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Psychology Revivals

Damaged Life

What are the psychological problems caused by modernization?

How can we minimize its negative effects?

Modernization has brought many material benefits to us, yet we are constantly told how unhappy we are: crime, divorce, suicide, depression and anxiety are rampant. How can this contradiction be reconciled?

Damaged Life, originally published in 1996, presents a powerful and progressive analysis of modernity—s impact on the psyche. Tod Sloan develops an integrated theory of the self in society by combining perspectives on personality development and socio-historical processes to explore our complex response to modernization. He discusses the implications of postmodern theory for psychology and proposes concrete responses to address the issue of mass emotional suffering. His book should be read not only by those working within psychology and related disciplines such as sociology and social policy, but also by anyone seeking enlightenment about the predicament of the self in contemporary society.
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Damaged Life

Modernization has brought material benefits to us, yet we are constantly being told how unhappy we are; crime, divorce, suicide, depression and anxiety are all on the increase too. While the process of modernization has been a major force in shaping psychology as a discipline, there is little if any debate on modernity in psychology. Damaged Life provides a powerful and progressive analysis of modernity's impact on the psyche. Tod Sloan highlights the effects of seemingly remote issues on all our lives showing how capitalist industrialization has had a bearing on personal experience and intimate relationships. He presents an integrated theory of the self in society, setting personality development in the context of socio-historical processes and everyday life. An alternative critical psychology is introduced which explores our understanding of and complex response to modernization.

The implications of postmodern theory are discussed and new solutions proposed to end the mass suffering of the modem self. This book should be read by all those studying or working with psychology and related disciplines such as sociology and social policy.

Tod Sloan is associate professor of psychology at the University of Tulsa, in Oklahoma, and is a leading contributor to the field of personality psychology. His previous publications include Deciding: Self-deception in Life Choices, London: Methuen
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Preface

The primary goals of this book are to address key issues in theorizing about the social contexts of selfhood and to do so in a manner that leads to clear implications for social action. In order to develop a general framework for the understanding of self in society, I explore the impact of modernity on the psyche. I look first at how the diverse processes of societal modernization – bureaucratization, urbanization, secularization and industrialization, for example – produce the constellation of social institutions and practices we know as modernity. Then, I describe and evaluate several perspectives that purport to explain how modernity affects us psychologically. On the basis of these critiques, the issue of modernity’s impact on the psyche is reanalysed in order to define the crisis of the modern psyche. In the process, I insist on the importance of analysing personality development, everyday life, ideology and socio-historical processes as interdependent, rather than isolated, phenomena. In the conclusion, some of the practical implications of this analysis for communities, families and the larger political-economic order are examined.

Psychological and social theories tend to be abstract and often seem irrelevant. I hope to show that it is possible to use theory to understand that even though the nature of our embeddedness in society is exceedingly problematic, it is possible to formulate effective courses of action towards the reduction of unnecessary human suffering. But the attitude I will suggest in many ways runs counter to the pragmatic ‘See the problem and fix it with a programme’ posture that is prevalent in modern social planning. Without the sort of understanding that theory provides, many solutions are bound to be short-sighted. They may be effective in the short term, but actually work in the long run to reproduce the very conditions one hopes to change.

With regard to mainstream academic psychology, I view this book as a contribution to the project of an alternative critical psychology. In general, critical psychology challenges aspects of psychological perspectives that serve ideological functions, for example, individualism and reductionism. Critical psychology also questions institutions and practices that do not foster the articulation and satisfaction of human needs and interests. As I see it, the aim of critical psychology is to expose social sources of human suffering and to suggest alternative arrangements.

To foreshadow a bit more: in these pages, I examine the widespread notion that the process of modernization has pathological psychosocial consequences. We believe we see symptoms of these consequences in crime and suicide rates, broken families, the misery of urban slums and small towns in decline, the numbers of people in therapy for depression and anxiety disorders and data from surveys reporting dissatisfaction even in the midst of material affluence.

It is obviously a complex matter to discern the actual sources of emotional strain and social chaos. In contrast to the psychological effects of modernization, the material effects of modernization are more readily visible: hospitals, electrification, administrative systems, mass communication technologies, transportation facilities. Even in the material realm, however, the actual effects of change are not always what they seem to be. For example, in the process of modernization, many societies have solved important problems in the areas of health, nutrition and the production of goods, but in each of these areas, the solutions themselves often become problems. Medical progress has made the cost of health care increasingly burdensome. Cheap foodstuffs and sedentary jobs leave members of affluent societies struggling with obesity and weight control. Careless industrial procedures have done extensive damage to the biosphere through air pollution and the dumping of toxic waste. And so on.

The exceedingly diverse psychological situations that might be connected to modernization are harder to catalogue than material changes. But the following questions deserve as much attention as the relations between technology and the ecosphere: Could it be that societal modernization is systematically linked to increased emotional suffering on a broad scale? Could it be that many of the material and technological achievements we glorify in the name of progress are actually producing forms of individuality that are less optimal than those that might have emerged if societal development had taken a different course? If so, could one define a set of socio-political strategies that would address effectively the problematic features of modernity?

Faced with the world’s complexity, it is tempting to throw up one’s hands and claim that it is all beyond human comprehension, let alone human control. Cynicism about the possibility of social transformation is rampant today, especially in academia. Rather than despair, however, we can develop forms of understanding that orient individuals and communities as they work to reduce human suffering and reverse the processes that produce what Theodor Adorno (1951) called ‘damaged life’.
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Chapter 1 
Damaged goods: the modern problematic
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Damaged goods

Send them back

I can’t work

I can’t achieve

Send me back

Damaged Goods, Gang of Four (Warner Bros 1979)

The assembly line rolls along steadily. At one end, human infants are put on a conveyor belt. They come off the line at the other end when they are adults. There is no quality inspection. If there was, the majority of these products would have to be stamped Damaged Goods.

What is the problem with modernity? Why do modern societies have such a hard time producing adults capable of intimacy, work, enjoyment and ethical living? Why is it that signs of damaged life are so prevalent?

These questions are frequently framed in terms that refer less explicitly to modernity: How can I know what to do with my life? What happened to morality? Why the senseless violence? Where is the foundation for faith? Is there life beyond consumerism? Each of these questions expresses a problematic aspect of contemporary social life. Obviously, I will not be able to address all such issues comprehensively in the context of this book, but I believe the book’s basic argument bears directly on a wide range of modern problems.

A feature of the modern social context is that we have become all too aware of the fact that a writer’s choices are informed by ideological perspectives, worldviews and personal concerns of which they are only partly conscious. The choice of a starting point for this book, for example, could be the subject of endless debate. In approaching modernity as a topic, one could choose to privilege specific historical developments, changes in social structure, shifts in cultural systems or new lifestyles and personal experiences. Which topic deserves priority? Deliberations about where to start could fill an entire book!

To avoid falling into the quagmire of obsessive self-critique, writers can state what they know about why they make the choices they do and move on. In this spirit, I will claim that, for a psychologist, the features of modernity of greatest interest are those related directly to problematic aspects of personal experience. I will say a little about how I came to have this slant on things, for it is far from self-evident. As a specialist in personality theory and adult development, I have tried to understand how adult personalities, identities and lifestyles are influenced by experiences in childhood and youth. My research in this area (Sloan 1987) acquainted me with the everyday struggles of North Americans to make a living, get along with others, and maintain hope. Having also received training in psychotherapy, I am familiar with ways in which the machinations of the prevailing socio-economic order generate unnecessary emotional suffering at the individual level. More recently I have been working, through travel and study, to understand the psychological impact of modernization in Third World societies. In my own search to understand what is going on in these various spheres, I have found that the psychological perspectives most helpful in understanding individuals in social context fall into the category of what is known as critical psychology. There are as many variants of critical psychology as there are self-defined critical psychologists, but one thing they have in common is an insistence on examining the societal and cultural roots of psychological experiences that non-critical psychologists choose to view as purely psychological, merely interpersonal or primarily biological.

As an advocate for critical psychology, I attempt to link personal experience to cultural systems, social institutions and historical developments. This move is a corrective to psychologism, the reductive explanation of human action in terms of psychological states, but it sets up new problems. Scholarly training in psychology only rarely encourages serious attention to neighbouring social science disciplines that address other parts of the puzzle. In the case of this book, this means that some readers will perceive unarticulated spaces where a sociologist or anthropologist might find much to say. Fortunately, recent scholarly work questions the modern pretence to modem pretence to comprehend and encompass all that is going on. Writers are thus relieved from the pressure to present themselves as omniscient.

This said, it should be somewhat clearer why I have chosen to begin by addressing modernity at the level of everyday experience and by asking what it is that is problematic about personal experience in the context of modernity. Later in this chapter I examine ways in which modernity and its problems enter into colloquial communication and scholarly analysis. In this manner we will touch on several modes through which modernity enters everyday discourse and will note the extent to which our experience of social reality is constituted and mediated by language, culture, ideology. I have chosen, at this point, not to privilege scholarly discourse or social-scientific data on the topic of modernity. Except for the fact that bits of academic products rumble around in editorials and news broadcasts, such perspectives are often quite tangential to everyday life experience. I have also chosen to work in a speculative and anecdotal mode for a while longer before selecting a focal point. I believe scholars err in deleting from their texts much of the rumination that would actually help readers understand the author’s concerns and follow later arguments. Obviously, one could proceed more systematically, but since one of my goals is to invite others to engage in theoretical work and to be patient with its zigzagging quality, I prefer not to delete all traces of my reversals and dead ends from this text. This may require extra patience on the part of the reader.


Modern Problematics

In everyday conversation, one often hears it said that modern life is just ‘one problem after another’. Why does modern life seem so full of problems, so problematic? Let’s consider a few examples. Often, problems arise because some piece of technology or social system upon which we now depend is not functioning properly for mechanical or human reasons: the car will not start, the important letter has not been delivered, the computer at the bank is broken down, the mass transit workers are on strike, or the washing machine is broken. Our routines are interrupted by such events and we feel frustrated. These few examples suffice to make us aware of the extent to which progress in our own projects is dependent on a complex network of people and machines. This new interdependence of systems of people and things is an oft commented feature of modernity. In fact, sociologists working in the tradition of Durkheim define modernity itself in terms of the increasing specialization of individual functions and the new forms of interdependence (and isolation) that follow from this.

But problems are nothing new for humanity, so could it be that there are just more of them now or that solving them matters more? Is there a new urgency that fuels the frustration we experience when things are not getting done? At first glance at least, a major problem appears to be that we are trying to do too much too fast.

Indeed, the sheer pace of modern living is another frequent topic. Urban and suburban lives are increasingly structured as a series of appointments. One finds oneself trying to squeeze in a dental appointment between work and picking up the daughter from her karate lessons, bouncing from one meeting to another, staying up late to meet a deadline the next morning. One hears, ‘There is not enough time in the day!’ This sentiment is often coupled with the sense that the important spheres of life, such as one’s family, friends, and major projects, are neglected. In such circumstances, one is prone to long for the simpler routines of rural or small town life, preferably over a century ago. Conveniently forgetting the hardships and limitations of premodern existence, we curse modernity and imagine how pleasant it would have been to live self-sufficiently at a slower pace, with deeper relationships and more time to appreciate them.

The complexity and pace of modern living are probably related in some manner to the problems we currently face, but I would argue that the striking features one tends to notice first in surveying the landscape of modernity may be superficial ones. They are superficial in the sense that they are only the emblems of structures that produce what we see going on. One could, for example, stand in Times Square in New York City and observe that there seem to be too many people, too many cars, all making too much noise, and come to the conclusion that as a result of all this people in the scene are irritated and tense. Such an analysis would be partly correct. Studies of crowding and noise do suggest that people are upset by too much of either. My point, however, is that to leave the analysis at that level would obscure the fact that other structures operate to produce this congestion, for example, the concentration of power and money in New York City. This, in turn, is an effect of political and economic processes with a long history. So, returning to the problem of first impressions of modernity, whatever they may be (remember that pace and complexity were themes I brought up), I recommend that we should not be distracted too much by the impressive external commotion that dominates our senses.

Let me ask again, then, and try to answer at a more leisurely pace, What is the problem with modernity? What new problems, if any, do we encounter as modern individuals? I mean to ask this question as open-endedly as possible. My good friends at universities in Latin America, upon hearing me complain about one problematic aspect of modernization or another, either in my own country or theirs, would often reply, ‘¿Cuál es el problema?‘ – What’s the problem? They explained their nonchalance in various ways: that change is just change, that one must go with the flow, that it is not productive to worry about things that one cannot control, and that for every negative aspect of change, there are positive aspects. Although such attitudes may reduce stress, I am still not convinced that they are justifiable, particularly if one is inclined to feel personal responsibility for general social welfare. As soon as I say this, however, I remember that feelings of social responsibility that go beyond doing one’s duty within an assigned role are also an integral part of the modern worldview. It is becoming clear that before adopting any particular position of any of these issues, it will be necessary to stake out the ground for our inquiry more carefully. Note that thus far I have not specified the characteristics of a modern society; I have merely allowed myself to lean upon generally accepted usage. In the remainder of this chapter we sort through different visions of modernity in order to decide what it is that qualifies a society as Modern and we begin to see why modernity presents us with all sorts of new problems to solve.



Experiencing Modernity

As we saw above, one quickly arrives at interesting insights by starting with what we know best: everyday life experience. By this I refer to the relatively conscious processes of understanding, perception, awareness, communication and thought that accompany an individual’s daily activities. In the case of any given individual, this experience is constituted at any given moment by a unique interaction of personality, life history and social context. Ever since the nineteenth-century debates in historiography led by Dilthey (1961), it has been argued that the uniqueness of individual experience poses an immediate problem to the social scientist seeking regularities. The rich textures of individuality make it hard to perceive commonalities and make generalizations. But, if there is something about modernity that shapes everyday life experience in general and structures modern problems, might it not be reflected at least indirectly despite the diversity of modern individuality? To test this possibility, let’s examine the situations of several invented, but possibly real, individuals in different parts of the world on a weekend afternoon. These vignettes are constructed to highlight certain themes, but they are based either on interviews I have done or on reports by other observers of socio-cultural trends. Anyone familiar with these situations will appreciate their verisimilitude.


New York: The throbbing roar of traffic in the avenue five floors beneath his apartment competes for the young man’s attention with the postpunk music on his stereo. He forces this cacophony into the background of his mental space in order to concentrate on the newspaper article he is reading. Out of the corner of his eye, he catches a glimpse on TV of a blown-out building in a war going on somewhere in the world. A friend calls and asks him out to a movie. He declines, saying he is not in the mood. After changing the radio to a classical station and turning off the TV, he feels tired and lies down for a nap. He remembers that he has to start working on a project to meet a deadline the next day. He decides to procrastinate further and begins to fantasize about the new car he would like to buy. Then, he remembers an argument he had with his boss and wonders if that will affect his promotion. He gets up and checks the classified section of the paper to see if other jobs are available. No attractive positions are advertised. He goes to look out the window. Below, he sees a man sleeping on the pavement under a piece of cardboard and wishes he could help. He goes to get something to eat from the refrigerator. While he eats, he wonders how his sister is doing in her new job in a city hundreds of miles away.

Cairo: An adolescent makes herself up in her room for a meeting with friends at a trendy café. An image of Madonna comes to her mind as she puts on lipstick and swings her miniskirted body to the beat of the rap music video that plays on the television in the corner. She is anxious because she knows her parents will scold her as she leaves the apartment for dressing ‘like a prostitute’ and for neglecting her studies. Men in the street will make disgusting sounds and try to touch her. She pulls herself into a defiant stance and heads out. She feels strong and free. Later, with her friends, she watches carefully for signs that they approve of what she says and makes sure that she goes with the flow of the group. She especially hopes to impress a sharply-dressed young man who, like her, is studying to be an engineer.

Rural Venezuela: A man in his thirties sits on a stool in front of his two-room, palm-roofed house. He holds a broken bicycle chain and wonders how soon he will be able to catch a ride to town to fix it. He curses the government for promising, but not delivering, a better road and a bus service linking his farming community to the town 20 kilometres away. Without his bike, he will have to get up an hour earlier to reach the fields where he cultivates yucca and plantain in a new agricultural development project. Remembering that he had expected to own his own farm and a truck by now, he begins to feel helpless, sad, useless. His wife interrupts his worries by asking him again about money to send their 12-year-old daughter to secondary school in the capital ‘to give her a chance in life’. He frowns and replies that he will have to buy himself a motorcycle first, but doubts that he will even be able to do that. His wife tells him he is both selfish and lazy as she turns back into the house. A friend stops by and invites him to the cantina for a beer. This appeals to him, but he has run out of cash and is forced to decline. His feelings of helplessness escalate.



Do these diverse vignettes capture something central about the modernity in which we are all embedded? The commonalities between them are probably not to be found in the specifics of circumstances or in the particular problems these individuals face. They each face distinct and basically unrelated sets of practical issues, but they also can be viewed as confronting problems that transcend the material realm, problems that involve an ongoing process of self-definition or self-creation in a complex social context. Their issues are not only about what to do, but also who they are and where they are going with their lives. Their identities and life projects are thus constantly reorganized in conjunction with the details of their material and social situations. Practical problems and their solutions matter to them because they are connected to a basic sense of self and related life projects. As a result, problems like not getting to work on time, arguing with one’s boss, not having money to make ends meet, or resolving parental and peer pressures feel more than trivial and temporary.

But, what makes these modern problems in living? Throughout history, identities, life projects and practical situations have always been interwoven. In other words, the basic co-ordinates of human social existence have always been structured so as to require a degree of conscious management of who we are and where we are headed in relation to the realities we confront. In the modern world, however, all three aspects of existence seem to be simultaneously disturbed, disrupted, uncertain, or unpredictable. Furthermore, it seems that the primary forces that disturb and disrupt are traceable to the emergence of modernity itself and to our collective attempts to come to terms with it.

The situation of each of the individuals portrayed in the vignettes could be analysed in light of this perspective. The first young man’s experience, integrally linked to his position in one of the hearts of modernity, appears to be characterized by a sort of chaos, a lack of groundedness, and movements in no particular direction. He seems isolated, to some extent by choice, and unable to concentrate. He has things to do, but he is not motivated. One can wonder for him_ what will he be? How will he connect with others? How can he move forward if he does not have answers to these questions?

The Venezuelan’s situation is somewhat different. He has practical problems to solve. These problems are set up by rapid economic modernization in his rural area. New production and infrastructural systems linking village to city have altered the landscape of economic opportunities in which he and his family must find their way. These changes indirectly implicate his identity and life projects. One can imagine that, as a man raised in a traditional peasant culture, he feels somewhat bewildered by the tasks he faces. Will he be able to take advantage of opportunities? Will he be left behind? What should he do to ensure the best life for himself and his family?

The young Egyptian finds herself at the collision point between two cultural systems, a collision set up by the forces known as modernization and complicated by the particular impact of social change on women. She probably defines her conflict simply as a difference between her own views and impulses and the behaviour favoured by her parents, but it is one experienced by millions of youth around the globe in the late twentieth century. For all of them, their emergence into young adulthood will be shaped to various degrees by the usual intergenerational conflict aggravated by the cultural impact of global forms of mass communication unknown to previous generations. In the case of the young Egyptian, one may ask: How will she construct her identity out of the conflicting elements available to her? Will she be able to centre herself? How will she come to terms with the clash between values stemming from the culture of family and those that follow from her scientific training?

What do we learn from these observations? I first note that my constructed descriptions of everyday experience unwittingly highlighted two realms of living that seem to become problematic in ways I see as peculiarly modern. The first is the realm related to making a living, surviving economically, getting ahead professionally, carrying out one’s projects. The second, not necessarily less important, is the realm of relationships with ‘significant others,’ including family ties, work relations, friendships, romantic involvements, and so forth. Throughout the rest of the book, I will refer to these two realms as personal projects and social relationships. These spheres of life become more strikingly differentiated from each other under the spell of modernity and both emerge as issues for most people only in the modern context. Only within the frame of modernity will one find individuals for whom both personal projects and social relationships are so consistently problematized. This problematization is an important constituent of the crisis of the modern psyche.



Talking about Modernity

These quick speculations show us that descriptions and analyses of everyday experience can lead to interesting ideas, but they leave one totally uninformed about social and historical processes that produce the modern context. Furthermore, as I have allowed, my speculations are themselves conducted within a modern frame of mind. The modern frame of mind is something one picks up in bits and pieces through processes of socialization in families, schools, peer groups and media exposure. As adults, we continue to encounter and absorb chunks of the modern worldview in conversations, news reports, sermons, horoscopes, textbooks and movies. These are, of course, contrasted to or opposed by other frames of mind, even by contrasting elements of the modern frame.

In light of this, and as a means of grounding this project in problems that are commonly articulated by modern individuals, we take a few snapshot looks at the ways ‘ordinary people’ talk about the problems modernity poses for us. In the subsequent section we turn to scholarly attitudes regarding the larger context of modernity and consider evidence bearing on its nature.

Here I draw mostly on commentaries I have heard in discussions about this book project with students in courses on ‘self and society’ and with dozens of people in Latin America with whom I conversed about social change in their societies, but such things also get said daily as a matter of casual conversation. This is evidenced by the fact that all of my informants had a ready-made answer when I asked, ‘What do you see as the main problem of modern life?’ These are the most common types of responses to this question:



	The Pace of Change: Things are changing too fast You just get settled into a new way of doing things and then it changes again.

	The Decline of Certainty and Belief: It’s hard to be certain about one’s beliefs. There are so many ways of seeing the world.

	Unfulfilled expectations: This is not the way I intended my life to be. I thought that by now I would have achieved so much more.

	The Decay of Morality: Nobody has any morals anymore. Nobody cares for anybody else. People are just out for themselves. Why should I follow the rules?

	Meaninglessness: I have trouble finding meaning in what I do. Life seems empty. I’m bored.



Each of these responses captures a single facet of what is obviously a complex, multifaceted social process. This makes it hard to discuss one of these points without sliding into the next. To illustrate this point, I include below a commentary I wrote fairly early in this project as I was trying to weave together some of my main concerns. What I say here is not a form of discourse that I would submit for scientific scrutiny. Although many of the assertions below could be backed with social science data, their validity is not the issue now. Besides indicating the interwoven nature of the topics at hand, I also want to touch a number of chords that will be familiar to most readers to establish a common ambience of concern in connection with the modern problematic before we move on to systematic analyses.

Perhaps the most common first thought about the experience of modernity is that it is characterized by rapid change at both the individual and the social levels. Most of the people I have interviewed casually about what modernity means to them quickly think of change, progress, or development as its primary characteristics. In their minds, such change is often linked to social mobility and geographic displacement due to changes in worksites or jobs. It can also flow from shifting involvements in relationships, as evidenced in the oft-cited divorce statistics. In contrast, the premodern past is viewed, perhaps incorrectly, as a time when changes occurred slowly or not at all, when people stuck to spouse and profession for an entire lifetime. When I asked my informants if such change is a problem, they tend to say that it is not change itself that is troublesome. In various ways they would explain that without the novelty of new jobs, new relationships and new forms of entertainment or consumer items, modern life would actually be pretty boring.

I would go on to acknowledge, however, that there might be something related to change that sets up the modern problematic. For example, the problem might be that because of change we are more likely to feel uncertain and confused. Those who are not confused and feel certain that they know what is going on are perhaps the most confused of all. There have been confusing times before, periods of great social upheaval, war and devastation. The striking thing about modern confusion is that its locus is personal identity, a confusion evidenced in each of the comments listed above. In contrast to the technological developments that rely on certainty to make things possible in the material world, modernity seems to sow only perplexity in the spiritual and psychological spheres. It is as if the doubt that Descartes proposed as the foundation for scientific knowledge returns to haunt the individual who thinks and tries to make decisions.

This perplexity is perhaps stimulated by the abundant contradictions of everyday life in industrial society. The peacefulness of the suburbs is belied by rates of domestic violence. Shopping malls overflowing with goods are frequented by people who can barely afford to live in their own homes. The lives of the destitute erupt into the lives of the better off in crime and random attacks. Our awareness of this conflict and chaos is broadened by modern communications systems. Not only do we directly experience local disintegration in families and neighbourhoods, but we are also exposed to televised images of social conflict from all around the world. Whether one watches television from the First or the Third World, a few hours watching international news coverage is sufficient to throw any sane individual into despair. But instead we mostly adapt, adjust or ignore. We learn to expect that our own moods will change at the same rate as the world around us, as if we were all on the same big roller-coaster. Whatever confusion would be appropriate in such an environment is eventually buried by pressure to keep moving along.

The pace of modernity conditions everyday experience directly, but it also makes things difficult in the realm of long-term life planning. It is hard to know what life has in store for us. As the context in which we live shifts and evolves, our lives cannot be what we intended or planned them to be. We end up living out our days in ways we never could have anticipated. The problem is not only that our lives catch us by surprise. It also lies in the probability that most of us find ourselves doing many things we do not want to do and feeling that we do very little of what we would really like to do. In the midst of a seemingly wide range of options, we often end up sliding into something we never expected.

In part, this discrepancy between preferred and actual lifestyles is due to the fact that the intentions, dreams and desires with which we were endowed as children encounter a frustrating world when we are adults. The world in which our childhood meanings were formed is no longer here for two reasons. The first is an existential reason that has little to do with social change. Our childhood perceptions (like those of adults) are not always accurate representations of the social world – they sometimes idealize the world and are also distorted by the natural limits on a child’s understanding. The second reason is socio-historical. In modern times, the social world of childhood and adolescence in which our life dreams take shape is radically altered through social and technological changes by the time we become adults. The actual world that we learn about in childhood, whatever and wherever it was, will never be here again. Thus, we are prepared as youth for the ‘wrong’ world by elders who were not even prepared for theirs. A consequence is that our most cherished projects, nurtured as they are by childhood desires linked to once valid perspectives on opportunities, typically fall flat and do not satisfy. Those who feel this disparity to a lesser extent must have evaded the mainstream of social flux for geographical or ideological reasons and have thus been insulated from the more disruptive sorts of change.

Despite the wide availability of encyclopaedias, self-help books and other forms of published and orally communicated wisdom, most modern individuals seem to have few symbolic resources with which to comprehend the apparent chaos of social and personal life. Added to the basic irrelevance of traditional belief systems in grasping the modern situation, citizens of modern societies now experience the destabilizing, dizzying effects of relativistic education in which all beliefs appear to have equal value. One can only be certain that one’s beliefs are one’s own and that they are worth as much as those of the next person. Worldviews become matters of taste rather than truth. The subjective uncertainty stemming from the parallel existence of contradictory and untranslatable worldviews is often masked by the rigidity of ideological stances.

Handed down beliefs are subject to a kind of deflation to the status of mere attitudes. As their limits are discovered in the practice of everyday life, they lose their motivating power. Ideals crumble, faith withers, hope fades. One step beyond there lies perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the modern problematic: the collapse of meaning.

In the absence of systematic reflection upon the connecting threads between our everyday lives and both local and global social changes, it is certainly hard to make sense of anything, if we even bother to try. Directly linked to whatever produces obstacles to global and historical self-understanding is the trouble many of us have in finding or feeling meaning in what we do. Those of us who are not totally exhausted or cognitively constrained by the demands of survival in the contemporary world system seek antidotes for this meaninglessness. Some turn to horoscopes or to faddish new religions in search of fresh meanings to replace those which we assume must have been there once upon a time, since our grandparents and greatgrandparents at least appeared not to be struggling with such issues. We imagine that in previous eras people lived in more coherent cultural systems, total systems with fewer conflicting worldviews and few contradictions within worldviews. One’s commitment to a particular worldview was so total that one would die for it, as did hundreds of thousands in the Crusades or the colonial wars. In contrast, one senses that modern individuals must pause much longer before going off to war against other systems and that key modern codewords such as ‘democracy’ and ‘freedom’ are less effective in mobilizing aggressive action. Especially in the post-Vietnam decades, their meanings have lost coherence in the wake of repeated disillusionment with actions taken on their behalf.

In attempts to restore meaning and commitment, many attempt a direct return to the once-upon-a-time by structuring their activities according to rigid traditionalism (fundamentalism) or playful weekend re-enactments of medieval tournaments.
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