Being the Hero of my Life

Driving home from my office the other day, I heard an interview with Jack Palance on NPR. He was asked how he approached all of the villainous roles he had played in his long career.  He replied that everyone needs to be the hero of his own story, so he had always found something in each character which allowed him to see himself as a hero. What a beautifully simple and compelling premise! I wondered how each of us copes with that need to be the hero of our own story. And I was struck immediately by the complexity of the levels at which we approach the problem.

I could hear the voices of warring mates or siblings or families in my office, assigning the villain role to the other, the hero role to themselves. This feels like the most obvious level, rational argument, engaging all of the standard verities--love, justice, truth--and most of the classical dichotomies--, loving/hateful, gentle/angry, open/hidden, giving/withholding, present/absent. Each member of the group claims the high ground, often with the caveat, "if only you hadn't." And they remember slights from the distant past, wrongs now remembered very differently by each, proving the valor of the speaker and the neediness or even villainy of the other.

So it would seem that to be a hero, there must be a villain, or at least a damsel in distress.

In this scenario, the whole heroism thing becomes divisive. It assumes an unequal distribution of valor, perhaps a role assigned to one member of the family, to one sibling rather than the others. And what is the participation of the non-heroic members of the group? Their neediness, incapacity or even villainy, are required to support the hero. Now the complexities compound. The wife who can't do math and can't say no to the children declares for all to hear that her husband is just a genius with their taxes, praised by his boss and admired by his children. So how does she get to be a hero? Ah yes, there's that other role she ascribes to herself and another role for him which often is hidden in her remark to her girl friend, "Oh, you know men. They can't turn around without losing their keys." Or more perniciously, "You know, I explained to the kids that their dad works awfully hard, and they don't need to tell him things that might upset him. We'd never have any peace if I didn't manage things myself." Is this closet heroism?

In all of these hero stories there is an inherent tug of war. One can almost diagram the relationships, the dominant hero story and the subplots which reveal the hero stories of the others. The "most difficult" member, an adolescent who says, "I'm the only one in this family who ever speaks out." There's the collusion of the members to support the dominant hero, but a clear, though often unverbalized, understanding of the hero stories of each of the other members.

Given that Jack Palance is right, that each of us does need to be the hero of our own story, is there some way that could happen without the toxicity of dominance and its sisters, subservience and manipulation?  I believe there is, but it requires a global shift of focus, from the group to the individual. If we desire to be heroes to ourselves, the whole climate changes. We no longer judge our status in the external world, but our status with ourselves. All the of questions change, but most of all the basis for judgment changes. We are not judged by others but against our own built in nature. Am I being true to myself? Also notice that the method of judgment changes. We are not weighed on public scales, good/bad, true/false, but as a unique individual. There no longer is a public standard for individual behavior. There is no right way to be.   There is the way we already are, and the challenge is to become adept at tuning in to oneself and tuning out the judgments of others.

However, in attempting to be true to ourselves, an inner hero, we run into those voices in our heads which foist external judgments upon us. Freud called these voices the superego. I like to think of them as the words of parents, teachers, older siblings, adults which were spoken to us as small children, intended to socialize our behavior, to protect us in a potentially dangerous external world. They were spoken by great big, powerful, experienced people to a very small, powerless, inexperienced person, and gained enormous weight as a result of that inequity. Today we still hear those words in our heads, spoken with the authority of a god, "Stupid," "Oh no, you did it again!" "Won't you ever learn?" "Idiot!" Not only do we feel shame, we re-experience that childhood bodily sense  of cringing, curling up inside and wanting to disappear. It is that old feeling of powerlessness. Remembering that these words are now being echoed to an adult is often difficult, but the fact is that these words are irrelevant to our present lives. We are already as socialized as we're going to get and already know not to play with matches and to look before we cross the street. Any matters we need advice on today are not covered by those voices. As Gene Gendlin says, "They never say anything new, so I just tell them to go in the other room and don't come back unless you have something new to say."

To come full circle, could it be that the whole hero thing is a playing out in adult life of that tug of war between the child and the adult/teacher/parent. If you aren't good, you are automatically bad, so, "He knows when you are sleeping, he knows when you're awake, he knows when you've been bad or good, so be good for goodness sake!" If we can become the hero in our own story, we can become exempt from judgment, above the fray, maybe even perfect. And herein lies the most dangerous trap of all, the perfection trap. To be the perfect hero, to rise above the judgment of others, to be free of oversight, is not one of the possibilities, at least not in the external world.  To devote ourselves to the search for that grail is to condemn ourselves to failure, to give the world a stage inside us upon which it can play out its condemnation and scorn through the voices of those judgmental giants of childhood.

However, we do need to be heroes, and we already are, inherently, naturally, uniquely. It's allot simpler than public heroism, but much more complex in requiring a whole housecleaning job, clearing the voices directed to the child, clearing the imagined judgments of others, clearing the needing to be right, clearing all of the investment in controlling the behavior or thoughts of others. To speak and act as naturally as the body walks down the road, that is the heroism that is available to us. To stumble and right the body without self-consciousness, without thinking of that stumble as a "mistake," that is the way bodies live. We could even think of this way of being ourselves as being true to our bodies, not expecting feats it cannot attain, celebrating what it can do, the breathing, the moving, the remembering, the discovering. As we set that new standard for a hero's life, it begins to fell doable, perhaps something we have been doing all along but never valuing, never celebrating, never relishing. Now wouldn't that be amazing, if we each had been a hero all along and just didn't know it, only the not-knowing rendering us powerless in the face of judgment.
