unique. You are not ‘like’ any other person. You are not ‘sup-
posed’ to be like any other person, and no other person is ‘supposed’ 
to be like you.”

The doctor went on to write, “God did not create a standard per-
son and in some way label that person by saying, ‘This is it.’ He made 



Managing Your Inner  World

43

every human being individual and unique, just as He made every 
snowflake individual and unique.

“God created short people and fat people, black, yellow, red, and 
white people. He has never indicated any preference for any one 
size, shape or color. Abraham Lincoln once said, ‘God must have 
loved the common people, for He made so many of them.’ He was 
wrong. There is no ‘common man’—no standardized, common pat-
tern. He would have been nearer the truth had he said, ‘God must 
have loved uncommon people, for He made so many of them.’”

Anybody could make himself feel inferior if he didn’t realize 
that he is unlike any other human being who ever lived on earth. If 
he understands—fully and completely, intellectually and emotion-
ally—that he is a unique and different individual, he cannot have 
an inferiority complex. How could he, since there’s no standard 
against which to judge if every person is different? And every per-
son is different.

Nothing on earth happens purely by accident. A person is living 
because he was meant to live, and he has talents and abilities that are 
his own—unique with him. His job, then, as a person is to learn to 
know himself. If he does, he will like himself, for he will discover he’s 
quite a person after all. He will recognize and accept the things he 
cannot do as well as some other people, but he will also understand 
and appreciate those things it has been given him to do well. He 
will accept himself for what he really is—one of a kind, as different 
from every other person on earth as his fingerprints or his signature.

A human being is the finest, the noblest, the most godlike crea-
ture ever produced on earth. Not to be thankful for such a gift 
is the worst kind of ignorance. And an inferiority complex is a 
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phantom—a ghost with no real substance. In the light of knowl-
edge, it disappears.

•
The Wonders of Praise

We should try to find some way to commend those we love every 
day. Praise to a human being represents what sunlight, water, and 

soil are to a plant—the climate in which he grows best.

ONE DAY A FEW YEARS BACK, I stopped my car for gas at 
a service station in Hollywood, California. While the mid-

dle-aged owner of the station cheerfully went about taking care of 
my car’s needs, I noticed the station, although not new, was spot-
lessly clean. I was particularly surprised at the driveway—it was as 
clean as if my car was the first to use it.

I asked the owner how in the world he managed to keep the 
driveway spotless with dozens of cars dropping oil and tracking the 
dirt of the highways on it. He told me how a common product, 
sold in every supermarket, was in his estimation the best driveway 
cleaner in the world. He beamed in response to my comment on the 
way he kept his place of business. It was a valuable moment for both 
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of us: I learned something of value, and he experienced the pleasure 
of honest praise.

The need for praise is basic to everyone. With it, a person 
blooms and grows. Without it, he tends to shrink and withdraw 
into himself.

We all know children need constant praise and encouragement. 
When a child brings home a piece of artwork that looks for all the 
world like an unfortunate accident, he still expects an encouraging 
word. But his need for encouragement is no less than his mother’s or 
father’s. Far too many parents are not getting any praise, or at least 
not nearly enough.

Understanding the importance of self-esteem and seeing the 
never-ending need for reaffirmation of a person’s worth, we should 
make it our business to watch for honest opportunities to give 
praise—especially to the members of our families and those with 
whom we work.

There is a subtle but enormously valuable byproduct or backfire 
to this sort of thing: In order to praise others, we need to look for 
the good. It forces us to concentrate on what’s right with people and 
the things they do rather than on what’s wrong. It focuses our atten-
tion on the positive side of the ledger and, as a result, makes us hap-
pier, more productive, and more pleasant to be around. Then, too, 
people like those who praise them and recognize their value. When 
we give praise, we attract a larger circle of friends. And finally, giving 
praise is the best known way to receive it. It’s hard for anyone to 
compliment a chronic grouch.

Whenever you hear someone say, “Nobody appreciates me; 
nobody gives me credit for all I do,” the chances are he is so wrapped 
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up in himself and in getting happiness from others, he has com-
pletely forgotten how to give.

We should try to find some way to commend those we love every 
day. Praise to a human being represents what sunlight, water, and 
soil are to a plant—the climate in which he grows best. He does not 
just want it; he needs it as he needs the air he breathes.

Molière said, “The most agreeable recompense which we can 
receive for things which we have done is to see them known, to have 
them applauded with praises which honor us.”

•
Why You Don’t Have  

to Be a Loner

MY FATHER WAS A REGULAR and an avid reader of the old 
Zane Grey books (that’s how I got hold of them), which 

invariably, or so it seemed, began with a stranger riding into town. 
He was tall, lean, and always covered with alkali dust. Cool gray eyes 
peered evenly from under straight brows, and his hand hovered near 
the six-gun strapped to his thigh.

He had no friends or acquaintances and seemed to like it that 
way. He was a man of few words and kept his own counsel. His 



Managing Your Inner  World

47

world consisted of little more than himself and his horse and the 
bad guy he was usually after. 

It makes a good story, and everyone seems to be intrigued by this 
sort of man of mystery. But, in real life, it’s a lonely way to live, espe-
cially since few of us have horses these days.

You cannot know too many people. And we’d all be better off if 
we could overcome our natural timidity where strangers are con-
cerned, if we could open up more.

As a friend of mine who has attained an unusually high position 
in the world says, “Open the doors and windows of your mind and 
heart to others, and you’ll reap a wonderful harvest of friends.”

Many of us have a tendency to speak or smile only after another 
person has spoken or smiled at us first. We tend to be reactive 
instead of proactive. It reminds me of the person who sat in front of 
the cold stove and said, “Give me heat, and then I’ll add the wood.”

The world just doesn’t work that way. With a little effort, a per-
son can form the habit of smiling and saying “hello” first. Nineteen 
times out of twenty, you’ll get a favorable response.

I know a man who was the foreign representative for an Ameri-
can electronics firm. He was something of an introvert, and on his 
frequent flights all over the world, he’d bury himself in a book to 
keep from having to talk to the passenger next to him.

On one trip, a friendly Englishman managed to get a conversa-
tion started with him. It turned out that the Englishman was on an 
electronics buying trip to the States, and a large order resulted. Then 
and there he decided to change his attitude toward strangers. While 
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it may not result in another business deal, he’s meeting all sorts of 
interesting people and making many new friends.

We should never say, “He’s not my kind of person” or “That’s not 
my sort of crowd.” Wherever there’s a human being, there’s a human 
story, and it’s invariably interesting and informative. It stretches 
our minds, broadens our horizons, and adds to our collection of 
acquaintances and friends.

And all it takes is a smile, the word “hello,” and a comment or 
two to get a conversation going. The chances are that the other per-
son is as anxious to add to his collection of friends as we are. But he 
or she may be just a little on the timid side, as many people are in the 
presence of strangers. It’s true: you can’t know too many people. As 
we grow older, we should cultivate all the friends we can.

The person who shuts others out of his life ends up shutting him-
self in. Try my friend’s advice. Throw open the doors and windows 
of your mind and heart to others, and reap a harvest of friends.

Who wants to live with a horse?

•
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The Strength to Be Happy

It is in the expectation of happiness that much of happiness itself  
is found. And it takes courage to expect happiness.

ON THE OCCASION of his seventy-fifth birthday, Mark Van 
Doren, the American writer, poet, critic, and educator, was 

interviewed by a reporter for LIFE Magazine, and one of the things 
he said stuck in my mind. I saved this.

He said, “It takes courage to be happy.” Now in those six words 
he said a great deal. Any person can wallow in misery and self-pity. 
It’s easy to rail against the world and its injustices. It’s easier still to 
sit down and do nothing like the famous hound dog with its tail in 
the crack, but it takes courage to be happy.

When he said it takes courage to be happy, he didn’t mean happi-
ness today or tomorrow or a week from next Thursday. He meant to 
be happy as a general, relatively constant way of living; to be a happy 
person as opposed to a generally unhappy person. And it does take 
courage—courage of a high order. The world is full, it seems, of 
the “it’s too good to last” or “it’s just my kind of luck” people who 
expect bad luck and rejection as confidently as they expect the sun 
to rise the next morning. They are people who were given bleak and 
disappointing starts in life.

Tolstoy said, “Man is meant for happiness and this happiness is 
in him, in the satisfaction of the daily needs of his existence.” And 
La Rochefoucauld said, “Happiness is in the taste and not in the 
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things themselves. We’re happy from possessing what we like, not 
from possessing what others like.”

In a passage that I think is very revealing, Jane Austin wrote, 
“No temper could be more cheerful than hers or possess in a greater 
degree that sanguine expectation of happiness, which is happiness 
itself.” It is in the expectation of happiness that much of happiness 
itself is found. And it takes courage to expect happiness.

Balzac wrote, “All happiness depends on courage and work.” I’ve 
had many periods of wretchedness, but with energy and, above all, 
with illusions, I’ve pulled through them all.

My old favorite, George Santayana said, “Happiness is the only 
sanction in life. Where happiness fails, existence remains a mad and 
lamentable experiment.”

Bertrand Russell put it well when he said, “Contempt for happi-
ness is usually contempt for other people’s happiness and is an ele-
gant disguise for hatred of the human race.”

The Chinese philosopher, Lin Yutang, said, “I’ve always been 
impressed by the fact that the most studiously avoided subject in 
Western philosophy is that of happiness.”

A French philosopher said much the same as did Mark Van 
Doren. He said, “To live, we must conquer incessantly. We must 
have the courage to be happy.”

We’ve all seen people seriously handicapped in one way or 
another who are wonderfully cheerful and happy people. And 
we’ve wondered how they do it. We’ve said to ourselves, “I don’t 
think I could be happy if I had his or her affliction.” These people 
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are happy because they are courageous and because they don’t like 
the alternative.

•




