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About the book

### Book Summary: "Dying of Politeness" by Geena Davis  

Geena Davis’s memoir, "Dying of Politeness," offers readers more than a

typical glimpse into Hollywood; it presents a powerful narrative of a woman

who boldly confronted societal norms and forged her own path.  

  

#### Key Themes  

- Breaking Barriers: Davis shares her journey from a celebrated actress in

iconic films to a passionate advocate for gender equality, showcasing how

she dismantled industry stereotypes.  

- Resilience and Self-Discovery: The memoir is a testament to Davis's

strength and her quest for identity, each experience revealing more about her

character and determination.  

- Advocacy and Change: With humor and insight, Davis emphasizes the

challenges of combatting societal expectations, inspiring readers to embrace

their voice amid pressures to conform.  

  

#### Why You Should Read It  

This memoir is a must-read for anyone eager to understand the power of

resilience and the importance of standing firm in one's beliefs. Get ready to

be inspired by Davis’s transformation from a figure of polite acceptance to a

force for advocacy, as her story resonates beyond the screen and encourages

a revolution of empowerment.
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About the author

Profile: Geena Davis

Background: Geena Davis is a prominent American actress, producer, and

activist, whose impactful career in Hollywood has spanned several decades.

Career Highlights:

- Iconic Films: Davis has starred in memorable films, including:

  - *Thelma & Louise*

  - *A League of Their Own*

  - *The Accidental Tourist*

  

- Awards and Recognition: Her performances have earned her prestigious

accolades, such as:

  - Academy Award (Oscar)

  - Golden Globe Award

Advocacy Work:

- Gender Equality: Beyond acting, Davis is a passionate advocate for gender

equality in the media.

- Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media: She founded this institute to

advance representation and diversity in the entertainment industry.
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Legacy: With her diverse talents and commitment to social change, Geena

Davis stands out as both an extraordinary performer and a dedicated leader

in advocating for equality.
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1. Chapter 1: Understanding the Cost of
Politeness in Society and Personal Life

In her memoir "Dying of Politeness," Geena Davis explores the multifaceted

impacts of politeness, revealing how social norms surrounding niceness can

often exact a heavy toll on both personal identity and societal dynamics. The

quest for congeniality can manifest itself in various ways, leading

individuals to suppress their true feelings, curtail their aspirations, and

compromise their authentic selves.

Davis begins by dissecting the origins of her own polite demeanor, rooted in

societal expectations that dictate how individuals, especially women, should

behave. From a young age, she was taught to be agreeable, to smile, and to

avoid confrontation. This cultural conditioning extends beyond mere

etiquette; it reflects a pervasive societal desire to maintain harmony and

avoid conflict at all costs. However, the cost of this ingrained politeness

becomes apparent as she recounts instances where her own needs and desires

were eclipsed by the pressure to conform to these norms.

Consider, for example, the modern workplace, where Davis highlights the

conflicting expectations placed on women. Women often find themselves in

a delicate balancing act; they are encouraged to be warm and

accommodating, yet must simultaneously exhibit competence and

confidence to be taken seriously. A 2018 study published in the journal
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*Social Psychological and Personality Science* found that women who

assert themselves in professional settings are frequently perceived as

aggressive or unfeminine, while men who do the same are often lauded as

authoritative or strong. This stark dichotomy underscores the double bind

women face and demonstrates how adherence to polite behavior can hinder

career advancement, as they may hold back from voicing their opinions or

advocating for themselves to avoid being labeled negatively.

Davis also explores the personal repercussions of excessive politeness on

mental health. By habitually prioritizing others' feelings over her own, she

discovers a sense of disconnection from her true self. This resonates with

findings from various psychological studies, which suggest that chronic

people-pleasing behavior can lead to anxiety, depression, and diminished

self-esteem. The urgent need to seek approval and avoid conflict can

manifest in exhaustion, as individuals expend considerable energy

navigating social expectations instead of embracing their authentic selves. 

In recounting her experiences, Davis emphasizes the transformative power

that comes from recognizing the cost associated with polite behavior. She

shares poignant anecdotes about moments when choosing to speak her truth

rather than conforming brought about significant changes in her personal

and professional life. By reflecting on these experiences, she encourages

readers to confront the limits of politeness, prompting them to consider
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when it is appropriate to assert themselves, even at the risk of social

discomfort. 

Through a combination of personal narrative and societal commentary,

Davis illustrates that while politeness can foster kindness and compromise,

an overreliance on it can lead to the relinquishing of one's own desires and

dreams. The chapter serves as a compelling reminder of the importance of

balance—between respect for others and a steadfast commitment to

self-worth and authenticity. In an age where the conversation around

assertiveness and self-expression is more vital than ever, Davis provides a

resonant call to reassess the value we place on politeness in both our

personal lives and broader social interactions.
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2. Chapter 2: Early Influences: How Childhood
Experiences Shaped My Polite Persona

In “Dying of Politeness,” Geena Davis deeply explores how her formative

years played a pivotal role in cultivating the polite persona that she would

carry throughout her life. Through reflections on her childhood, Davis

highlights the social, familial, and cultural forces that reinforced her

inclination towards politeness, providing a rich tapestry of personal

anecdotes that illustrate these influences.

From an early age, Davis was raised in a household that valued decorum and

manners. Growing up in a traditional New England family, she learned the

importance of being courteous and respectful of others. Her parents were not

just role models in terms of social etiquette; they conveyed the belief that

politeness was an essential aspect of character. For instance, her mother

would often remind her to say 'please' and 'thank you,' reinforcing the idea

that such small acts of politeness were not merely polite gestures but

fundamental indicators of a person's integrity and upbringing. Davis reflects

that this constant emphasis on courtesy became second nature to her,

shaping her interactions and relationships with others.

Davis also recounts specific instances from her childhood that exemplified

the often-unspoken expectation to be pleasant and accommodating. One

such memory features a school presentation where she felt the pressure to
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downplay her own ideas in favor of more popular ones, illustrating how

early peer interactions taught her the importance of fitting in and being liked.

This incident not only highlighted her desire to be amicable but also set the

stage for later struggles in her career, where she would frequently find

herself prioritizing others' approval over her own voice and opinions.

Moreover, the cultural backdrop of her upbringing played a significant role

in her polite persona. Growing up during the 1960s and 70s, a time when

women were often expected to be nurturing and deferential, Davis

internalized these societal norms. She remarks on the subtle pressures to

maintain a demure and agreeable demeanor, especially in contrast to the

more assertive characteristics celebrated in men during that era. This cultural

conditioning contributed to her development of a polite façade, which she

often felt was necessary to navigate social landscapes dominated by

traditional gender roles.

As Davis navigates her childhood experiences, she illustrates a deeper

understanding of how her need for politeness often came at a personal cost.

There were moments where being excessively polite stifled her authentic

self, leading to a sense of disconnect between her true feelings and the

persona she projected. For example, she recalls instances of

conflict—situations where her instinct to be accommodating hindered

potential allyships or, conversely, silenced her voice in opportunities where
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assertiveness could have been beneficial.

This chapter serves as a poignant reflection on how early influences can

mold an individual's approach to life and relationships. Davis’s exploration

includes a candid acknowledgment that while politeness can open doors, it

can also create barriers. By examining these influences, she invites readers

to consider their own childhood experiences with social norms and

self-expression, challenging them to analyze the extent to which politeness

might dictate their personal and professional lives.

In concluding her reflections on early influences, Geena Davis emphasizes

the importance of recognizing these patterns. She encourages readers to

contemplate the balance between courtesy and authenticity, understanding

that while politeness is valuable, it should not come at the expense of one's

genuine self. This foundational understanding sets the stage for her journey

of breaking free from these early molds in later chapters.
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3. Chapter 3: Breaking the Mold: Struggles in
Hollywood and the Pursuit of Authenticity

In Chapter 3 of "Dying of Politeness," Geena Davis delves into the

significant challenges she faced within the Hollywood landscape as she

sought to carve out an authentic identity for herself, striving to break free

from the molds that the industry had instilled upon her. Davis highlights that

the allure of Hollywood often comes bound with compromises, where talent

can frequently take a backseat to conforming to established expectations,

especially concerning gender norms and the perception of female power.

Davis poignantly recounts her early career, marked by a persistent struggle

against the societal pressures to be the archetypal ‘nice girl’ or the

supporting female character that male narratives often favored. She recalls

instances where she was commonly offered roles that undermined her

intelligence and strength, reinforcing traditional stereotypes instead of

showcasing the multifaceted nature of women. This struggle was not merely

personal but reflective of a broader systemic issue within the film industry,

where the portrayal of women in film often lacked depth and complexity.

One of the pivotal moments in her narrative arises when she discusses how

her breakthrough role in "Thelma & Louise" not only brought her critical

acclaim but also positioned her in a film that challenged societal norms. This

film served as a backdrop for her awakening; Davis realized that portraying
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strong, independent women was not just a professional opportunity but a

personal calling. The characters she played resonated with audiences in ways

that traditional roles had not, giving her a platform to explore authenticity in

her performances. However, even with success, the threat of being

pigeonholed was ever-present.

Davis emphasizes the internal conflict of success against the backdrop of

authenticity. To maintain her integrity, she often found herself at odds with

Hollywood executives who valued market-ready images over genuine

representations of women's experiences. The industry's risk-averse nature

created a stifling environment where creativity could be smothered by the

fear of not fitting the mold anticipated by audiences. One illuminating

example is when she was involved in discussions about future projects; the

tendency was to revert back to familiar narratives that undersold the

potential for nuanced storytelling about women's lives.

Another key aspect Davis explores is the negative repercussions that came

from speaking out against these norms. She recalls instances where voicing

her concerns about stereotyped roles, or advocating for more substantial

female characters, led to consequences in terms of casting and opportunities.

The duality of being a woman in Hollywood — wanting to uphold a

standard while facing retaliation for doing so — showcased the precarious

position many women find themselves in. This disconnect highlighted the
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continual pressure to be polite and agreeable, even when one’s true self is

begging to break free from those constraints.

Davis also underscores the significance of representation and the need for

diverse narratives in the industry. She observes how a lack of women in

positions of creative control has perpetuated the cycle of unchallenging roles

for actresses. Drawing on her experiences and observations, she calls for a

collective effort to not only enhance the portrayal of women in film but also

to spotlight the importance of their voices behind the camera. An industry

shift, in her view, would only come when women take on roles in producing,

directing, and writing, thus fostering environments where authentic

storytelling can flourish.

Throughout this chapter, it becomes evident that Geena Davis is not merely

recounting her struggles; she is setting the stage for a broader discourse on

gender, power, and authenticity in Hollywood. Her journey reflects an

often-hidden narrative of many actresses who navigate the complexities of

an industry that frequently prioritizes conformity over authenticity. By

sharing her battles, Davis inspires others to recognize their worth and

challenge the system — urging them to break the mold rather than succumb

to it.
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4. Chapter 4: The Power of Saying No:
Embracing Assertiveness in Life and Work

In Chapter 4 of "Dying of Politeness", Geena Davis delves into the

transformative power of assertiveness, particularly highlighting the

importance of learning to say no. Throughout her narrative, Davis shares

personal anecdotes and insights that elucidate how embracing assertiveness

can not only foster personal growth but also enhance effectiveness in

professional landscapes.

Davis begins by recounting instances where her polite nature led her to agree

to requests or commitments that did not align with her values or goals. As a

prominent actress and advocate, she often found herself caught in the web of

expectations—both from her industry and from society at large. The struggle

to meet these expectations was compounded by her inherent desire to please

others, which she learned early on was a form of social currency.

One significant moment she recalls was a film project that required her to

take on a role that she was uncomfortable with. Initially, her instinct was to

accept the role out of fear of disappointing the director and her peers. This

internal conflict drove home a critical lesson: the importance of

self-advocacy and the need to set boundaries. Davis emphasizes that saying

no is not simply an act of rebellion; rather, it is an essential skill necessary

for self-respect and integrity.
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In exploring the broader implications of assertiveness, Davis addresses the

societal norms that often equate female politeness with weakness. She

reflects on how women, in particular, are socialized to prioritize others'

needs over their own, leading to detrimental consequences in both personal

and professional spheres. This societal conditioning can manifest in various

ways, from the reluctance to negotiate salaries to failing to speak up in

meetings, ultimately hindering women’s progress and self-esteem.

To illustrate her point, Davis cites examples from her own career, including

the formation of the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, which seeks

to address gender disparities in film and television. Her passion for this

initiative stemmed from her recognition of the inequalities that arose partly

from a lack of assertive voices in decision-making rooms. She notes that by

asserting her own vision and saying no to projects that perpetuated

stereotypes, she was not only advocating for herself but also paving the way

for future generations of women in media.

Additionally, Davis shares strategies she employed to foster assertiveness.

She suggests practicing small acts of saying no in daily life, which can

gradually build confidence. For instance, she discusses how politely

declining social invitations when feeling overwhelmed can be a practical

step toward boundary-setting. By framing these refusals as opportunities for
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self-care rather than acts of selfishness, individuals can rewire their

perceptions of assertiveness.

Furthermore, she delves into the psychological benefits of establishing

boundaries. Davis finds that by saying no to external pressures and demands,

individuals can create space for their true passions and desires. This space,

she argues, is essential not only for personal fulfillment but also for

professional success, as it allows one to focus energy on projects and

collaborations that genuinely resonate.

Ultimately, Chapter 4 of "Dying of Politeness" encourages readers to

embrace the power of assertiveness. Geena Davis's candid exploration of her

own challenges serves as an empowering reminder that saying no is a tool

for reclaiming one’s agency—both in life and in the often high-stakes world

of Hollywood. Through this chapter, she invites readers to reflect on their

own experiences with politeness and to consider how embracing

assertiveness can lead to a more authentic and fulfilling life.
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5. Chapter 5: Embracing My True Self: Lessons
Learned on the Path to Authenticity

Embracing my true self has been a profound journey, one that has required a

fierce commitment to introspection and a willingness to confront societal

expectations and personal fears. In this chapter, I reflect on the lessons I

learned while navigating my path to authenticity, which were often marked

by discomfort but ultimately led to liberation and self-acceptance.

The first lesson that emerged was the recognition of the importance of

self-acceptance. For many years, I felt compelled to conform to the

expectations of those around me—be it in Hollywood, among my peers, or

even within my family. This led to a constant struggle to please others at the

expense of my own happiness. However, through various experiences,

including candid conversations with trusted friends and mentors, I began to

understand that true confidence stems from accepting myself as I am, flaws

and all. 

One particularly impactful moment came during my early interactions in

Hollywood when I was often typecast into polite and agreeable roles. It

became clear to me that the industry's demand for a certain kind of woman

was suffocating, running contrary to my identity. Learning to embrace my

quirks and unique traits allowed me to carve a niche that was more aligned

with who I really was, rather than who others wanted me to be.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


Another pivotal lesson was about the power of vulnerability. Initially, I

believed that showing vulnerability would equate to weakness, but I learned

that it is actually one of the strongest tools we have for connection and

authenticity. Sharing my struggles with mental health and the demands of

the film industry not only brought me closer to my true self but also

resonated with others who faced similar battles. For instance, when I openly

discussed my experiences with self-doubt and the pressure to maintain a

certain image, I was met with an outpouring of empathy and support, which

reinforced the idea that being honest about one’s challenges can foster a

more authentic community.

Moreover, I came to understand the value of setting boundaries. Embracing

my true self required me to identify and assert my limits, particularly when it

came to projects or collaborations that did not align with my values or

vision. This was particularly mirrored in my transition from acting to

advocacy, where I learned to say ‘no’ in order to pursue what truly mattered

to me—promoting gender equality in media. Reclaiming my time and

energy allowed me to invest more deeply into initiatives that aligned with

my authentic self, showcasing the idea that prioritizing one’s passions can

lead to a more fulfilling life.

Finally, cultivating a supportive network was crucial on this journey.
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Surrounding myself with like-minded individuals who valued authenticity

gave me the strength to remain true to myself. My friendships with fellow

actors and activists who shared similar goals provided a safe space to

express my thoughts and doubts, enabling me to lean on them when the

journey became challenging. When we uplift one another, it becomes easier

to embrace authenticity in a world that often pressures us to conform.

In conclusion, embracing my true self has been a transformative experience

marked by learning, unlearning, and growth. The lessons of self-acceptance,

vulnerability, boundary-setting, and the importance of community have

shaped my understanding of authenticity. It has been a journey of

recognizing that while the path may not always be easy, living in alignment

with my true self brings immense joy, purpose, and a sense of freedom that

surpasses the fleeting comfort of politeness.
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