
Reasons to Be Hopeful



viii. 

Defiance

Gloria Gaynor singing ‘I Will Survive’, 1979, the lyrics of which instil the state of 

mind in which we can bear to take on those who have injured us.
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‘I Will Survive’

In October 1976, one of the greatest pop songs of the 
20th century was heard for the first time: Gloria Gaynor’s  
eternal assertion of defiance, ‘I Will Survive’. It was  
initially released as a B-side, but it quickly became one of 
the bestselling singles of all time thanks to its power to 
touch something universal in the human soul. 

Gloria Gaynor hadn’t written the song herself. The 
words had, in fact, been penned by Dino Fekaris, a rather  
successful but temporarily disgruntled professional song-
writer who’d just been sacked by Motown Records. The 
song is in part a recollection of being trampled upon 
and taken for granted, but it’s not really about the wrong  
others have done to us; it’s an honest appraisal of the way 
we have let them do these things to us, because we have 
been insufficiently on our own side:

At first I was afraid, I was petrified
Kept thinking I could never live  
 without you by my side

Others have undoubtedly harmed us, but the deeper prob-
lem is that we have not known how to esteem ourselves 
highly enough to stop them doing so. They thought that 

we would crumble and lay down and die, and they did so 
for good reason: because this is what we did so many times  
before. The beauty of the song is that it doesn’t deny that we 
have been accomplices to our own bad treatment. We iden-
tify with its heroine because she is frank enough to admit 
that she has been the architect of her own humiliation.

We identify in Gloria the overcompliant, fearful part of 
ourselves. And it’s because she understands our submissive 
tendencies so well that her deep encouragement to say a 
resolute ‘fuck off’ to the world is so rousing. This is not the 
voice of someone who has never been put upon; it is that 
of a weak and timid being who is no longer going to let her 
fears rule her life.

Defiance doesn’t mean asserting that we know we will  
survive. At that moment when we belt out the song on the 
dance floor or (more likely) in the kitchen, we don’t truly 
know what will happen to us and our fears are still raw. 
We may have been bullied throughout our relationships 
or our childhoods; we may only recently have instructed 
a lawyer to initiate divorce proceedings or written an 
email to a colleague. But when we join in joyfully with the 
chorus, we’re making a great and precious leap of faith.  
We’re finally insisting that our ability to cope is greater 
than our past has led us to imagine.
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Gloria is backing us up to attain what we might term 
‘emotional escape velocity’. She’s instilling in us, with the 
encouragement of deceptively simple yet mesmerising 
chords, the state of mind in which we can bear to take on 
those who have injured us. 

An attitude of defiance is never the whole of what we 
need. For things to go well, we must also call on reserves of  
conciliation, compromise, acceptance and tolerance – the 
mature virtues by which genuinely good things are kept 
afloat in an imperfect world. But that’s not where we are 
right now; at this point, we still need to gird ourselves for a 
fight. And this is when the voice of Gloria Gaynor is not just 
a magnificent instance in the grand history of pop; it is, for 
us (in a way it might feel embarrassing to admit to anyone 
else), the voice our soul needs to hear to save us from the 
weak but agonisingly familiar side of our nature that has so 
often given up too soon on our hopes of freedom. 



ix.

This too 
shall pass

Kobayashi Kiyochika, Fireflies at Ochanomizu, c. 1880 (detail).  

We, too, are brief flickers of light in the darkness of the universe.
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The hotaru

One of nature’s odder creatures is the firefly: a soft-bodied 
beetle that emits a warm yellow glow from its lower  
abdomen, typically at twilight, in order to attract mates 
or prey. The firefly is a common sight in Japan, where 
it is known as the hotaru. Hotarus are at their most  
plentiful in June and July and can be seen buzzing in large 
groups around rivers and lakes. The glittering light is so  
enchanting that the Japanese have traditionally held firefly 
festivals – or hotaru matsuri – to watch the creatures caper 
and to recite poetry in their honour.

Something else has happened to the firefly in Japanese 
culture: it has become philosophical. Zen Buddhist poets 
and philosophers (the two terms here are largely inter-
changeable) have urged us to look at fireflies as sources 
of a distinctive wisdom and serenity. What we are being  
invited to see in the firefly is not an insect, but a version  
of ourselves. We too are tiny against the darkness, we too 
have no option but to put on a desperate light show in the 
hope of enticing possible partners and we too won’t last 
very long (fireflies die within three weeks).

Importantly, the metaphor is a generous one. We’re not 
being likened to rats or flies, with whom we share a few 

less flattering similarities as well. Fireflies are graceful and 
mesmerising. They appear bold and touching, protesting 
bravely against the blackness in the limited hours accorded 
to them.

Many of our bad moods and troubles spring from an over-
ambitious sense of who we are. We ascribe to ourselves an 
importance that the natural world and our fellow humans 
turn out not to recognise. We protest in a bad temper at 
our perceived puniness and lack of agency.

The metaphor of the firefly bids us to loosen our hold on 
arrogance and irritation. We should not complain at our 
slightness; we should submit to it with wonder and poise. 
It isn’t a personal curse that we won’t live very long and that 
our actions are but a short, merry dance. We should know 
and accept our nature; a firefly should not mistake itself for 
a lion or a tortoise. It’s possible to imagine our cities from 
outer space looking much like the frantic swirls of fireflies 
across a lake: touching, absurd, beautiful … and miniscule 
within the order of the cosmos. 

The Zen school of Buddhism repeatedly locates important 
philosophical themes in the natural world – for example, 
in relation to bamboo (evocative of resilience), water (a  
symbol of patient strength, capable of wearing down stone) 
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and cherry blossoms (an emblem of the brevity of happi-
ness). Zen seeks to hang its ideology on everyday things 
because it wants to make use of what is most ordinarily 
in our sight to keep us tethered to nourishing truths. 

It also surrounds its lessons with poetry. In his legendary 
haiku, the great 17th-century poet Matsuo Basho attempts 
to quieten our egoistic ambition by focusing us on a firefly, 
through which we may grow more attentive to our own 
finitude: 

Falling from  
A blade of grass, 
to fly off – 
A firefly. 

The firefly, on its slender wings, is the ideal reminder of 
a Zen belief in dignified resignation in the face of the 
mightiness and destructiveness of the natural order.  
Kobayashi Issa, an 18th-century Buddhist priest and haiku 
master, wrote 230 poems on fireflies. In one of the most  
celebrated, he captures a moment in high summer when 
time is momentarily stilled as the insects put on their show:
   

The fireflies are sparkling  
And even the mouth of a frog 
Hangs wide open

It is a tiny moment of satori, or ‘enlightenment’. The frog is 
as wonderstruck as the poet at the movements of the brave, 
doomed fireflies – much as we should be amazed, grateful 
and ultimately joyous to have been allocated a few brief 
moments in which to dance and flicker against the dark-
ness of an impenetrable, 13.8-billion-year-old universe.
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