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will cast it away. This I think is a healthy state of mind. Almost
everything T have now has already been cast out at least once,
proving that what I own is valueless to someone.

Anyway, I find my desire to grab for the gaudy bauble has been
largely sated. I think this is an attitude I share with the very
wealthy — we both know there is plenty more where what we
have came from. Between us are the rat-race millions who have
confounded their selves with the objects they grasp and who
nightly scavenge the cable channels looking for they know not
what. - ‘ .

I am sorry for them.

For Discussion and Writing

1. Eighner is careful to offer definitions of the key terms he uses. List
those key terms and their definitions.

2. Summarize Eighner's analysis of the practical stages through whicha
beginning Dumpster diver goes. 'What does his analysis tell us abot}t
the larger experience of having to scavenge for food? What does his
writing style tell you about his views on his way of life?

3. connections Compare the "deep lessons” (par. 74) Eighmer ﬁ;uds in
scavenging to those found in living in the woods by Henry Davu%
Thoreau, as explained in “Where 1 Lived, and What I Lived For
(p. 403). How do their views of what Eighner calls “the rat-race mil-
lions” (par. 79) differ, and how could that difference be explained by
the course each took to the way of life each describes?

4. How does reading Eighner make you feel about your own material

" values? How do you relate to Dumpster diving and to what he calls the
“grab for the gaudy bauble” (par. 79)?

" even though I hadn't written a check yet, It'd been a rough day.

STEPHANIE ERICSSON
The Ways We Lie

A screenwriter and advertising copywriter, Stephanie Ericsson, born |
in 1953 and raised in San Francisco, is also an author of self-help |
books, including Companion through the Darkness: Inner Dialogues
on Grief (1993), “The Ways We Lie"” originally appeared in the Utne
Reader. Consider, as you read, how Ericsson breaks down the activity
of lying into the different kinds of lies we tell but also manages to pull
together the different sections of her essay to make a larger point about
the role lying plays in our lives and our culture,

P

The bank called today and I told them my deposit was in the mail,

The baby I'm pregnant with decided to do aerobics on my lungs
for two hours, our three-year-old daughter painted the living- = !
room couch with lipstick, the IRS put me on hold for an hour,
and I was late to a business meeting because I was tired. :

I told my client that traffic had been bad. When my partner |

i

came home, his haggard face told me his day hadn’t gone any bet- -

ter than mine, so when he asked, “How was your day?” I said, !
“Oh, fine,” knowing that one more straw might break his back. A !
friend called and wanted to take me to lunch. I said L.was busy. |
Four lies in the course of a day, none of which I felt the least bit |
guilty abe ‘ = %

m W@gea we minirmize, we avoid con Lo .
frontation, we spare people’s feelings, we camiveniently forget, we h/ '

, we justify lying to the big-guy institutions. Like most
people,

I indulge in small falsehoods and still think of inyself) -

as an honest person. Sure I lie, but it doesn’t hurt anything. Or
does it? . ‘ o

I once tried going a whole week without telling a lie, and it was
paralyzing. I discovered that telling the truth all the time is nearly
impossible. It means living with some serious consequences: The
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160 STEPHANIE ERICSSON

bank charges me $60 in overdraft fees, my partner keels over

when I tell him about my travails, my client fires me for telling
her I didn’t feel like being on time, and my friend takes it person-
ally when I say I'm not hungry. There must be some merit to
lying. .

But if I justify lying, what makes me any different from slick
politicians or the corporate robbers who raided the S&L indus-
try? Saying it's okay to lie one way and not another is hedging. I
cannot séém to escape the voice deep inside me that tells me:
When someone lies, someone loses.

What farreaching consequences will I, or others, pay as a
result of my lie? Will someone’s trust be destroyed? Will some-
one else pay my penance because I ducked out? We must consider
the meaning of our actions. Deception, lies, capital crimes, and
misdemeanors all caxry meanings. Webster’s definition of lie is
specific: ' .

1. a false statement or action especially made with the intent to
deceive; .
2. anything that gives or is meant to give a false impression. -

A definition like this implies that there are many, many ways to

tell a lie. Here are just a few.

THE WHITE LIE
A man who won'’ lie to a woman has verjr little consideration for

her feelings. — BERGEN EVANS
(\

.

a simple, harmless untruth,/Telling a friend he looks great when
he locks like hell can be based on a decision that the friend needs
a compliment more thah a frank opinion. But, in effect, it is the
liar deciding what is best for the lied to. Ultimately, it is 2 vote of
no confidence. It is an act oksubtle arrogafice for anyone to decide
what is best for someone-elsgre. T
Yet not all circumstances are quite so cui-and-dried. Take, for
instance, the sergeant in Vietnam who knew one of his men was
killed in action but listed Bifi as missing so that the man’s family
would receive indefinite compensation instead of the lump-sum

7 Famsen v
Uhe white lie assumes that the/truth will cause more damage than

I
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pittance the military gives widows and children. His intent was

honorable, Yet for twenty . .
: years this famil ; .
unable to move on to a new life, Y k_épt their hopes alive,

FACADES . \

Et tu, Brute? — carsar
We all put up fagades to one degree or another. When I put ona
sgittggg mt.o see a Client, I feel as though I am putting onl.)'mother 1
face, 6béying the expectation that serious businesspespls wear
suits raﬂ}er than sweatpants. But I'm a writer, N ormally, I getu
get -the kld' off to school, and sit at my computer in m}; pajamrfs,
uqtll «fot.lr in th(? afternoon. When I answer the phone, the caller
thinks Y’ I wearing a suit (though the UPS man knows better)
mB,gE@gaades can be destructive because they are used to seciuce
others into an illysion. For instance, T re85H Y réalized thatafor-
mer ﬂu%aﬁan He presented himself with all the right looks
a.nd the right words and offered lots of new consciousness theo-
ries, fabul-ous books to read, and fascinating insights. Then T did
some business with him, and the time came for him to pay me.

. He turned out to be all talk and no.walk. T heard a plethora of rea-

sonable excuses, including in-depth description, i
around the corner. In six monthsl,3 of work,lt.'; sav«? lgfsst,};i:;gab;ﬁf
dz:gd bucks. When I'confronted him, he raised both eyebrows and
mc_ad to convince me that I'd heard him wrong, that he’d made no
comimitment to me. A simple investigation into his past revealed
acrowded graveyard of disenchanted former friends.

IGNORING THE PLAIN FACTS '

Well, you must understand that Father Porter is only hﬁman
— A MASSACHUSETTS PRIEST

In the ’60s, the Catholic Churéh in Massachuse ing
I 60s, ' tts began hearin
;:mglamts that F, athe_r James Porter was sexually molesting Chlf

en.:Rather than relieving him of his duties, the ecclesiastical
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authorities simply moved him from one parish to another between
1960 and 1967, actually providing him with a fresh supply of un-
suspecting families and innocent children to abuse. After treat-
ment in 1967 for pedophilia, he went back to work, this time in
Minnesota. The new diocese was aware of Father Porter’s obses-
sian with children, but they needed priests and recklessly believed
treatment had cured him. More children were abused until he
was relieved of his duties a year later. By his own admission, Por-
ter may have abused as many asa hundred children.
Ignoring the facts may pot in and of itself be a form of lying,
one with the intent to deceive, then the
scious covering for Porter created £
church became a co-p

¥1 but consider the context of this situation. If a lie is a false action

Church’s con-

DEFLECTING

When you have no basis for an argument, abuse the plaintiff.
~— CICERO

I've discovered that I can keep anyone from seeing the true me by
being selectively blatant. I set a precedent of being up-front about

irfimate issues, but Inever bring u lly want to
LS hide; I just let peo : cything. It's an

effective way of hiding., A '
TAny good liar knows that the way to perpetuate an untruth is to

deflect attention from it. When Clarence Thomas exploded with -

accusations that the Senate hearings were a “high-tech lynching,”
he simply switched the focus from a highly charged subject to a
radioactive subject. Rather than defending himself-he-took the
offensive and accused the country of racism. It was a brilliant
maneuver. Racism is now politically incorrect in official circles —
unlike sexual harassment, which still rewards those who can get
away with it. e,
Some -of the most skilled deflectors are~passive-aggressive
1 people who, when accused of inappropriate behavior, .refus.e o
respond to the accusations. This you-don't-exist stance infuriates
the accuser, who, understandably, screams something obscene
out of frustration. The trap is sprung and the act of deflection suec-
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cessful, because now the passive-aggressive person can indignantly
say, “Who can talk fo someone as unreasonable as you?” The real
issue is forgotien and the sins of the original victim become the
focus. Feeling guilty of name-calling, the victim is fully tamed and
crawls into a hole, ashamed. I have watched this fighting tech-

nique work thousands of times in disputes between men and’

wormern, and what I've learned is that the real culprit is not neces-
sarily the one who swears the loudest. '

OMISSION

The cruelest lies are often told in silence. — R. L. STEVENSON

Omission involves telling most of the truth minus one or two key .

facts whose absence changes the sfory. completely. You break a
pair of glasses that are guaranteed under normal use and get a new

pair, without mentioning,that the first pair broke during a rowdy
game of basketball. Who hasn't tried something like that? But
what about omission of information that could make a difference
in how a person lives his or her life?

For instance, one day I found out that rabbinical legends tell of
another woman in the Garden of Edengcu:ehEve. T was stunned.
The omission of the Sumerian goddess-Lilith-from Genesis — as
well as her demonization by ancient misogynists as an embodi-
ment of-female evil — felt ]ikI felt like I'd just
found out my mother was really my stépmother. To take seriously
the tradition that Adam was greated out of the same mud as his
equal counterpart, Liliﬂ}f'fédeﬁney?ll_gf * Judeo-Christian history.

Some renegade Catholic femifiists introduced me 16 & vigw of
Lilith that had been suppressed during the many centuries when
this strong goddess was seen only as a spirit of evil. Lilith was a
proud goddess who defied Adam's need to control her, attempted
negotiations, and when this failed, said adios and left the Garden
of Eden. , :

This omission of Lilith from the Bible was a patriarchal strat-
egy to keep women weak, Omitting the strong-woman archetype

of Lilith from Western religions and starting the story with.Eve .

the Rib has helped keep Christian and Jewish women believing
they were Wr thousands of years.
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STEREOTYPES AND CLICHES

Where opinion does not exist, the status quo becomes stereotyped
and all originality is discouraged. — BERTRAND RUSSELL

Stereotype and cliché serve a purpose as a_for.rn of Shor(tihailgld.

- Ol ieéd Tor vast AMOounIs of information m I.lam.)secon S nas

made the Stereotype vital to modern comu 'oemnmmcmnmun{caUOn‘ Unfortu-

nately, it often shuts down original thinkmgf giving those hungry

for the truth @ candy bar of misinformation instead of a balanced

meal. The stereotype explains a situation with Juwough truth
% to seem unquestioriable. ' —

All the“ists} — racism, sexism, ageism, et al. —arg jgugia_d

25 on and fueled by the stereotype and the cliché, which are lies of
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The textbook example of groupthink came on December 7,
1941. From as early as the fall of 1941, the warnings came in,
one after another, that Japan was preparing for a massive mili-
tary operation. The navy command in Hawaij assumed Pear] Har-
bor was invulnerable — the Japanese weren't stupid enough to ]
attack the United States’ most important base. On the other hand,
racist stereotypes said the Japanese weren't smart enough to )
invent'a torpedo effective in less than 60 feet of water (the fleet -
was docked in 30 feet); after all, US technology hadn’t been able
to doit. '

On Friday, December 5, normal weekend leave was grarited to

all the commanders at Pearl Harbor, even though the Japanese -

consulate in Hawaii was busy burning papers. Within the tight,

o

2

good-ole-boy cohesiveness of the US command in Hawaii, the
myth of invulnerability stayed well entrenched. No one in the

& fon, omissi i . They are always danger
»exaggeration, orpissi orance
b TS, They take a single tree and make it a landscape. They destoy —

“curiosity. They ¢ i d separate people. The single mother
Mﬁ%mﬁmﬂm - male could tell
yéu how much of his identity is obliterated daily by stereotypes.
Fat people, ugly people, beautiflﬂ‘péop]é',—o"la‘ﬁéafa'l‘e, large:breasted
Women, short men, the mentally ill, and the homeless all could
tell you how much moreThey are lik han we want to think. é

once admitted to a group of people thatThad a mogthﬂh)ke a trucl

driver. Much to my surprise, a man stood up and said, “I'm a truck

driver, and I never cuss.” Needless to say, I was humbled.

GROUPTHINK

.Who is more foolish, the child afraid of the dark, or the man
" afraid of the light? — MAURICE FREEHILL

Irving Janis, in Victims of Group T{fzink, d‘eifines this'sort oflie asa
psychological phenomenon within decision-makin - I1111
which loyalty to the group has become more unpgrtant-than-. thano
¥ othervalue, with the result that dissent and the appraisal of alter-
natives are suppressed. If you've ever worked on a committee or
in a~corporation, you've encountered g;:oupﬂfunk. It requires 2
pitatipn of other fonns‘_oj,];zing—1gnoggg...“f%g§L§glgg%ve
mermory, omission, and denial, to name-a few.

group considaeréd the alternatives, The rest is history.

OUT-AND-OUT LIES

The only form of lying that is beyond reproach is lying for its own
rsake, — OSCAR WILDE '

Of all the ways to lie, I Like this.one the best, ‘probably because T
get.tired of trying to figure out the real meanings behind things
At least I can trust the bald-faced lie. T once asked my five-year-
old nephew, “Who broke the fence?” (I had seen him do it.) He
answered, “The murderers.” Who could argue?

At least when this sort of lie is told it can be easily confronted.
As-the person who is lied to, I know where I stand. The bald-faced

Lie doesn't toy with my perceptions — it argues with them. It

. doesn't try to refashion reality, it tries fo refute it. Read mylips. . .,

No sleight of hand. No guessing. If this were the only form of
lying, there would be no such things as floating anxiety or the
adult-children-of-alcoholics movement, ‘
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DISMISSAL

Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain!
" I am the Great Oz! — THE WIZARD OF 0Z

DWM@&@MR%. Dismissing feel-
ings, perceptions, or even the raw facts of a situation ranks @5 a
kind of lie that can do as much damage to a person as any other

kind of lie, S
ThefootDofmany mental dis \rs can be traced back to the

dismissal of reality: at a person is told from the time
she is a tot that her perceptions are inaccurate. “Mommy, I'm
scared.” “No you're not, darling.” “I don’t like that man next doar,
he makes me feel icky.” “Johnny, that’s a terrible thing to say, of
course you like him. You go over there right now and be nice
to him.” ‘

"T've often mused over the idea that madness is actually a sane

reaction to an insane world. Psychologist R. D. Laing supports
this hypothesis in Sanity, Madness and the Farily, an account of
his investigation into the families of schizophrenics. The com-

THE WAYS WE LIE 167

DELUSION &
We lie Zoudésr when we lie to ourselves. — ERIC HOFFER

I could write the book on this one. Delusion, a cousin of dismissal,
is the tendency to see excuses as facts. It’s a powerful lying tool X!
because it filters out information that contradicts what we want ™ :
to believe. Alcoholics who believe that the problems in their lives
are legitimate reasons for. drinking rather than resulis of the.
drinking offer the classic example of deluded thinking. Delusion
uses the mind’s ability to see things in myriad ways to support

what it h.
But delusion is_also a survival mechanism we all use. If we

were to fully contemplate the consequences of our stockpiles of
nuclear weapons or global warming, we could hardly functionon |
a day-to-day level. We don't want to incorporate that much real’iﬂ'
into our lives because to do so would be paralyzing. 1
Delusion acts as an adhesive to keep the status quo intact. It | 3+
shamelessly employs dismissal, omission, and amnesia, amongd. !

other sorts of lies. Its most cunning defense is that it cannot see |

itself. [ Aty

‘mon thread that ran through all of the families he studied was a
deliberate, staunch dismissal of the patient’s perceptions from a
very early age. Each of the patients started out with an accurate
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The liar's punishment [ . .. ] is that he cannot believe anyone else.

grasp of reality, which, through meticulous and methodical dis-
missal, was demolished until the only reality the patient could
trust was catatonia.

Dismissal runs the gamut. Mild dismissal can be quite handy
for forgiving the foibles of otheWy%o—day lives. Toddlers
who have just learned to manipulate their parents’ attention
sometimes are dismisg_e_é_gu_t_gf_geceséity Absolute attention from
the parents would require so much energy that no one would get
to-eat dinner. But we must be careful and atientive about how far
we take our “necessary” dismissals. Dismissal is a dangerous tool,
because it’s nothing less than a lie.

— GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

These are only a few of the ways we lie. Or are lied to. As Isaid 1
earlier; it's not easy to entirely eliminate lies from our lives. No x
matter how. pious we may try to be, we will still embellish, hedge,
and omit to lubricate the daily machinery of living. But théréisa
world of difference between felling functional lies and living a lie. &
Martin Buber once said, “The lie is the spirit committing treason |
against itself.” Our acceptance of lies becomes a cultural cancer; K—-?
that eventually shrouds and réorders realtil@ntil moral garbagel sz’
becomes as Invisible to us as ~istod fish. ' ;
How much do we tolerate before we become sick and tired of |
being sick and tired? When will we stand up and declare ourright
to trust? When do we stop accepting that the real truth is in the
fine print? Whose lips do we read this year when we vote for pres- |
ident? When will we stop being so reticent about making judg-
ments? When do we stop turning over our personal power and
responsibility to liars?

P
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Maybe if I don't tell the bank the check’s in the mail T'll be less
tolerant of the lies told me every day, A countiry song I once heard
said it all for me: “You've got to stand for something or you'll fall
for anything.”

For Discussion and Writing

1. What are the different kinds of lies Ericsson catalogs?

2. How many kinds of lies does Ericsson describe? How does the num-
ber of kinds of lies help her make her Iarger_ point about lying?

3. connections What might Ericsson have to say about what William
F. Buckley Jr. describes in “Why Don’t We Complain?” (p, 76).

4. Imagine a day in which you told no lies of any kind. Write a narra-
tive telling the story of that day and the consequences of your total
honesty.

STEPHEN JAY GOULD

Sex, Drugs, Disasters, and the
Extinction of Dinosaurs

Born in 1941 and raised in New York City, Stephen Jay Gould was a
foremogt paleontologist and evolutionary biologist. His theory of purnc-
tuated equilibrium — which draws on Darwin’s explanation of evolu-
tion — constitutes his major mark on science, but his popular science
essays have made their own mark on the culture, Essays from his long-
running column in Natural History magazine were gathered into col-
lections from Ever Since Darwin: Reflections in Natural History
(1977) to I Have Landed: The End of a Beginning in Natural History
(2002), and he wrote essays on a wide range of topics outside of sci-
ence, including ar, literature, music, and even baseball, His contri-
bution to the art of the essay is reflected in his editorship of the 2002
volume of Best American Essays, His final contribution to evolution-
ary biology, published shortly before his death in 2002, was the massive
overview of the field and a final argument for punctuated equilibritm,
The Structirre of Evolutionary Theory (2002), and in 2008, he was
posthumously awarded the Darwin-Wallace Medal for advances in evo-
Iutionary biology. , _ :

In “Sex, Drugs, Disasters, and the Extinction of Dinosaurs,” Gould
uses one of lifes great unsolved mysteries — the extinction of dino-
saurs — to demonstrate the brilliance of science as a discipline founded
not on answers, but on questions.

Science, in its most fundamental definition, is a fruitful mode of
inquiry, not a list of enticing conclusions. The conclusions are the
consequence, not the essence.

My greatest unhappiness with most popular presentations of
science concerns their failure to separate fascinating claims from
the methods that scientists use to establish the facts of nature,
Journalists, and the public, thrive on controversial and stunning
statements. But science is, basically, a way of knowing —in P. B, ‘
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