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Preface

The initial idea for this book came to me after a lecture that I gave in 1995 at
the University of Newcastle in Australia. The lecture itself dealt with the
psychological toxicity of certain patterns of contemporary enculturation,
most notably those related to materialism and consumerism. In my usual
fashion, I tried to ruffle a few feathers by challenging the audience to ques-
tion some of the cultural realities to which they had become accustomed.
Afterward, a man in his late thirties said to me on his way out, “I want you
to know that you just changed my life.” He went on to say that he had a fi-
nancially rewarding career, as well as all the trappings that make up the
proverbial good life. But he added that he had been living for years with the
nagging sense that his entire life somehow lacked meaning, substance, and
grounding. In his words, his life was a sham. This man told me that, some-
where in the course of my lecture, he finally found the courage to make the
radical changes that might help to bring him alive. Yet he never once made
reference to anything that was actually wrong with him or his life.

Those comments reminded me of similar things I have heard from so
many other people, including students, therapy clients, and acquaintances.
In most cases, they talk about ill-defined forms of mental distress that can-
not be traced to specific causes. Instead, it seems the good life of the modern
consumer is often mocked by feelings of discontent, disorientation, and
psychic numbness. Psychologists have a long tradition of understanding
all forms of human behavior within the narrow context of isolated individu-
als. But the phenomenon that had captured my attention struck me more as



the result of the generalized effects of modern living, or what one might call
modernity.

It was at this point that I committed myself to writing a book about the
interface of modernity and mental health. Among other things, it seemed
worthwhile to describe the new types of existential disorders that often es-
cape official diagnosis by mental health professionals who rely on tradi-
tional psychiatric labeling systems. This part of it would be an extension of
my previous book The Corruption of Reality, in which I chronicle the growing
difficulty of modern people in accessing the cultural sources of transcen-
dence that, in earlier times, enabled members to resolve existential issues.
But as the concept for this book matured, I came to realize that many other
aspects of psychological well-being are also influenced by unseen macro-
scopic forces that express themselves through the unique cultural blue-
prints that have emerged in our current historical period, and that have
become the new foundations for identity, consciousness, and emotion.

In addition to describing the emergence of new categories of
psychopathology, I wanted to explain the dramatic increase in already ex-
isting disorders, such as clinical depression. I had always been intrigued by
anthropological accounts of non-Western societies that appear to be psy-
chologically immunized against mental disorders that are rampant in the
Western world. A knowledge of the cultural structures of such groups can
provide worthwhile points of comparison that enable us to better under-
stand the deterioration of mental health in the West. Therefore, the book
contains a number of detailed descriptions of cultures that are assembled in
ways that lead to much different mental health outcomes.

In short, this book is a treatise on the mental health ramifications of mo-
dernity, with special emphasis on the cultural innovations that impinge
upon people in the modern age. Although a good deal of this volume is an
account of ways in which modernity has contributed to the often cited
“mental health crisis” that exists today, I also touch on features of moder-
nity that are potentially beneficial to our psychological welfare.

The definition of mental health that I employ includes, but goes beyond,
the conventional diagnostic entities. In addition to exploring mental health
in terms of the absence or presence of psychological symptoms, I delve into
modernity’s influence on such factors as the quality of interpersonal rela-
tionships, spiritual and existential health, intellectual health, and character
formation. Although I have a background in clinical psychology, I have ap-
proached these and other topics from a wide perspective that draws on the-
ory and research from diverse disciplines, including anthropology,
sociology, cultural studies, religious studies, economics, consumer studies,
and social philosophy. This in itself was challenging because of the differ-
ent vocabularies and theoretical assumptions that prevail within these var-
ious disciplines. With my own writing, I strove for a generic style that could
be accessed by people from a range of academic backgrounds.
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This book continues my love affair with the “big picture,” and with
well-conceived generalizations that can provide contextual frameworks
for more specialized approaches to knowledge. Some critics may argue that
the modern person to whom I refer does not actually exist since everyone is
at least a partial exception to the rule. But rather than being an attempt to
tell the full story of separate individuals, this volume highlights the
broader social arrangements and cultural configurations that establish pro-
clivities, predispositions, and leanings. In many respects, it is about the cul-
tural gravity of the modern era: that is, the way in which the cultural
conditions of modernity cause individuals to gravitate toward certain val-
ues, attitudes, goals, and beliefs. Although the pull may not affect everyone
equally, it nonetheless improves our understanding of many general men-
tal health trends. Even our psychotherapeutic interventions with disturbed
individuals can be guided to a large extent by the vision we gain from a
broad-scale analysis of the general forces that act upon us at the moment.

I would like to express my appreciation to Anthony Marsella, Tod Sloan,
and Martin Dorahy for their valuable insights and guidance.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Human Context
of Modernity

Our footprints through time track the story of a unique creature tempted in-
cessantly to tamper with existing realities and prevailing orders. In the fifth
century B.C., the Greek historian Herodotus described modernity as a demi-
god who mutters angrily at us, demanding that we entertain fantasy in
place of dull rigid fact. Although we have always been modern in the sense
of being an ongoing experiment with ourselves, the modernities that we
compose can punish as well as reward. As we obey the command of this
irascible demigod that resides within, we do not always foresee what sort
of new age we are creating for ourselves. We cannot presume that the hu-
man being avails itself well of history, and the rich spoils of modernization
ventures are often mocked by treacherous forces that are set in motion
against us. Our latest experiment is a dramatic one that holds unprece-
dented potential for both reward and punishment. In this book, I explore
our current modernization experiments in terms of their psychological
benefits and costs, and of the growing number of claims that we have inad-
vertently steered ourselves into an Age of Insanity.

Our current version of modernity is often understood as a postindustrial
order whose primary features are commodification, consumption, social
marginality, technological encroachment, amplified organizational power,
homogenized drives and tastes, deregulation of volition and emotion, in-
comprehensible abstract systems, simultaneous communication, and the
shift toward reflexive knowledge.1 It is frequently depicted as an over-
whelming force that detraditionalizes the world and sets in motion multi-



ple out-of-control processes that require constant cultural, political, and
institutional innovation. Other attributes of modernity that have been
highlighted include ambiguity, fragmentation, impaired social memory,
banality, pluralism, and the replacement of reality by images and fantasy.

Prevailing theories of modernity have been criticized on the basis of
their overemphasis on knowledge and skill, and their neglect of emotional
elements. Although modernity has the production of order as one of its ba-
sic operations, it has also been cited as a perpetrator of chaos, confusion, in-
congruity, and disquiet. But some scholars have perceived a distinct trend
toward nonemotionalism under conditions of modernity and have started
to speak in terms of postemotional society rather than postmodern society. For
example, Stjepan Mestrovic describes postemotional society as one with-
out oppression, yet as one wherein members are distinguished primarily
by their incapacity for emotional commitment and empathy.2

The rising swell of rage in the modern era may seem to contradict the
general demise of emotion, but it is more likely that rage is what remains
once authentic emotion has ceased. The possible extinction of emotion has
far-reaching ramifications for individual mental health, as well as the
health of organizations, groups, and society generally. One advantage of
the concept of a postemotional society is that it helps to explain the recent
upsurgence of psychological disorders that are characterized by a patho-
logical absence of experienced emotion rather than suffering related to neg-
ative emotion.

Modernity can be approached from the ways in which it affects person-
ality and social character traits. Increasing reference has been made to a
modern person syndrome that involves detachment from the past and pres-
ent, affectional allegiance to technology, material ambitions that take prece-
dence over social and environmental concerns, and a commercial view of
justice.3 This syndrome has been associated with certain favorable traits,
such as an increased openness to change and innovation, the ability to jug-
gle opinions about multiple matters, and the view that others will uphold
contracts and obligations.4 No pattern of cultural evolution will be entirely
negative for members. Even so, many observers have been impressed pri-
marily with the psychologically corrosive effect of modernization, and the
resultant psychopathology that finds its way into individual members.

VARIETIES OF MODERNITY

Modernization tends to be portrayed in close proximity to Western-
ization, the products of which include personal autonomy, self-reliance, fu-
ture orientation, a strong appetite for change, capitalistic heroism, and suc-
cess-mindedness. However, this combination of characteristics is
representative of American-style modernization and does not reflect an in-
evitable outcome of modernity. In this regard, it has been demonstrated
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that societies can become modern without shaping themselves along the
lines of Western (or American) culture. Furthermore, in the course of mod-
ernization, it is not requisite for a society to abandon itself fully to a materi-
alistic orientation, to adopt an individualistic orientation, or even to
relinquish traditional cultural frames of reference. It may be that other cul-
tures possess traditions that can insulate them partially from the patho-
genic properties of unabashed Americanization.

Recent decades have seen the modernization of some East Asian coun-
tries (e.g., Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore). But, to some ex-
tent, they have modernized in ways that reflect their own values,
traditions, and cultural heritages. Unlike the trend in the West,
Easternization has been able to retain a certain degree of collective identity,
cooperative endeavor, and respect for authority.5 It has also been able to
keep alive various Eastern cultural themes, including harmony, resignation
in the face of hardship, acceptance of duty and sacrifice, and an apprecia-
tion of history. This approach to modernization might enable certain East-
ern cultures to avoid some of the common side effects of Westernization,
such as the undermining of spirituality stemming from excessive commer-
cialism, the collapse of community resulting from individualistic
self-seeking, and the breakdown of relationships as a consequence of the
eclipse of collective responsibility.

This suggests that some modernization strategies may be more condu-
cive than others to mental health. In the case of Easternization, for instance,
we see a pathway to modernity that has the potential to retain social and in-
terpersonal ties. If we accept that human beings benefit from intact social
relations and the coping advantages that those provide, our logic tells us
that Easternization would not lead to the same degree of alienation-based
distress that can be found under Western modernity. Furthermore, if one
wishes to explain the current epidemic of some mental health problems in
the West, it is necessary to examine the specific structures that exist within
our Western mode of modernity.

Western modernity, by contrast to some patterns of non-Western moder-
nity, has been described in relation to high degrees of structural-functional
differentiation, as well as unprecedented social mobilization that operates
in conjunction with liberal capitalism.6 The working mechanics of this capi-
talistic system have resulted in the subordination of social, economic, and
political values to the logic of the market. The values of personal autonomy
have risen to ascendancy in an increasingly hyperglobalized environment
that ushers in a type of consciousness that diminishes prospects for solidar-
ity. This again differs from some non-Western styles of modernity, wherein
traditional values and localisms are able to coexist with the workings of
modernization.

A distinction has also been made between inner and outer modernity.7

Inner modernity refers to a modernization process that can unfold with re-
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gard to meaning, purpose, values, and spirituality. Some of these can come
into conflict with outer modes of modernity that are encapsulated in material-
ism, technology, and competition. The idea that one can be modern with-
out the stereotypical external appearance of modernity forces one to stretch
our definitions of modernity. For instance, if we judge modernity in terms
of the present ecological crisis, it is tempting to conclude that a society in
which members live in harmony with nature is more modern than a tech-
nologically advanced one wherein members contribute actively to the un-
doing of the physical environment. Tourists visit the Amish and
Mennonite communities, finding their backward ways to be a source of cu-
riosity and amusement. But their ecosensitive life-styles may be prototypes
of modernity that can lead us toward a much safer future. So it is important
not to frame our understandings of modernity solely in relation to Western
meanings.

THE CULTURAL FOUNDATION OF MODERNITY

Rather than conceiving of modernity as a process that operates in a con-
textual vacuum, it is important to recognize that virtually all aspects of mo-
dernity are mediated by social and cultural mechanisms of various sorts.
Similarly, the myriad changes that the progression into modern life com-
prises are inevitably associated with changes to cultural formats. Since we
are creatures of culture, modernity’s influence on mental health must be
kept close to an analysis of the psychological and emotional repercussions
of modern cultural designs. This assumes that the overall experience of re-
ality, which includes mental health components, is determined to a large
extent by motivations, goals, beliefs, attitudes, and general orientations
that can be traced to the process of enculturation. Even the influences of
modernity that involve changes to the physical environment can be seen to
unfurl in relation to revised cultural strategies.

The problem for psychologists studying modernity by way of cultural
structures is that the field of psychology is still rooted deeply in individual-
ism, the flawed assumption that individuals operate largely as isolated
units who themselves are the principal translators of reality. At the mo-
ment, individualism lies at the heart of most psychological theories of nor-
mal and abnormal behavior. This includes the voguish cognitive theories
that see behavior and emotions as the result of cognitions that arise within,
and are self-delivered by, the individual. This translates into therapies that
locate much of the blame for mental disturbance within the individual.

Edward T. Hall, the renowned culture theorist, once commented that the
most powerful of all human motivations is the drive to learn one’s culture.8
He understood that culture is synonymous with survival, and conversely
that any individual’s existence is jeopardized by a failure to achieve a nec-
essary degree of unity with culture. The learning of one’s culture remains
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the requisite motivation of people even in modern hyperindividualistic so-
cieties wherein the behavior of members seems to have considerable pri-
vate input. Even the contemporary “do your own thing” or a “find your
own way” orientation can be seen to have clear cultural roots.

Many formal definitions of culture make reference to the fact that culture
is the sum total of learned mental constructs and behaviors that are trans-
mitted by way of social learning.”9 Melford Spiro goes further in describing
culture as a cognitive system that programs both descriptive and normative
constructions about nature, human beings, and the social world in which
we operate.10 The close interface of culture and cognition lets us speak of
cultural cognition, a concept that has the potential to bridge the current gap
between cultural and cognitive processes.

One dimension of cultural cognition is the system of values and mean-
ings that ultimately shape most aspects of human reality. Another is the ac-
cumulated pool of knowledge used by members to approach all types of
situations, events, and problems. The structural organization of cognition
also comes under the influence of culture. According to Robert Serpell and
Wade Boykin, culture is involved in the construction of the cognitive archi-
tecture that results in certain patterns of mentation.11 Rather than implying
that culture is responsible for a completely predictable cognitive style, this
means that culture determines the constraints, possibilities, and routines in
which members are invited to operate. These routines refer to the subset of
mental and behavioral regularities that, as a result of their collective ac-
knowledgment, become the cultural basis for appropriate rules, contexts,
and performances.

The process of enculturation is a conservative one that ensures a high de-
gree of cognitive overlap between conventional forms of cultural life and
the individual inhabitants of the culture.12 But enculturation is not entirely
monolithic since cultural texts are open to a certain degree of subjective in-
terpretation. Modernity itself can introduce variables that can diminish the
ability of culture to self-replicate in a reliable fashion, which has the effect of
increasing variability within that culture. In fact, as will be seen, one of the
main causal factors in modernity-related psychopathology is the growing
inability of an overarching culture to organize and support individual
members. This does not mean that these individuals desist in being cultur-
ally motivated, but rather that the final assemblage of their reality construc-
tions will have a considerable amount of idiosyncratic contamination.

The argument that culture must be at the forefront of our understanding
of human behavior, as well as modernity’s mental health effects, does not
rule out the existence of a fundamental human nature. In recent decades,
many social scientists were shying away from any talk of a possible human
nature. But fortunately the theoretical nihilism that spawned this senti-
ment has gradually succumbed to the stamina of common sense. It is once
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again acceptable to speak of cultural programs that interact with a host of
natural human characteristics and proclivities.

One of these is the inherent drive of the human being to order stimuli
and thereby be able to understand, describe, and predict the world.13 The
presence of a human nature is also revealed by the fact that all cultures
share many common themes. The underlying sameness of cultural themes
cannot be understood without some acknowledgment of inherent
precultural tendencies that can be found in all human beings. It has been
proposed by a number of thinkers that modernity has introduced cultural
blueprints that distance members from aspects of their basic humanity, and
that hypothesis leads them to frame the prospect of a modern mental health
crisis in terms of certain dehumanizing effects of Western-type moderniza-
tion.

MODERNITY AND THE PROBLEM OF HUMAN NATURE

Whether modernity is harmful or helpful to mental health depends on a
number of factors. One concerns the way in which emerging cultural mod-
ernities interact with the essential constants that compose human nature. In
theory, a healthy cultural structure would be one built around a common hu-
manity shared by all human beings.14 This type of enculturation format
could thus be regarded as a process of humanization. But there is no guar-
antee that modernity’s transformation of cultural structures will remain
consonant with the elemental constitution of the members.

The well-known cultural disintegration hypothesis, as set out by Alex-
ander Leighton, is a culture-based model of psychopathology that assumes
that all human beings strive to achieve and maintain an “essential psychic
condition.”15 This involves reaching an optimal tension level in relation to a
range of basic human needs (emotional expression, satisfying interper-
sonal and sexual relations, physical safety, and so forth). But all of these
needs, according to this hypothesis, are reliant on cultural conditions that
enable members to satisfy these needs. This hydraulic formulation implies
that cultural changes that make need satisfaction more difficult will trans-
late into social and psychological problems. In other words, the human be-
ing has certain nonrelative need systems that, if ignored or infringed upon
negatively, will promote a state of dehumanization.

The condition of dehumanization is considered by some thinkers to be
the equivalent of madness, and the largest contributor to the current crisis
of identity. Erich Fromm wrote about the modern mental health crisis in
terms of the gap between culture and human nature. It was the dehuman-
ization stemming from the human-nature gap that helped him to under-
stand the deteriorating psychological health of the modern person and that
led him to write that “we are a society of notoriously unhappy, lonely, anx-
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ious, depressed and dependent people who are glad when we have killed
the time we are trying to save.”16

Dehumanization and its undesirable mental health consequences have
been linked to a number of transhistorical needs that have been neglected
because modernity blocks access to need satisfaction. The following sec-
tions describe some of the specific needs that have been identified as essen-
tial ones that must survive cultural change if individual members are to
remain psychologically healthy. As I describe them, I will argue their im-
portance from a nonrelativistic position that implies a limit to people’s tol-
erance for deprivation of these needs.

The Need for Social Connectedness

Aloneness and social alienation are intolerable states for the human be-
ing. We would whither and die, both psychologically and physically, if de-
prived entirely of the opportunity to relate meaningfully to other people. In
the course of connecting with other people, we rise above puerile
self-interest and trivial self-serving pursuits, with positive general benefits
to the wider community. All functional cultures take heed of our inherently
social nature. They operate in conjunction with this aspect of human nature
and provide pathways whereby members can become united in satisfying
ways. On the other hand, a hypothetical culture that for some reason does
not allow for the satisfaction of our relatedness need will produce members
who are prone to many types of psychological and emotional disorders.
The motivational properties of modern consumer culture have been
blamed many times for their tendency to dissolve social bonds, and to re-
duce for deprivation collective sources of coping.

The Need for Identity and Recognition

The need for identity overlaps with the need for relatedness because an
identity cannot be forged unless a person has developed a significant rela-
tionship with the world of people, thereby making possible a distinction
between the self and others. One comes to know oneself as a unique iden-
tity only through a process of merging meaningfully with the wider social
context in which one must live and survive. The search for identity was not
much of an issue in previous ages. The individual and the group were
closely interwoven, and one’s personal identity was determined predomi-
nantly by the role one assumed within the culture.

Most intact cultures, both past and present, have embedded within them
systems that promote a distinct personal identity, while ensuring that the
individual becomes fused with the group. Many non-Western cultures still
have highly important rites of initiation whereby the young person is ush-
ered officially into the broader culture. Although this process establishes
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the initiate’s identity as part of the group, such practices almost always in-
volve another component in which the young person is identified as a valu-
able entity in his or her own right. Very often, as part of these initiation
ceremonies, special names, reflective of certain unique traits, are given to
the person. This might involve the physical marking of the person in order
to establish his or her uniqueness, or even the formal bestowal of a role
within the group that is based on the person’s special abilities. On the other
hand, only the most dysfunctional of cultures would be devoid of practices
that satisfy the crucial need concerning identity formation. The often cited
failure of moderns to “find” themselves and to achieve a convincing sense
of self has been traced to the absence of such official practices in modern so-
ciety. It has been said that, in several respects, the modern self has become
alien to itself.

The Need for Transcendence, Ritual, and Drama

Amplified awareness, which is the crowning evolutionary endowment
of our species, becomes problematic if superimposed against a chaotic and
apparently meaningless world. As hyperawareness collides with the un-
nerving complexity and senselessness of existence, we naturally seek ex-
planatory frameworks that can orient us while providing satisfactory
answers about the world and our place in it. Historically, culture played the
central role in affording people the means to meet their transcendence
needs. Since only more chaos would ensue if each and every individual set
about the task of orienting him/herself, it is useful for people to become de-
voted in coordinated ways that do not cause excessive spiritual friction.
Functional cultures have always done this by propagating belief systems
and related practices that can be loosely defined as religion. In actuality, re-
ligion is a cultural universal that can be understood as the historical corner-
stone of the human being’s quest to meet its need for transcendence.

Nearly all cultures contain some socially sanctioned mechanisms (in-
cluding beliefs, rituals, and dramas) whereby members can confront literal
reality and achieve a satisfactory orientation to the world. A culture with-
out this feature would contain many disoriented members, seeking a pleth-
ora of disjointed and uncoordinated ways to comprehend the world. Those
who write about the modern mental health crisis refer regularly to the de-
cline of the transcendental as a crucial factor.

The Need for Intellectual Stimulation and Personal
Growth

The emerging patterns of intellectual life in the modern age have led crit-
ics to speak of cultural dumbing forces that have caused the intellect to be-
come partially atrophied. Not everyone would concede that human beings
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have a deep-rooted need to use their brains. Yet some have argued that, by
nature, we want to exercise our brains in meaningful ways and to remain
mentally alive. As evidence for this, neurological and behavioral research
indicates that the human brain wants to be engaged intellectually. We also
know that nothing is more cruel than to deny a human being mental stimu-
lation. If obstructed completely in this regard, such as in stimu-
lus-deprivation research studies, the person will quickly deteriorate
mentally, even to the extent of becoming psychotic. Among forms of pun-
ishment, one of the most dreaded is solitary confinement, again because it
takes away all sources of stimulation. A culture that did not respond to our
need for intellectual growth or, even worse, one that served to inhibit intel-
lectual activity, would be expected to contain members who were frus-
trated as a result of stunted intellectual growth. Today social analysts are
pointing to a worrying consensus of stupidity that is contributing to a num-
ber of contemporary emotional and existential ills.

The Need for Culture

Culture itself must be viewed as part of our deeper structure. We are nat-
urally inclined to learn to follow, and participate meaningfully in, culture.
Our very existence relies on our ability to act out successfully our cultural
imperative. By design, human beings are not equipped to survive as unre-
lated units. We are reliant upon being part of a culture that not only can en-
sure physical survival, but also is aligned with the full range of our human
needs. Under certain conditions, cultures can break down and lose some or
all of the integrity that makes them viable and capable of successful trans-
mission. Those who associate modernity with madness sometimes assert
that moderns are forced to construct reality without adequate levels of cul-
tural input. Their mental worlds become precarious as they improvise, and
proceed on the basis of, reality configurations that are so idiosyncratic that
social conflicts and dysfunctions are inevitable.

MODERNITY, UNNATURAL COMPROMISE, AND ASOCIAL
FREEDOM

The concept of cultural fitness helps to explain how all types of cultural
transformation and modernization may, or may not, translate into
psychopathology. A leading thinker on this subject, the anthropologist
Raoul Naroll, wrote about cultural fitness in relation to many categories of
psychosocial pathology, demonstrating that entire cultures can be sick if
the “moral net” deteriorates beyond a certain point. His book The Moral Or-
der identifies the types of developments that can cause a culture, and its
members, to develop pathological characteristics.17 Like others who see
that we have a human nature that remains constant, Naroll perceived that
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all viable cultures throughout history have succeeded by organizing them-
selves around the actual nature of the human being.

Naroll spoke of the human instinct for meaningful relationships to oth-
ers, for official ceremonies that connect the individual to the group while
fostering a sense of identity, for cooperative and shared activities that
weave people into a community, and for convincing beliefs and rituals that
allow members to find refuge in the spiritual world. Together, these consti-
tute the moral net of culture. Members of a culture can expect mental health
advantages if the moral net is intact, whereas endless ills emerge when a
culture’s moral net becomes weakened.

The inability of a culture to take adequate account of the core require-
ments of its members can sometimes trace to happenings that precipitate
social change on a scale that exceeds the culture’s ability to adjust to those
changes. Included here are disasters of various sorts, widespread migra-
tion resulting from war, breakdowns in belief systems, and political calami-
ties. The affected culture might experiment with short-term improvised
strategies that prove to be misguided.

Sometimes, when cultures suddenly come into contact, one culture is
overwhelmed and thrown out of equilibrium. Much of the actual research
examining the relationship between modernization and mental health has
focused on the issue of culture change. One consistent finding has been that
rapid culture change from a non-Western to a Western orientation raises the
level of mental illness. A cultural disintegration model would explain the
escalating rates of psychopathology in terms of the affected culture’s di-
minished capacity to accommodate the essential needs of its members. A
similar type of interpretation could be made with regard to the research
that has found strong correlations between modernization and specific
types of mental disturbances, such as depression, psychosomatic disor-
ders, anxiety disorders, and alcoholism.18

Hypercapitalistic cultural designs have also been imputed to be a pri-
mary source of dehumanization since they underpin a society in which im-
personal economic forces have taken over from traditional social ones.
They petition members to enter the commodity sphere and to entertain
general life orientations that preclude the satisfaction of more important
nonmaterialistic ones. America, as the fitful climax of material reality, has
attracted many descriptions of its inhabitants as joyless and dispirited. In
his book The Unsettling of America, Wendell Berry explores the maddening
effects of modern capitalistic structures in America, which lead him to con-
clude that “an American is probably the most unhappy citizen in the his-
tory of the world.”19 Hypercapitalism, and the related thematics of
discontent and unrestrained consumption, may be examples of cultural
survival mechanisms that omit key human considerations from the overall
life equation. Their dehumanizing effects may receive their energy from the
negative freedom that is the foundation for capitalistic success.
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When cultures are stable, and when they fall at the healthy end of the
moral net continuum, we would expect in theory to find relatively pathol-
ogy-free members. It may seem fantastic to speak in terms of entire societies
that are free of psychopathology, but several reports can be found of societ-
ies that, when discovered, had no apparent indications of “neurotic” afflic-
tions. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose writings in the eighteenth century are
sometimes seen as the start of the modern study of culture and
psychopathology, commented on the healthy mental constitution of “sav-
ages.” The groups that he observed were, in his words, “without hardly any
disorders save wounds and old age.”20 This led to his controversial asser-
tion that civilization somehow proves toxic in terms of mental well-being.

Even in more recent times, one can find detailed accounts of cultures
wherein members are immune to the types of mental disorders that are so
common in the West. Some of these are described in the following chapters.
Among other things, it will be shown that the so-called clinical mental dis-
orders are not inevitable. Instead, the degree to which members suffer these
disorders may be largely the result of psychic predispositions associated
with recent cultural developments and the overall process of moderniza-
tion. As a prelude to this, the next chapter examines the general fate of iden-
tity, as well as consciousness and psychological defense, under conditions
of modernity.
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CHAPTER 2

Megatrends in Identity,
Consciousness, and Psychological

Defense

The self refers to the executive organizing tendency that lets us come to
know ourselves and the world.1 It gives continuity to our experience, while
creating consistent patterns of behavior and cognition that become the
functional basis of the social environment. Throughout most of human his-
tory, the identity of people tended to be an experiential embodiment of tra-
ditional cultural representations and idioms. The texts and the resultant
identity structures of different cultures vary in terms of their mental health
implications and consequences. Francis L.K. Hsu writes about the self in
cross-cultural perspective, observing that, among other goals, the modern
Western self tends to seek psychosocial homeostasis through control of the
physical environment. This expresses itself in a number of related behavior
patterns: building business empires, exploring and exploiting new territo-
ries, acquiring and collecting, and so forth.2

Along list of labels has been used in recent years to convey the type of
self that has surfaced in recent times. Among these are the problematic
self, the empty self, the California self, the maximal self, the isolated self, the
lonely self, the depleted self, the mutable self, the endangered self, the fragmented
self, the media self, the raging self, the marginal self, and the impulsive self.
Many of these have overlapping meanings, and the self that emerges from
conditions of modernity is probably a complex composite of these and other
portrayals.



THE FREE-FLOATING INDIVIDUALISTIC STRUCTURE OF
IDENTITY

The trend toward individualism is the most frequently cited contributor
to the modern health crisis, and in particular the diffuse emotional craving
that derives when the private self becomes the locus of reality. The individu-
alistic self refers to an identity that is centered within itself, motivated more
by personal consideration than by social consideration. It is associated with
traits and survival strategies such as self-dependence, private achieve-
ment, competition with others, and self-gratification.

The goals of the individualist take top priority, even when their quest is
detrimental to the group. Loyalty is mostly self-directed, and emotional
bonding to the wider group is diminished. The term neoindividualism is
used to describe the extreme levels of individualism that have emerged in
the United States and, increasingly, European countries. This contrasts to
many non-Western cultures, where social relations are of primary impor-
tance and an individuated member would be regarded as socially patho-
logical.3

Modern individualism involves a rearrangement of human relations in
which social consensus is no longer the principal guiding force. With the
waning of unanimity, and the subsequent arrival of the indeterminate
other, moderns have been transported into an increasingly pheno-
menological consciousness style wherein truth and knowledge are ac-
cessed by private subjective interpretation. The modern self has become so
constricted, and so far removed from a wider social context, that some peo-
ple find themselves unable to share with others anything except consump-
tion and leisure.4

Rather than interfacing with a stable cultural reality, the self has become
a fluid vehicle for ongoing negotiation. Its open free-floating design allows
it to accommodate itself to an environment that has lost a quality of perma-
nence. Furthermore, it represents a type of self-investment, operating via
internalized control, that is a realistic solution to new social circumstances
that offer little reassurance in terms of deep security.

Although non-Western cultures usually have more collectivist social
structures, some exceptions have been pointed out, such as the Mbuti
Pygmies of Africa and the people of Bhutan in the Himalayas. But, upon
closer inspection, the individualism that can sometimes be identified in
non-Western settings turns out to be embedded in traditional cultural
learning. For example, Bhutanese culture still rests on a monastic system
that instills in its members an urge to acquire and live in accordance with
Buddhist knowledge and wisdom.5 At the heart of their belief system is the
tenet that evil and the full range of this-world ills are the result of greed and
ambition, and that enlightenment involves transcendence from the social
sources of these contaminants. They learn about an interpretation of karma
that inclines members to develop a conceptually bounded separate self that
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entails very few sociocentric themes or injunctions. In this way, members
are free to accept the full karmic consequences of their actions. Yet this type
of individualism differs considerably from its Western counterpart in that
its motivations and manifestations are merely an extension of a
long-standing cultural model of selfhood.

In modern Western settings, individualism involves independent
self-construal strategies that require members to cope through personal
control, direct action, and confrontation with others. By contrast, people
from collectivist cultures make more use of interdependent self-construal
techniques that achieve coping less directly, by way of cooperative effort
and alignment with the group. If changes are necessary, collectivists tend to
participate in the changes to the group, rather than making abrupt changes
to the private self. If change is difficult or impossible, collectivists are more
likely than individualists to accept the situation and modify their wishes
accordingly. By contrast, individualists would be more inclined to persist
independently at altering circumstances in order to achieve their personal
preferences.

Some benefits have been associated with an individualistic identity
structure. Among these are accelerated economic development, less likeli-
hood of government corruption, increased creativity and innovation, and
better responsiveness to situations that require change. Heightened cre-
ativity and greater flexibility are also possible when individuals are no lon-
ger bound by preordained cultural knowledge, goals, and routines. The
cultural exile has greater freedom with which to magnify the number of op-
portunities that life offers. There is also a certain amount of romantic appeal
to the prospect of a powerful individual prevailing over a dull fate of mind-
less following and spineless other-reliance. Several nineteenth-century
philosophers fueled the notion that dumb society was the enemy of the no-
ble individual, and that only cowards and weaklings allow themselves to
be tyrannized by dreary convention. This attitude has given birth to more
than a few ardent supporters of American-style individualism.

But the picture is not so bright when one considers the relationship be-
tween individualism and mental health. Of the reviews that have been car-
ried out on this topic, most have concluded that individualism is associated
with specific social and psychological ills, including clinical depression,
suicide, crime, divorce, child abuse, stress, and anxiety-related disorders.
Although collectivist cultural structures have certain potential drawbacks,
research shows that they are more conducive to mental health.

One explanation is that collectivism emphasizes harmony within the
group, which, in turn, reduces the stresses and conflicts of everyday life.
The fact that collectivism is associated with lower levels of competition
may lead to greater security and perceived coping ability. It seems that col-
lective coping eases the person’s task of dealing with difficult life experi-
ences. The burdens of life are lightened when the group can absorb some of
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the responsibility. In a related way, members of collectivist cultures make
internal attributions of failure less frequently than their counterparts in in-
dividualistic cultures.

Many traditional cultures have not even evolved lexical concepts to
communicate the possibility of an autonomous self. The rituals and cus-
toms in such settings tend to revolve around sociocentric themes, with the
aim of forging identity along the lines of group solidarity. One psychologi-
cal advantage of such an arrangement is that members have ready access to
well-established formulas that provide structure to their sense of self. They
feel supported by historical templates that facilitate the interpretation and
management of life events.

The utilization of socially sanctioned identity templates promotes an
other-connected self in which the person is keenly aware of his or her place
in the group. The self achieves depth and substance only when it has been
defined in a broader social context. But modernity has brought about a situ-
ation wherein identity is forged within a partial social vacuum, thereby re-
placing official practices with discretionary techniques.6 When the self
begins to define itself in isolation, a subsequent loss of emotional flexibility
and hardiness that limits coping ability results.

Avariety of psychological disturbances became more likely once West-
ern culture grew individualistic to such a degree that people lost member-
ship with the group. This is reminiscent of Émile Durkheim’s claim that
Western culture has become a disorganized dust of individuals who have
been freed too much from all genuine social bonds. Martin Seligman ar-
gues that, as hedonistic islands adrift from a larger social support network,
increasingly we have come to function as market pawns who closely re-
semble the commodities we are being conditioned to consume.7 The trend
toward all-consuming individualism is accompanied by a loss of personal
control, as well as the emergence of what Seligman calls the maximal Califor-
nia self.

This California self is the ultimate expression of modern individualism
in its most inward, narcissistic, self-centered, and self-serving form. To the
California self, the primary reason for living is to make the right choices
and to consume the right things in order to maximize pleasure and mini-
mize pain and, in general, to get the most from life. Yet this identity struc-
ture operates at a distance from the stabilizing effect of the wider
community. The California self succumbs easily to states of psychic disrup-
tion due to its lack of emotional commitment to the commons and an iden-
tity that places inordinate emphasis on personal and product outcomes.

Generally speaking, it is not difficult to understand why collectivism
might be more friendly to mental health than individualism. In the Cook Is-
lands, for example, one is quickly struck by a profound sense of
belongingness that derives from their collectivist orientation.8 Despite
acculturative forces that may eventually erode their collective identities,
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their traditional social organization structures still exert a dominant influ-
ence on selfhood formation. It is interesting to note that no cases of home-
lessness have ever been documented in the Cook Islands. Members of this
culture speak with pride about the “Cook Island family” and the way in
which one never feels alone there. The overarching social embrace experi-
enced by members of such a culture are certain to impede the psychopa-
thology-proneness that seems to exist in the West.

Whereas individualism tends to be associated with mental ill health, it
has been argued that there are different types of individualism and that
some types may be less harmful psychologically than others. For instance,
one can distinguish between alienating individualism and reciprocal indi-
vidualism.9 Alienating individualism, which is rooted in Calvinistic theol-
ogy, is regarded as the type that exists in contemporary Western culture. It is
associated with anxiety, loneliness, existential isolation, powerlessness,
and compensatory egocentric preoccupation.

By contrast, reciprocal individualism involves a form of independence
and self-reliance that remains tied to the goal of group harmony and con-
cern with the welfare of the collective. As we have seen, the individualistic
activities found in some non-Western cultures are acted out in the wider
perception that the person is fused to, as well as responsible to, the commu-
nity. Individualism of the reciprocal variety entails self-differentiation that
is associated with high affiliation and with a social distancing process that
entails a simultaneous relatedness. The community remains the person’s
center, rather than the person’s becoming centered in himself or herself.
This permits the unfolding of the individual’s potentialities while he or she
enjoys the benefits of a symbiotic connection to the wider community.

In Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah refers to the radical individualism
that exists today in the West, noting how it yields a disorienting nihilism
that leaves people with a disturbing compulsion somehow to overcome
“the emptiness of purely arbitrary values.”10 However, in trying to under-
stand Western individualism, one must be careful not to suggest that the in-
dividualistic self lacks a cultural conditioning framework. It is true that the
modern self is an adaptable, improvising, and malleable one that has less
psychological grounding than in previous ages. But there is a functional as-
pect to the cultural practice of constructing identity as a constituency of
self-investments. It makes possible an unprecedented degree of pragma-
tism that is not diluted by ingrained histories related to obligation, duty,
and morality. The self is free to profit, and that capacity is the underlying
all-pervasive cultural motivation that is absorbed by members: I profit;
therefore I am. As a bundle of desire requiring utmost maneuverability of
identity, the interchangeable feature of the modern self enables the person
to stay dissociated from an enduring core, and that dissociation in turn al-
lows it to manipulate better, and profit from, fluid and novel circumstances.
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The free-floating nature of the modern self is consistent with the grow-
ing impression that one’s fate is determined at all levels by market forces,
rather than sources of power that reside in the social domain. This situation
does not mean, however, that individuals are doomed to doubt and uncer-
tainty. Most members are able to superimpose cognitive biases on market
unpredictability in order to extract hope of winning as a result of favorable
market movements. Beyond that, a certain solace can be forthcoming from
the knowledge that one can tip the market odds in one’s direction through
acquired expertise or clever manipulations. This carries with it the positive
illusion that market success could be converted eventually into greater so-
cial visibility and reward. However, the emotional attachments that can be
made with the market are less sustaining than those that develop from a
sociocentric milieu. Likewise, market support lacks many of the mental
health advantages of social support, a rapidly disappearing facet of con-
temporary life.

Gergen’s concept of the pastiche personality captures the notion of a self
that is constantly adrift from any stable core. He defines this new creature
as “a social chameleon, constantly borrowing bits and pieces of identity
from whatever sources are available and constructing them as useful or de-
sirable in a given situation.”11 The identity of the pastiche person is a thor-
oughly managed one wherein success is actually dependent upon
avoidance of a true self. This type of self is provisional and pragmatic,
pieced together in order to extract the full potential from any presenting set
of circumstances. The person is deposed sufficiently from a deep abiding
self that shame is not experienced as a result of inauthenticity and
self-serving manipulation. True character loses its value as the person be-
comes an exercise in false advertising, and as life becomes a kaleidoscope of
fleeting and ever-changing choices that feed one’s developing appetites.

In this vein, Robert Jay Lifton uses the label the protean self to describe a
modern self that is preeminently adaptable, with few of the traditional psy-
chological moorings.12 The fountainhead of this identity is the current con-
dition of rapid flux, confusion, and restlessness. It also traces to a cultural
environment where beliefs, partners, jobs, and residences change on a reg-
ular basis. Like the modern world itself, the protean self is inconstant, un-
predictable, and unattached. This self structure allows short-term
allegiances, but, when the need arises, the person can just as easily discard
these and move on to the next set of demands. Proteans are even reluctant
to forge a relationship with thoughts and ideas since those too may need to
be modified on short notice.

Modernity has been compared to a type of psychological exile wherein
individuals become metaphorical strangers as a result of detachment from
overarching cultural schemas.13 The loss of these schemas makes it more
difficult to operate within a world of certitude, conviction, and truth. In the
absence of adequate boundaries, the self also lacks the ordering capabilities
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that establish the foundation for personal potency. Many types of
psychopathology can emerge when the boundaries of the self collapse, and
when the person is left with insufficient structural integrity to experience
inner mastery.

EPHEMERAL IDENTITY AND SELF-ABSOLVING MORALITY

The modern person is largely free from tradition, community, and
shared macrounderstandings of the world. This freedom impacts upon our
moral relationships, and in turn upon some important determinants of psy-
chological well-being. As modernity continues to liberate the self from
time-honored sources of definition, individual members find themselves
unable to discern moral reference points beyond themselves.14 The con-
flicts that fuel moral anxiety have been relocated to the private realm, and
moral participation has become more arbitrary as a result of a depletion of
external conformity motivators.

Throughout much of human history, moral anxiety served to ensure an
adequate adherence to social restraints, while also unifying members in re-
lation to agreed-upon taboos and ethical improprieties. Collective morality
played an integral role in regulating integration into the community and
establishing the basis of difference and hierarchy.15 The idea of a “good”
person was charged with social meaning, and moral anxiety itself was mo-
tivated by a connectedness to the group. Similarly, moral codes were exten-
sions of larger social institutions and represented guidelines that held
communal value.

By contrast, the moral center of the modern age has shifted to the indi-
vidual, with ever smaller amounts of moral order being coordinated at the
level of culture. The good person of today is one who is good at something,
or good in the respect of being well equipped to succeed.16 The once her-
alded act of doing the right thing has been superseded by having achieve-
ments that entail the right solutions and techniques. Unlike that in many
traditional cultures where success was defined primarily in social terms,
the new success story is a tale about private glories that, if well promoted,
enjoy the additional satisfaction of distant applause.

Contemporary society is characterized by moral individualism, and in
particular an amoral immediacy that uses the principles of mass consump-
tion as moral placebos that serve private interests.17 To facilitate this mecha-
nism, social taboos have been dismantled. It is becoming difficult to
identify activities, beliefs, or inclinations that raise social eyebrows.
Through the demotion of the social conscience, individuals are now free to
invent their own moral commandments in relation to their own perceived
wishes, and to absolve themselves for infractions arising outside them.

The ascendancy of the personal conscience reflects a new dynamic in
which individuals form moral contracts with themselves. Without the so-
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cial mediation of morality, defining aspects of morally appropriate behav-
ior have been equated with the act of being good to oneself. This is
reinforced by the breakdown of morally meaningful relationships. Friend-
ships have become largely symbolic, with the myth of their genuineness
maintained mostly by a series of impression management strategies.

Exploitation of others no longer registers as a taboo infraction, but rather
as a creative and morally neutral strategy that contributes to effective engi-
neering of the alien external world. Inhabitants of this cultural milieu of
self-justification have a very weak sense of service to community, or even to
those who are perceived as friends. They attach moral significance to in-
stant gratification, while remaining largely oblivious to moral satisfactions
involving selflessness and social sacrifice. With a dearth of genuine social
interest, even the most advantaged moderns have a tendency to regard
themselves as somehow deprived, and deserving to be considered their
own charity cases.

Moral tension is now roused when the individual betrays himself or her-
self and participates in enterprises that contravene the self-contract. This
usually means that the person diagnoses an internal process that could pre-
vent a result of maximal personal gain. But moral codes have come to sub-
sist in an ambience of nearly total freedom, which releases the person to
construct any moral order that is within the scope of imagination. Increas-
ingly, morality consists of the moral deals that individuals make with them-
selves. Social image remains important, but the goal of being celebrated has
been substituted for the former pressures to be good. The most celebrated
of us are nearly free of moral obligation and moral misgiving, with that
freedom being both a gift and an invitation to self-destruction.

Socialite tendencies of the past have given way to tendencies that entail
attempts to make a favorable impression on oneself. This is a simple exten-
sion of the perception that my only real friend, and my most dreaded po-
tential enemy, is myself. Modern immorality communicates itself to the
individual as a variety of guilt that stems from self-disappointment and the
letting down of oneself. In some cases, this can escalate to an angry
self-condemnation that spills over into aggression displaced onto others.

With self-satisfaction as the new basis for moral evaluations, moderns
have become removed from traditional goodness opportunities that histor-
ically have served as the basis for self-regard. The case has been made a
number of times that being a good cultural member may be a universal hu-
man need that fosters security and well-being by informing the person of a
legitimate place in the group and its survival practices. The ancient Aristo-
telian claim that one must be good in order to be happy rests on the related
premise that life satisfaction and healthy-mindedness are dependent upon
modes of moral action that transcend mere self-interest. When autono-
mous individuals rely chiefly on self-goodness prescriptions, they can be-
come predisposed to self-concept impairments and existential anxiety, as
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well as a variety of disturbances that are manifestations of stunted identity
development.

The forms of moral development that are conducive to mental health
are contingent upon a perceptible social identity. The departure of moral-
ity from the social arena is a partial reflection of the capitalistic structures
of Western modernity that replace virtue with instrumental rationality,
profit motivation, and power accumulation.18 Whereas profit-oriented
capitalism offers a poor foundation for a legitimized moral cosmology, it
has been speculated that a second modernity is about to revolutionalize
moral sentiment and give way to individualistic modes of compassion
that are not reliant on a moral society.19 The current trends toward asocial
morality, and morality without community, also echo noteworthy
changes that have unfolded in terms of the broad relationships between
the individual and society.

SOCIETY, THE INDIVIDUAL, AND NEW PSYCHOLOGICAL
DEFENSES

In premodern times, there was very little separation between the self
and society. The social self was experienced as largely synonymous with
the personal self, and that assumption rendered useless the entire concept
of conformity. Idiosyncrasy, creativity, and eccentricity were rationed care-
fully in order to preserve social connectedness. Most members felt no need
to choose between their own perspectives and those of the society since
their world was formed primarily by means of a shared cultural reality. Au-
tomatic rebellion was not a conspicuous aspect of premodern cultures,
which typically reproduced themselves over many generations with only
small revisions. Within this format, a high degree of social restraint was im-
posed upon private urges that lacked this shared quality. However, moder-
nity has exerted new sets of influences that have reduced the extent of
overlap between society and its individual members, a development that
has major implications for psychological defense strategies and overall
mental health.

The transition in modern times from communitarianism to individual-
ism, and from social character to private personality, has seen the self be-
come its own governor of psychological defense. The loss of cultural
coping strategies has lifted the importance of intrapsychic defenses and re-
stricted access to madness techniques that offer patterned guidance of
symptom formation and conflict resolution. Socially sanctioned religion
once assimilated, and to a large degree normalized, the person’s participa-
tion in adaptive symptom deployment. However, the retreat of the social
and the religious has required alienated individuals to improvise psycho-
logical defenses without clear cultural guidance.
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Shrinkage of the Social Unconscious

Early last century, Freud described the psychic tension that is generated
as society pressures the repression and/or sublimation of drives that reside
within the individual. In many respects, his theory embodied the
premodern relationship between individual and society wherein a social
unconscious functioned to minimize conflict and to ensure homogeneity.
The concept of the social unconscious was originally proposed by Erich
Fromm in order to explain the way in which culture channels collective en-
ergies for the sake of cognitive and behavioral synchronization. It has been
elaborated upon in conjunction with the notion of social character, which
refers to the shared personality profile of a culture. According to Fromm,
the social unconscious is the specific mechanism responsible for the manu-
facture of the social character, and the means by which the content of con-
sciousness is determined.20 To understand this, one must recognize that the
unconscious is largely a cultural product, or more specifically the result of a
dynamic interaction between culture and the individual.

The social unconscious is meaningful in terms of our present discussion
since it is the cultural technique used to constrict consciousness and to
identify which possibilities should be repressed by members. Once possi-
bilities are filtered out and coded as cultural taboos, the individual is dis-
tanced from desires and drives that are related to these taboos. Prior to
modern times, the social unconscious was a crucial part of culture’s strat-
egy for reducing differences, maintaining control, and coordinating the
learning of culture. Traditional monocultural societies had a large invest-
ment in the processes of inhibition and prohibition since these were the ba-
sis for integration, as well as effective coping made possible by a shared
reality.

In a sense, the premodern social unconscious was the repository of those
individual wants, thoughts, impulses, and desires that were collectively re-
pressed as culture tried to impose restrictions for the purpose of consolidat-
ing a cultural identity, but modernity has initiated an entirely different
survival strategy in which active attempts are made to reduce the size of the
social unconscious, and thus to minimize the number of restrictions that are
experienced by members. Moderns, who dwell in a world of vanishing bar-
riers, have increasing difficulty making sense of rules or sanctions. They
have little awareness of an authoritative center that has more credibility
than their own random fancies.

The global amalgamation in which moderns find themselves has little
utility for values that are tied to regulating cultural systems, so it tends to
exonerate all private aspirations and ambitions. There is no longer much
validity to the psychoanalytic premise that the inner person is forced into a
compromise with the restrictions of society. Gone is the superego that once
formed as morally conflicted individuals relinquished id impulses and in-
ternalized limitations toward the condition of psychic homeostasis. In-
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stead, the modern age has realigned itself in relation to a rapid expansion of
heterogeneity, as well as economic operating principles that beckon auton-
omous individuals to fabricate themselves with abandon, and with obliv-
ion in regard to rules other than those that make for a zealous consumer. In
this climate, moderns are restrained only by the limits of their tolerance for
their own superficiality and social indifference.

The End of Repression as a Psychological Defense

Modern society has very little use for repression. In fact, there is almost
nothing any longer that requires repression. The one major exception is the
social nature of the human being, which represents a threat to the level of
consumer motivation. In this regard, one price of modernity is the way in
which it interferes with affiliation and sociality needs. But rather than a sit-
uation in which the real self is doomed to conflict with an oppressing soci-
ety, modernity has established a self that copes by way of impulsivity
rather than institutionality. To be oneself now means that one experiments
actively with oneself, rather than being held hostage to rehearsed cultural
myths that define expectation and potential. Even though exposed to new
forms of ontological insecurity and disability, moderns can now draw on
endless alternatives as they cast and recast their identities. Any former so-
cial hints about self-renunciation have been silenced by new strategies of
enculturation through entertainment and overindulgence.21 These are an
extension of the wider postintellectual trend toward enculturation by ba-
nality designed to enlarge even further the perceived size of the consumer
cosmos.

As impulsive consumers of possibilities, moderns do not necessarily de-
velop any genuine individuality since they are products of standardiza-
tion, derealization, and linearity. Yet they are able to navigate the open
consumer expanse without conscious awareness of limitations beyond
those that are monetary and technical in nature. Some of these limitations
are ameliorated by new modes of cultural magic, most notably eulogized
credit, that take one always closer to the satisfaction of one’s full range of
consumer appetites.

With social repression mostly out of the way, we have seen an eclipse of
most conflicts between self and society. Instead, moderns encounter a new
self-self type of conflict in which they themselves come to represent their
only potential source of repression. They operate according to the motto “I
owe it to myself” and engage in an inner battle in order to get the most out
of themselves. Traditionally, the social roles assigned to members helped to
identify the will of society and to proscribe the upper limits of self-attention
and self-gratification. However, moderns no longer face threats related to
infringements of society’s will, but rather to threats associated with a deep
fear that they might not be able to respond completely to their own will.
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This has coincided with the decline of repression disorders and hysterical
symptoms that were related etiologically to social sinning, and with the
concomitant ascendancy of impulsivity-related symptoms that communi-
cate the demise of temperance.

Supplanting a coordinated social strategy that regulates attention to in-
ner impulses is a marketplace that supports itself by perpetual indoctrina-
tions that foster a sense of personal entitlement. An important secondary
process is the cultural manufacture of unwarranted self-esteem that in-
creases the amount of entitlement the person will seriously entertain. Psy-
chologists are gradually coming to recognize entitlement as one of the
central defining characteristics of the modern psyche, and as one of the new
social traits around which psychological symptoms are constructed.

Dysfunctional entitlement is now regarded as a key explanatory factor
in certain types of self-absorption psychopathologies that appear to be on
the increase today. This includes consumption disorders, personality disor-
ders of the narcissistic and borderline variety, and a range of interpersonal
pathologies that relate to imbalances of personal gain. Even the recent
upsurgence of kleptomania in Western culture can be interpreted in rela-
tion to short-term gain strategies that are motivated by exorbitant levels of
experienced entitlement. The problematic feature of this arrangement is the
considerable risk of dejection, self-disappointment, and depression that
arises when expectations and entitlements go unrealized, or when dedi-
cated self-servicing does not translate into positive emotional outcomes.

Psychological defense is now under the jurisdiction of intrapsychic,
rather than sociopsychic, forces. Just as life has come to be construed as a
process of self-creation and self-actualization, the individual relies more
and more on symbolic anxiety reducers that do not transcend the self. In
former ages, the social “other” was the principal avenue by which coping
was enacted. However, the new line of psychological defense for moderns
are anxiety reducers that symbolically enhance the perceived capacity to
achieve all that to which we are entitled as individuals. If it is still correct to
speak of repression, it has to do with the renunciation of social connec-
tedness and basic relatedness needs. For this reason, the new patterns of
psychic defense prevent the modern from being fully distracted, and ade-
quately pacified.

The chronic agitation of the modern person attests to defense mecha-
nisms that do not engage sufficiently the essentially social requirements of
psychological immunity. They are inward systems that offer little salvation
from the multiplicity of stressors that accompanies contemporary life, and
that particular lack explains in part the rash of internalization disorders
(e.g., depression) that have appeared in recent decades. The social alien-
ation that lies at the heart of the modern psychic defense also helps to ex-
plain the current rise of externalization disorders, which tend to revolve
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around flawed social communication, attachment deficiencies, and gross
underdevelopment of social facilitation skills.

The problem of accessing cultural coping mechanisms makes modernity
better suited to regression than to repression. As a defense, regression fos-
ters emotional estrangement from the inner self, as well as a greater capac-
ity for psychological bonding to primitive distracting consumer heroics.
This combination has significant economic advantages but has spawned a
society of easily undone members who are forced to search constantly for
defenses that can perform in the absence of collective coping. The
self-as-customer phenomenon, as well as the cultural fixation on youthful-
ness, are manifestations of new regressive tendencies that are facilitated by
economic motives.

MODERNITY, CONSCIOUSNESS, AND EMOTION

As part of the retreat of the social, moderns have been less guided by the
feeling rules that were readily available in premodern cultural designs.
These are the socially sanctioned prescriptions that are made available to
people in order to guide the expression of emotion along clearly defined
pathways.22 They constitute the emotion work of culture, which reflects the
traditionally interactive nature of human emotion, as well as the way in
which culture once regulated subjective experience as a means of avoiding
dilemmas of emotional expression.

The cultural management of emotion that existed in former times per-
mitted spontaneity in a variety of emotion-generating situations. At the
same time, constraints were imposed on the emotional world through the
deployment of shame, embarrassment, and other conformity-encouraging
emotional warning systems. However, modern culture is organized
around artificiality and the sale of images. The mutable emotions of its
members act in close alliance with commercial unreality, while promot-
ing the self as a marketable commodity. The selling of oneself is a lonely
exercise in which the individual works within a context of disorienting
emotional freedom in order to validate him/herself through creative experi-
mentation. Self-promoters scan the full range of emotional possibilities in
order to package themselves appropriately for the demands of specific cir-
cumstances.

Instead of emotions that are societally determined, circumspection and
improvisation characterize the emotional experience of the modern per-
son. Each separate individual hatches feeling rules on an as-needed basis;
that is possible because private emotion projects are no longer the threat
they once were in order-seeking and conformity-dependent societies. As
the responsibility for enculturation has switched from the group to the in-
dividual/media level, emotions have undergone a commodification pro-
cess that has allowed them to play a central role in the maximization of
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personal profit.23 They have become consumables that, although not di-
rectly relational in nature, can be worn and discarded in the course of estab-
lishing a strategic dialogue with the world of others.

The fact that modern emotions lack a deep sociality offers a flexibility
that would not be possible if emotions were socially regulated. The deregu-
lation of emotion has coincided with the lowering of shame and embarrass-
ment thresholds, which has eliminated impediments to the use of emotion
for self-management and self-gratification purposes. Even though mod-
erns are free to enlist limitless emotional options, the gamut of truly moti-
vating emotions has been condensed into the experience of desire.
Self-serving hedonism is a logical life-style choice when desire replaces
other emotions, and when distracting consumption becomes the foremost
escape mechanism of cultural members.

These developments can be understood as aspects of postemotionalism
in which culture has come to rely on surface quasi feelings designed to en-
able emotionally eviscerated members to pursue consuming self-interest
without civil considerations.24 Emotional exchanges, as they have evolved
in the post-other-directed era, have been purged of honesty in order to ex-
pedite the tour of a pleasant personality through the complexities of so-
cially unsupported capitalism. Commodified emotions may be under-
socialized and thus prone to anarchic repercussions, but they are a response
to the general emotional ambivalence of modernity in which the task of
emotional coping has been assigned to the individual.25

With the loss of social modes of emotional discipline and direction, the
emotionally deregulated world of the modern is one in which whim easily
achieves dominance. The ongoing use of emotion as a means by which to
administer one’s social veneer can create undesired consequences as one’s
whims collide with those of others. This aspect of postemotional culture
has contributed to the rising rates of psychopathology that involve inter-
personal impairments due to an insufficiency of emotional regulation. Ulti-
mately, the reliance on readily dispensable quasi emotion fails to deliver on
the inescapable need for self-validation. Social anxiety is also generated as
ad-libbed emotional communication renders unpredictable the impact of
its action.

The cultural abandonment of emotion has paved the way for the deeper
experiences of deadness and flatness that are frequently described as the
most fundamental emotional realities of the modern person. Such a situa-
tion is certain to occur when emotional control has been removed from its
historical social context, and when emotion itself lacks sustaining qualities
beyond its immediate pragmatic usefulness. It is not surprising, as will be
seen later, that psychic deadness and other related existential disorders
have been increasing steadily as modernity has transformed our relation-
ship to our emotions.
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By contrast to the institutional self, the alienated whimsical self has the
chronic problem of emotional habituation that drains vitality and enthusi-
asm. In this regard, the postemotional age has made pathological boredom,
as well as boredom-relieving self-destructiveness, into very pressing men-
tal health concerns. The following words are spoken by an adolescent with
“borderline” traits, but they are a telling treatise on the general background
tone of modern emotional experience.

I’m getting bored a lot now. I wonder if anyone would understand a
person wanting to hurt themselves just to relieve the boredom. When
I’m feeling physical pain it somehow proves my own existence and
eases the deadening sameness. When I’m hurt I’m feeling something
other than time moving. There’s a lot of restlessness inside of me.
Good or bad I want something to happen. I’m even willing to do
something bad to make it happen.26

The transfer of emotion from culture to the individual has led to a para-
doxical dimming of awareness of the emotions, and to a decline of the emo-
tional self. Once again this is because emotional experience must be
patterned at the level of culture before it can become stable and authentic,
and also because the emotions have become a transient patchwork display
that merely facilitates manipulation of the outside world. Thus, even
though emotion is now more interiorized, it is also more alien and more ex-
ternal to the self. One important mental health consequence has been that
emotional self-awareness no longer functions effectively as a psychic de-
fense mechanism. Without sufficient emotional consciousness or emo-
tional intelligence, moderns are impelled to cope by means of
identifications with externalities contained in the material world, and in
particular the offerings, signals, and signs of consumer society.

The evolution of consumer consciousness has unfolded in the context of
self-regulated emotions, which is one facet of the more general process
whereby modernity has externalized consciousness itself. Externalized
consciousness has been described as “a shift from an internal matrix of
intrapersonal-interpersonal-impersonal consciousness to a predominantly
impersonal consciousness as manifested by a preoccupation with the exter-
nal world of material phenomena.”27 The essentially impersonal and aso-
cial nature of externalized consciousness has seen moderns retreat from
collaborative construals of the world.

As with emotion, consciousness has gravitated toward an internal locus
of control that does not much avail itself of cultural guidance and sanction-
ing. But, again like emotion, consciousness has crystallized itself on extra-
neous vagaries that actually diminish consciousness of internal processes
and that limit their potency as coping devices. Stephen DeBerry mentions
some of the specific ways in which externalized consciousness expresses
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and locates itself in modern consumer society.28 These include alignment
with greed and acquisition motivations, superficial idealization of con-
sumer heroes and celebrities, attention to externally manufactured needs
and desires, precedence of physical appearance over inner values,
commodified social relations, frenzied consumption, and the entertain-
ment of unreality.

Among the mental health consequences of externalized consciousness
are heightened propensities toward narcissism, alienation, intimacy prob-
lems, meaning-related disorientations, affective communication impair-
ments, fetishistic attachments to material objects, reality confusion, and
self-knowledge gaps. As individuals who have come to relate to emotion
and consciousness as exchangeable commodities, moderns have become
distanced from the communal operations that historically have immunized
members from a range of psychopathologies. The next chapter explores
what has happened to some age-old mental health prophylactics as a con-
sequence of the commodification of culture and the launch of consumer
consciousness.
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CHAPTER 3

Materialism, Consumption, and
Mental Health

Consumption has forged intimate links with modernity itself. Institutions,
governments, and organizational bodies have come to operate in tandem
with the operating principles of consumption. The experience of the mod-
ern is in many ways synonymous with the practice and experience of con-
sumption. Human culture has been overtaken by economic forces that have
become the central determinants of personality traits and madness tech-
niques. It is becoming increasingly accurate to speak in terms of the eco-
nomic construction of reality, rather than the cultural construction of reality.

One cannot overestimate the reach of consumerism as it penetrates all
aspects of our lives. It has been synthesized into a macroscopic
socioexistential orientation that plays a decisive role in shaping our values,
meaning systems, relationships, political leanings, goals, life-style arrange-
ments, and daily routines.1 Consumerism has become a total way of life in
the West, and the primary means by which members interpret the human
and physical world. Unlike religion, which dominated consciousness in
premodern times, consumerism now exists as the main mode of cultural re-
production.

As a cultural process, consumption has been described as an order of sig-
nification that exists in a world wherein objects are a primary means of
symbolic communication.2 Over time, consumer objects come to acquire
social meanings, and to have certain cultural codes attached to them. They
become social signifiers that are employed to differentiate cultural partici-
pants. Consumers participate in a host of symbolic actions in order to am-



plify the object meanings available to them. As this transpires, personal
consumption becomes the new, albeit alienated, vehicle by which individ-
uals find their place in public life.3

Modern consciousness is an undifferentiated kaleidoscope of consumer
images and choices that must somehow be employed in order to establish a
basis for identity and self-evaluation. In the “all-consuming society,” as it
has been termed, the general process of consumption has become for mem-
bers a way of being themselves, but one that demands constant renewal
since consumption-based modes are quickly spent.4 Despite the general
formlessness of consumption as a cognitive search engine for meaning and
design, it has nonetheless been anointed with prodigious value for its pre-
eminent role in cultural survival. This is so much the case that superfluity
and banality have become legitimate components of modern understand-
ings of the self and the world.5

The current triumph of the superfluous differs from the situation during
early capitalism when selective consumers still maintained an identity that
was circumscribed more widely than that of self-as-consumer. In more re-
cent times, consumption has come under the control of prodigious indus-
trial forces that manufacture, organize, and manipulate desires, as well as
the consumption patterns that satisfy those desires.6 The satisfactions asso-
ciated with many types of consumption have deviated so far from real
sources of need that they are best understood as a type of irrational sensual-
ity that has been stripped of all profanity in the vague hope that it can con-
tinue to generate excitement.7 Yet, even though needless consumption has
been purified of its associations with repulsiveness and vulgarity, the use of
consumption as society’s primary organizing principle has a number of
ramifications for mental health and general well-being.

CONSUMPTION AND UNHAPPY CONSCIOUSNESS

In his book Escape from Evil, Ernest Becker describes modern consumer-
ism as a second-rate religion and adds that “today we are living with a gro-
tesque spectacle of unrestrained material production, perhaps the greatest
and most pervasive evil to have emerged in all of history.”8 He goes on to
denigrate consumerism as an aberrant pathway to cultural heroism that is
highly destructive to psychosocial well-being, yet there is little doubt that
unbounded consumption is quickly becoming the basis for heroics in the
whole of the global community.

No one would disagree that consumer culture has made essential goods
more affordable and accessible to its members. Endless consumable objects
and services of every description make tasks more convenient, while creat-
ing the potential to enjoy free time. Frequently, the time that is liberated by
our many time-saving offerings is used for additional money earning. This
tends to erase the life advantages offered by consumables, but at least the
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option exists to exploit the fruits of consumer culture, and to live more
varyingly and leisurely than people of any former age.

Despite such benefits, there is a good deal of evidence that the evolution
of consumer culture constitutes a development that is antagonistic to as-
pects of the human psyche. The cultural celebration of the object has im-
printed members onto the material world and thereby distanced them from
the deeper timeless plane of existence. Life can become an uninspiring
search for solutions to one’s artificial tensions and false needs, which is
more likely to foster ennui and dullness rather than happiness. Style, rather
than character development, becomes the end goal of personality. In the
“dream factory of endless consumption,” as Jerome Braun writes in rela-
tion to modern social pathology, character traits such as thoughtfulness,
compassion, and wisdom receive little recognition since they do not con-
tribute significantly to economic productivity.9 Instead, modern economic
and cultural structures are better suited to those who can maintain a supply
of consumable escapism and titillation within a context of declining social
continuity and hedonistic self-gratification.

Consumerism has substituted homogenous elements for all the impor-
tant dimensions of life, including work, leisure, nature, and culture itself.10

There is also an unreal and fleeting quality to the objects that populate our
world. In the past, objects were considered desirable if they were well made
and durable, and if they could be employed as a useful part of our everyday
lives. But durability and quality have been superseded by fashionability,
which sustains the overall cultural enterprise of unremitting craving and
perpetual consumption.11

The concept of consumer confidence has become a core measure of eco-
nomic well-being. At the level of the individual, consumer confidence is ex-
perienced as a generalized sensation that life, as a process of absorption, is
going according to plan. But although consumption is promoted as the new
pathway to redemption, there are few guidelines available to modern-day
consumers. A disturbing gap has been created between the object of con-
sumption and the images that have been promoted in relation to that ob-
ject.12 In the absence of meaningful guidelines, consumers can fall prey to
disappointment, disillusionment, and insecurity.

Institutionalized overconsumption has been blamed for an “unhappy
consciousness” that has emerged in modern consumer culture.13 One rea-
son for this is that the goods and services that dominate our cognitive
worlds have become loose abstractions that are uncoupled from their origi-
nal intentions. The free-market consumer is psychologically manufactured
in order to abandon tradition in favor of a contest with discontent. Other
psychological and spiritual coordinates fade into the background, leaving
the person vulnerable to distortion and unreality.

Immersion into the realm of consumer symbols fuses people to a relent-
less series of externalities that cause a self-estrangement that cannot be
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remedied with a prescription for continued self-indulgence. The outcome
is a type of “consumer vertigo” wherein a disintegrated social reality has
been replaced by an intense inquisitiveness about the offerings of the con-
sumer world.14 In the end, we no longer possess the ability to recognize
ourselves except as a fluid identity that forms and reforms over the course
of endless consumer trials.

Consumer consciousness has made identity formation part of an agree-
ment in which culture endorses a type of free trade within the self. One can
experiment in a random way with transient personalities that can be
gleaned from the pool of consumer symbols. This has had the effect of legit-
imizing cyclothymic traits wherein the person alternates erratically be-
tween differing mood states and presentation styles. Extravagant degrees
of caprice can now be rationalized in terms of creative exploitation of con-
sumer potential. The fact that consumer identities do not congeal into a
meaningful totality causes the experimental personality to seek integrity
by way of external definitions related to consumer reality. As identity be-
comes another object of consumption, consumer themes such as quantity
and excess come to play a bigger role in maintaining adequate identity
structure.

EXCESS, BORROWED HEROICS, AND NEGATIVE OUTER
MODERNITY

Homo consumens attaches considerable meaning to the sheer volume of
consumption. The actual concept of excess has taken on new and refined
meanings. It used to convey the notion of redundancy and uselessness with
regard to the elements that exceeded some measure of requirement. The ac-
tive pursuit of excess was once framed as a moral decision that was poten-
tially offensive on the basis of waste, indirect deprivation of others, or
social codes about the virtuous nature of conservation. But consumer cul-
ture has introduced a revised social dynamics that sanctions insatiability
and honors the unappeasable person as an ideal citizen.15 At the same time,
the prospect of excess rekindles the hopes that were once derivable from
commitments to the human world.

This new ideal citizen can compensate for inner vacuity with high de-
grees of excess that signal successful cultural participation. The social mes-
sage that one has attained comfort and contentment has lost its potency and
has been supplanted by the need to surround oneself with consumer tro-
phies that blazon one’s achievement of excess. The trophies that disclose
consumer mastery increasingly are ones that convey technological chic and
modishness. The consumption of new technology is quickly becoming the
primary stage upon which consumers champion themselves.

No moral condemnations are forthcoming even if the quest for excess
has only the effect of further amplifying greed and avarice. The brief reign
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of conservation mindedness has been silenced by cultural motives that
have banished almost entirely the dated idea of “too much.” In order to fa-
cilitate the mentality of excess, members have had to be conditioned in or-
der to want, but not to pause when wants are threatened by satisfaction.
Some early theories of personality espoused the view that human beings,
by their nature, go on to satisfy the full range of their higher needs once
they have met their basic ones. But current enculturation plans allow mem-
bers to remain needy regardless of the amount of consumption and accu-
mulation that has taken place. Modern modes of consumption are almost
entirely unrelated to a sense of satisfaction; that means that members are
never liberated from low-level discontents.

The perceived need for excess interacts with constant frustration in or-
der to elevate the demand for financial resources. It has been estimated that
the life-style to which people aspire has become twice as expensive as it
was less than two decades ago.16 The cost of this dream has now risen to
more than double the average income of American households. This means
that a large and widening gulf is developing between actual income and
consumer aspirations. This is reflected in the dissatisfaction that is experi-
enced with regard to people’s incomes.

In a 1998 American survey, 85 percent of respondents reported that a
“six-figure” income would be required in order to service their yearned-for
life-style.17 Only 15 percent of those surveyed stated that they would be
contented with “living a comfortable life.” Even high-income earners felt
that their material needs were unmet. Of those earning between $50,000
and $100,000, over 40 percent reported, “I cannot afford to buy everything I
really need.” At incomes above $100,000, there were still 27 percent who felt
themselves financially incapable of funding their basic needs.

In the United States, the saving rate has dropped to below zero, demon-
strating the determination of consumers to procure unaffordable
life-styles. The discrepancy between income and consumer desire has
smoothed the way for an all-pervasive credit industry that enables mem-
bers to entertain the illusion that they have greater consumer potency than
their finances would otherwise dictate.

Media socialization has jollified indebtedness, and consumer conscious-
ness has been endowed with a magical thinking format that gives a mysti-
cal feel to the act of exercising credit. The magical properties of new age
indoctrinations of credit are easily revealed during interviews with heavily
indebted credit users. Many of them report that it never occurred to them
that the exercise of credit involved any sort of repayment requirements.
The psychodynamics of credit entails an irrational hyperbolic discounting, a
term used by economists to describe how future consequences are disre-
garded in favor of immediate gratification.

Rather than an announcement of financial ineptitude, credit has become
to the hyperbolic consumer an intrapsychic currency that reassures people
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that they are worthwhile members of society. It symbolizes choice, oppor-
tunity, power, and solvency. A lack of credit has become a recently circum-
scribed infirmity that diminishes self-respect and fuels a sense of social
abandonment. In trying to rebuild lost credit, people are aiming to restore
their credibility as consumers who have at least some capability of enjoying
excess, and thus of being somebody. It is therefore not surprising that eco-
nomic prosperity and rising wages only serve to increase consumer debt.

Consumer debt in America continues to set new records, as nearly 20
percent of household income currently goes toward the servicing of debt.
At the end of 1997, total household debt in the United States stood at $5.5
trillion, and it has been on the rise since then. Credit card debt more than
doubled in the past 1990s. This general situation would be perceived as a
sign of serious social pathology were it not for the positive cultural conno-
tations that have been attached to credit. The enhanced social status of
credit-mindedness has masked the emotional stress and interpersonal tur-
moil that are often the result of debt life-styles.

Excess that is achieved by way of credit differs from a real circumstance
of excess. In fact, credit consumption has the opposite result since regular
interest payments siphon off part of the person’s spending power. Debt
also makes the person more vulnerable to total financial insolvency. Bank-
ruptcies are running at nearly 1.5 million annually in the United States. Yet
a credit mentality engages a type of psychology in which the individual ex-
periences credit as an honorable methodology for alleviating the pain that
is imagined with regard to waiting. Consumer culture has transformed
waiting into a shameful limbo that can only be escaped with sufficient
quantities of credit. Therefore, credit transports consumers ahead in time
and makes them acceptable now.

Thornton Wilder, in The Bridge of San Luis Rey, describes a detestable
group of people who are “drunk with self-gazing and in dread of all ap-
peals that might interrupt their long communion with their own desires.”18

This description captures quite well modern consumers’ forsaken journey
through unremitting longing and petition. One way in which this might
contribute to unhappy consciousness is related to the physical and emo-
tional demands of greed. Another has to do with the stunting of motiva-
tions that could promote growth, creativity, and elevated awareness. Still
another potential pitfall comes to light in terms of the old adage “After in-
tercourse the animal is sad,” which refers to the existential deflation that
derives from the loss of anticipation as the basis for motivation. Continual
realization of targeted objects of desire results in an emotional void that is
experienced as failure because of the persistence of emptiness that mocks
all attempts at satisfaction.

In a classic essay, Philip Cushman wrote about the “empty self” as the
identity structure that is fostered by prevailing cultural dispositions.19 That
is, people tend to have a view of themselves as empty entities that require
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filling. The growing profusion of services, possessions, comforts, and ex-
travagances that are becoming available to the middle-class majority do
not mitigate people’s experience of themselves as empty. Consequently,
their behavior is geared toward actions that involve consumption, or tak-
ing in, so this empty self can be filled. But people become more and more
desperate as they seek to resolve their emptiness. This empty identity is
permanent; therefore, the person never experiences the self as full, or ful-
filled. Thus an ongoing life-style develops whereby the person feels com-
pelled on a continuous basis to nourish the self.

A negative outer modernity has been described in relation to the exalta-
tion of consumption and materialistic motivations.20 This refers to a mode
of modernity in which cultural members restrict themselves to the realm of
materially purposeful thought and action that is, in turn, tied to the economic
aspirations of infinite productivity and unfettered consumption. Such cog-
nitive shaping is at the other end of the continuum from that envisioned by
the Buddha in his enlightened society. There, great emphasis was placed on
all sorts of materially useless pursuits, including peacefulness, social har-
mony, understanding, freedom through selflessness, reflection on the es-
sential nature of reality, the cultivation of positive emotion, and liberation
from artificial worldly desire.

In some ways, Buddha’s enlightened society was considerably more
modern than today’s society in that it recognized a need for being, which
was far more advantageous to psychological well-being than desire and
material imploration. To achieve a state of being is to become fully alive and
to experience a genuine relatedness to oneself and the world. As the mod-
ern world gravitates increasingly toward materialistic ways of compre-
hending reality, one sees fewer and fewer signs of joyous living that is
achieved by way of being.

It is interesting to hear about people who have enjoyed deeply satisfying
lives by enabling themselves simply to be. For example, Robert Thurman
writes about his years of training to be a Buddhist monk.21 By his account,
he owned nothing at that point in his life, other than the modest clothes on
his back. He spent no money on consumer goods, watched no television,
and never listened to music. Thurman gave not a thought to cars, houses,
career, competition, money, or fashion. Yet he recalls existing in a rich
orgasmiclike state of being that was suffused with inner well-being and
enormous excitement. By making himself poor and small, he had made
possible the greatest contentment he had ever experienced. Eastern think-
ers have long known the inner peace that is made possible by overcoming
the ego. In an opposite way, the outer modernity of Western culture has the
effect of maximizing ego in order to lead people down the path of con-
sumption more easily.

Contemporary modes of capitalism flourish on ego inflation that is acti-
vated by consumer involvement in response to need vexation. Consump-
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tion has been so accepted as a remedy and guide for living that we no
longer even flinch when we are referred to, both individually and collec-
tively, as consumers. Little skepticism is generated by politicians who des-
ignate consumption growth as a measure of social and economic prosperity.
The traits of materialism, greed, and unbridled consumption are so in-
grained that it is impossible for us to comprehend cultures that are not
structured in this way, yet some governments, in a preemptive strike
against the commercialization of children, have begun to enlist regulatory
legislation. For instance, in Sweden and Quebec, advertising aimed at chil-
dren under the age of 12 has been banned. It will be enlightening to follow
the results of such measures to see whether they can prevent consumption
from becoming an illness.

PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF MATERIALISM

Materialism has been defined as “a cultural system in which material in-
terests are not made subservient to other social goals and in which material
self-interest is preeminent.”22 It refers to the degree of importance that a
person attaches to possessions, and the extent to which consumption be-
comes the primary source of satisfaction, as well as the dominant mode of
motivation. One reason to suspect that materialism may not be entirely
conducive to psychological well-being concerns the relationship between
materialistic consumption and discontent.

Whereas initial consumption can create the experience of pleasure, the
phenomenon of adaptation soon ensures that the pleasurable sensations
become neutralized.23 Satisfied desires are automatically replaced by new
ones that demand attention, but it does not take long before the object of
consumption fails to offer any sort of thrill, and that again speaks of the
“sadness after intercourse” effect. The consumer encounters confusion
when the act of consumption does not deliver the expected pleasure and
happiness. Even young children can be affected by an agitated bewilder-
ment that stems from this breach between heightened anticipation and ac-
tual experience as it relates to consumption.

A different situation exists among the poor, who lack the means to act
upon much of their consumer desire. They often experience the frustrating
awareness that their extreme financial constraints are somehow blocking
access to socially defined pathways to happiness. This idea often combines
with feelings of inadequacy related to their knowledge that they have
fallen short with regard to the definitions of success acknowledged in con-
sumer society. Consumption sometimes becomes an obsession for such
people, and it is not uncommon to see them neglect basics and essentials in
order to squander money on highly visible objects loaded with consumer
prestige. Debilitating debt can be one of several negative effects of this form
of compensatory consumption.
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The interworkings of materialism, desire, and discontent constitute the
backbone of the current system of capitalistic economics.24 Economic
growth is stimulated as powerful cultural suggestions are disseminated,
via the media, in order to lock in motivation toward impossible ideals and
images. With further consumption as the solution to the inevitable discon-
tent stemming from the overall process, the economic system grows and
becomes more robust. The malcontents who function as the cogs usually
continue to cooperate even if they perceive the ways in which they are be-
ing manipulated, or the many other costs that are involved, including envi-
ronmental degradation and impaired relationships.

On the subject of interpersonal relationships, research has demonstrated
that materialism is associated with self-centeredness and a loss of concern
for others.25 In one study, participants were presented with a hypothetical
situation in which they had been unexpectedly given $20,000. Then they
were asked a series of questions with regard to how they would use that
money. Those high on materialism reported that they would spend three
times more on themselves than the low-materialism respondents reported.
They also said that they would contribute significantly less to charitable or-
ganizations and give less to family and friends than their low materialism
counterparts. Also administered was a Nongenerosity Scale, which mea-
sured lack of generosity with possessions and nonmonetary resources.
Similarly to other aspects of their study, a strong correlation was found be-
tween materialism and nongenerosity.

Another feature of this study is worth mentioning here. When ques-
tioned about their values, those high on materialism were far less likely
than low-materialism respondents to say that they valued “warm relation-
ships with others.” Curiously, although more self-centered in general,
those high on materialism placed less value on self-respect than low- mate-
rialism respondents. Maybe materialistic pursuits are facilitated when one
ignores not only other people, but key aspects of oneself as well.

For some time, social analysts have been aware that materialistic crav-
ings have the effect of creating life-style complications and imbalances that
interfere with the quality of relationships. A number of them have recom-
mended measures to turn our attention away from distracting materialistic
cravings and to reacquaint us with our fellow human beings. For example,
the notion of “voluntary simplicity” has been proposed as a chosen
life-style orientation aimed at enhancing the quality of life by reducing the
complexities that are invited by acquisitive materialism.26

A significant proportion of people today seem to be conscious of the su-
perfluous nature of their consumption activities, as well as the unnecessary
stresses they suffer in order to pursue materialistic objectives. A variety of
surveys confirm that upward of 50 percent of people would, in principle, be
willing to reduce material possessions, as well as income, in exchange for
reduced stress and better relationships with family and friends. The fact

Materialism, Consumption, and Mental Health 37



that they do not act upon these feelings may be related to the therapeutic
role that consumption has adopted. Nearly two-thirds of Americans report
that they use shopping as a stress reliever. Only television watching and
telephone talking rate as more effective in terms of stress reduction. Con-
sumption has also acquired a social dimension that is the source of positive
emotion and mutual support, however meager, for many people. Thus
life-style simplifications that curtail consumption may represent a per-
ceived threat to coping ability.

Originally, voluntary simplicity was conceptualized as a means by
which to increase spiritual fulfillment by challenging clutter as the chief
purpose of life. As a method of deliberate simplification, it involved a par-
tial restraint of some superficial aspects of daily life in order that greater
abundance could be achieved in more meaningful areas, including that of
interpersonal relationships. More recently, the concept of voluntary sim-
plicity has been approached more generically, defined as “a lifestyle in-
tended to maximize direct control over daily activities and to minimize
consumption and dependency.”27

Asimilar orientation was preached by E. F. Schumacher, who celebrated
voluntary simplcity as “a lifestyle which accords to material things their
proper and legitimate place which is secondary and not primary.”28 Since
this is a voluntary life-style, it does not apply to individuals who, out of ne-
cessity, live simply. Rather, the person has the means to live more luxuri-
ously but for some reason has decided to reduce complexity.

One of the latest countertrends to materialism is the “simplicity circle,”
which consists of a small group of concerned people who support each
other in the deliberate attempt to control consumption and to refocus life in
terms of community, connection, and creativity. The Center for a New
American Dream has an Internet website (www.newdream.org) that as-
sists in the formation of simplicity circles and puts interested parties in
touch with one another. Since the first simplicity circle appeared in Seattle
in 1992, more than a thousand such groups have been formed in the United
States, Canada, Europe, Australia, and New Zealand.

Yet, despite these and other attempts to encourage people to curb mate-
rialism, modernity has seen an ongoing escalation of this motivational ori-
entation. As a reflection of this, the amount that people consume continues
to increase at a rapid rate, even in the face of warnings about ecological de-
struction, resource depletion, waste management quandaries, and so forth.
The amount we want has far outgrown the amount we need, and the size of
the gap between want and need continues to grow. The persuasive associa-
tions that have been established among consumption, progress, and happi-
ness will accelerate even further the release of consumption from the
psychological constraints of need and necessity.

Although the trend toward consumption as an end in itself has many
species-level implications, we must also comprehend this trend in terms of
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its mental health consequences. Some have argued that not all types of con-
sumption are the same with regard to their impact on psychological
well-being. For example, distinction has been made between instrumental
consumption and terminal consumption.29 The more benign of these is
thought to be instrumental materialism, since this type serves a higher pur-
pose, such as self-discovery, personal growth, attainment of higher goals,
or furthering of human life. In the more dangerous terminal materialism,
the ultimate goal of consumption is possession itself. Unfortunately, from a
research standpoint, it has been very difficult to agree on criteria that can
separate good and bad forms of materialism. Thus most studies in this area
have approached materialism as a more general construct, without a sim-
plistic imposition of value judgments.

Marsha Richins summarizes research showing that materialism is in-
creasing at a rather sharp rate. For example, one study of high school se-
niors assessed the importance of having “at least two cars.” In 1976, 40
percent said that this was very important; by 1986, this percentage had
risen to 63 percent.30 This study found similar increases when students
were asked about the importance of having the latest fashion in clothes, a
top-of-the line stereo, a summer house, and so forth. A different study
asked adults whether or not having “a lot of money” was one of the main
things they wanted out of life. In 1975, 38 percent wanted a lot of money; by
1988 this had risen to 62 percent. This pattern explains in part why psychol-
ogists and psychiatrists are encountering an increasing number of patients
who are best diagnosed as suffering from money fetishes.

Some recent studies paint a fairly clear picture of the relationship be-
tween materialism and happiness. Russell Belk looked specifically at the
relationship while measuring both variables in 338 subjects from five dif-
ferent pools (business students, secretaries in an insurance office, fraternity
members, machine shop workers, and students at a religious institute). A
significant negative correlation was found between materialism and hap-
piness, leading Belk to conclude that “more materialistic people tend to be
less happy in life.”31 But one cannot assume automatically that materialism
per se is causing people to become unhappy. Another possibility is that al-
ready unhappy people turn to materialism in an attempt to achieve happi-
ness. After all, materialism is the most prominent cultural suggestion, so it
follows that some unhappy people would attribute their unhappiness to a
deficiency of material success.

Other revealing research by Marsha Richins and Scott Dawson high-
lights the relationship between materialism and various aspects of life sat-
isfaction.32 They found that, as the degree of materialism increased, the
amount of satisfaction with “life as a whole” decreased. They also found
that higher levels of materialism result in reduced satisfaction with friend-
ships and with leisure activities. Materialism was also associated with in-
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creased amounts of envy, a greater dissatisfaction with one’s overall lot in
life, and impaired self-esteem.

Taken together, the available research in this area indicates that a materi-
alistic orientation has primarily negative effects on mental health. If this
cultural theme is to be on the agenda of future mental health workers, it
would be useful to study variations with regard to this trait. Of special in-
terest should be those members who appear to be partially resistant to the
cultural cognitions that underlie materialistic yearning and consump-
tion-driven life-styles. It is still possible to locate individuals and families
who organize their lives in noneconomic ways. They are worthy of our at-
tention and study since they may hold the key for future social change. At
the moment, however, we should not underestimate the hold that material-
ism has on members of our consumption-driven culture. Especially worry-
ing is the rash of new pathologies that can be traced to consciousness
patterns and general ontologies that are organized around consumption.

CONSUMPTION DISORDERS

The past two decades have seen a sharp increase in what has come to be
known as consumption disorders. This category of psychopathology is still
poorly understood, and investigators are just beginning to conduct re-
search aimed at illuminating the causes. In fact, the literature on this subject
dates back only to the late 1980s. In 1989, compulsive buying was identified
as a type of consumption disorder that was becoming more prevalent in
contemporary culture.33 At that time, it was pointed out that numerous
negative consequences stem from this type of disturbance, such as crip-
pling debt, self-hate, and family disruption. Various research studies show
that between 2 percent and 6 percent of Americans are beset by compulsive
buying/spending.34 This equates to between 6 and 15 million people. Re-
search has found that upward of 15 percent of university-aged individuals
either have this disorder or are at high risk of developing it.

Not all of the consumption pathologies involve symptoms that are di-
rectly related to material objects or money. For example, compulsive sexu-
ality, binge eating, pathological gambling, and kleptomania have also been
described as consumption disorders. There are commonalities in these var-
ious patterns of disturbance that are becoming the basis for a general theory
of compulsive consumption.35

In defining compulsive consumption, reference is usually made to the
uncontrollable drive to acquire, use, or experience an object, activity, or
substance. Mention is also made of the highly repetitive nature of this
symptom pattern, which has the eventual consequence of creating prob-
lems of varying degrees for the person and/or other people. It is generally
accepted that the primary incentive does not lie in the practical or economic
value of whatever is being consumed. Research confirms that possessive-
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ness is not the foremost motive for compulsive consumption, and also that
compulsive buyers experience no more desire to own things than other
consumers.36 In fact, many compulsive buyers pay very little attention to
the object that is being purchased, and some cannot even remember what
they bought. It is not uncommon to hear compulsive buyers describe their
behavior as automatic and trancelike.

Factors that are more closely related to the genesis of this disorder in-
clude an impaired sense of self, personal powerlessness, social alienation,
and feelings of cultural inadequacy. In many cases, this is magnified by a
deficit in the ability to delay gratification and/or by high levels of cultural
and media suggestibility that culminate in a stronger materialistic orienta-
tion. The rise of consumption disorders can also be understood as a conse-
quence of diminished social continuity, and of the new place of
consumption in the identity formation process. As the locus of need de-
parts the human sphere and reemerges as idiosyncratic wish and fantasy,
sometimes the person’s only recourse for emotional reattachment is repeti-
tive enactment of the consumer actions that have a superstitious link to
wish and fantasy fulfillment.

Special attention has been paid to the integrity of the family as a factor
that might help to explain the dramatic upsurgence of compulsive con-
sumption. Research has found, for example, that children in disrupted fam-
ilies are more materialistic and more likely to develop disorders involving
compulsive consumption.37 The fact that upward of half of today’s children
are growing up in varying types of family disruption speaks in support of
this factor as one important determinant of compulsive consumption.

Family disruption may contribute to the development of compulsive
consumption in a number of ways. As families lose cohesion, they begin
to fail as socialization mechanisms. The disorientation that this produces
can increase the importance of consumer socialization, which in turn ex-
aggerates the salience of one’s relationship to consumables. Disruptions
in family life can also cause members to employ possessions as surrogates
for unsatisfying relationships, to the extent that these become the domi-
nant “other.” The ritualistic benefits of repetitive consumption can also
assuage temporarily the stress that is propagated by family disharmony.
When parental conflicts and inadequacies are at the heart of the disrup-
tions, parents sometimes encourage consumer-mindedness in their chil-
dren by arranging greater consumption opportunities for them. This
practice fosters an outlook that equates affection, and emotional coping
generally, with consumption.

The previously mentioned concept of the empty self helps us to compre-
hend the rise of all types of consumption disorders. As the self becomes
empty, people try to fill the void with any means available to them. In this
regard, consumption has become the preconscious mechanism whereby
we compensate for a self that has been depleted. Since buying is such an
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all-pervasive cultural theme, it is to be expected that many members would
turn to buying in order to remedy the experience of self-emptiness. But we
could also expect that many types of consumption could be used in the fu-
tile attempt to fill the empty self.

In the course of outlining the evolution of the empty self, Cushman
wrote that contemporary culture has configured the self in a way that
makes members excessively vulnerable to the negative aspects of consum-
erism. His concern even led him to call for cultural and sociopolitical
changes that could reconfigure the self in order to bring about less empti-
ness. Unless that happens, we will continue to see pathological utilizations
of consumption. Cushman was especially worried about the consumption
of drugs as a solution to the empty self. He saw how consumer culture com-
municates, especially by way of the media, the message that consumption
is the ideal method by which to fill the empty self. People come to believe
that consumption has the power to transform them and make them com-
plete. Unfortunately, an increasing number have become convinced that
the consumption of drugs has the same restorative ability. Drugs are also a
commodity that can be employed as a passive means by which to consume
one’s way out of conflict, worry, insecurity, and emotional pain. More will
be said later about substance abuse when we examine the inability of mod-
ern consumer culture to provide the necessary type and degree of reality
regulation.

Time magazine declared 1980 the “Year of the Binge and Purge.” Without
question, binge eating has become another popular technique by which to
contend with the problem of the empty self. A high degree of overlap has
been reported between compulsive buying and binge eating, as compul-
sive buyers are more likely than other consumers to engage in binge eat-
ing.38 Research also shows that women with binge eating disorders have
greater inclinations toward compulsive buying than normal eaters. The
fact that both of these problems are more common in women has been ex-
plained in terms of current socialization practices: women are rewarded,
praised, and taught to derive pleasure from shopping and from activities
related to food and body size regulation. However, growing numbers of
men are also resorting to binge eating and compulsive buying.

Anumber of other consumption disorders have come to revolve around
the body, which has taken on a large amount of symbolic significance in
consumer society. In addition to those entailing food intake, disorders that
involve compulsive efforts to achieve the hard body have arisen. It appears
that during times of social crisis and disintegration the body has a tendency
to emerge as a metaphor for cohesion, harmony, and control.39 The body
can be used as a vehicle by which to rejuvenate a sense of self when identity
is threatened. Recently the hard body has come to represent not only a
means to control, but a psychic shield that defends against the maladies
and strictures of modern life.40 Aspirations toward physical perfection in
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general have the additional function of gesticulating to a public world that
is experienced by the aspirant as inaccessible and unresponsive.

MODERN ECONOMICS, UNREALITY, AND MENTAL HEALTH

Economic motives have become a dominant force in the shaping of the
modern personality. Those that prevail today are continual growth, expan-
sion, greed, and mass-produced desire. The traits promoted by different
economic systems depend on the specific design and content of the eco-
nomic models themselves. It follows that some economic arrangements
will be more conducive than others to emotional and psychological
well-being.

In assigning the social with an inferior status, the current economic era
has promoted the lone, greedy, profitable, and economically rational be-
ing.41 Profit is such a central theme in the modern economy that it has be-
come the primary criterion for business competence. Indeed, profit has
overshadowed all other economic motives. Enormously powerful lobby
groups have emerged in all major segments of the economy to ensure that
profits remain at a maximum. Even when the product is conspicuously
harmful to human beings, such groups continue to concentrate on profits
and almost nothing else. From time to time, we hear talk of ethical and
moral considerations that guide some activities, but these too can usually
be traced to a profit motive.

Throughout human history, the economy of a culture was much more
closely linked to the human domain. It bore hallmarks of the full gamut of
human needs, in addition to the short-term gain of a small number of pro-
viders. In premodern times, economies entailed a great deal more than
profitable financial transactions since they blended intimately with the to-
tal way of life. However, there has been a dramatic breakdown in the hu-
man side of economics. The emotional ties between buyer and seller have
disappeared, leaving only utilitarian niceties. The indifferent and calculat-
ing quality of the modern economic system is historically atypical, not only
from the perspectives of human beings but also in terms of the economy it-
self.

Contemporary economic strategies sever attachments to self, commu-
nity, and earth, with fragmentation and alienation as predictable conse-
quences.42 Economically generated detachments often take the form of
unreality scripts that have considerable emotive appeal and unconscious
credibility. Arecent television advertisement for men’s underwear boasted,
“I’ve got something for your mind, your body, and your soul.” Although
we can readily see how underwear is for the body, what does it have to do
with our minds and souls? This advertisement is one of an endless number
of ways that the manufacture of unreality is being cultivated in order to ma-
nipulate perceptions, tastes, and consumption patterns.
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The propaganda that manipulates our tastes leaves its audience with a
subtle fear of rejection. With enough exposures, they come to feel that they
as people are inadequate if their tastes do not correspond to those being cel-
ebrated for sale. In order to quell an irrational fear of abandonment, the
people targeted in this way fall into line, convincing themselves that these
marketed tastes are their own.

Another way that the modern economic system sustains itself is by con-
cocting the erroneous experience of material deprivation. Advertising is a
crucial aspect of the cognitive socialization that generates illusory depriva-
tion. Many advertisements are designed with the specific goal of fostering
an experience of inadequacy that can only be solved through the purchase
of the specified product. Children as young as 2 and 3 years of age have be-
gun to feel deprived if they do not have certain brands of clothing or toys.
By 6 or 7 years of age, children’s sense of deprivation is so intense that their
entire reality becomes commercialized and commodified as a solution to
their counterfeit impoverishment.

Certain defenders of the advertising industry have claimed that critics of
advertising are guilty of elitism and the false assumption that consumers
are basically irrational and easily guided by external forces.43 The reason-
ing is that human beings are more thinking and more volitional than they
are usually given credit for. Thus, if people abandon themselves whole-
heartedly to the consumption of advertised objects, they have made a ratio-
nal decision to do this. At the center of this defense of advertising is the
philosophical assumption of human freedom, which means that advertis-
ing is unable to implant artificial tastes and desires since people are inher-
ently critical in their exercise of freedom.

Some research supports the notion that people are not mindless pawns
of media advertising. In one study, for example, it was found that only a
small percentage of consumers believed that advertisements were com-
pletely truthful.44 Granted, the majority of participants in that study felt
that advertisements were a useful source of information, but most of them
displayed a baseline skepticism that enabled them to question the intention
of the advertisements. This ability usually emerges by 10 or 12 years of age.
In addition, a distrust of advertising appeared to increase with age, as a re-
sult of increasingly sophisticated cognitions that permitted individuals to
grasp the persuasive intent of the advertisements.

In another study, it was found that, by 6 years of age, 50 percent of chil-
dren were able to recognize the persuasive intent of advertisements, and
this percentage rose to 99 percent by 10 years of age.45 This research also
found that 65 percent of 6–year olds trusted all commercials, whereas this
figure dropped to only 8 percent by 10 years of age. Other studies also show
that consumers are able to exercise their critical thinking faculties in the
face of commercial advertisement. One study found that 95 percent of ado-
lescents were not only skeptical of advertisements, but able to identify the
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specific misleading aspects of advertisements and misleading product
tests.46 Another demonstrated that 80 percent of 10-and 11-year-olds were
able to recognize that cigarette advertisements were designed to induce
people to take up smoking.47 There exists considerable evidence that, by
adolescence, a fairly negative attitude develops toward advertising. As a
result, it has been suggested that people’s general distaste and skepticism
concerning advertising lead them to tune out, or at least be highly vigilant,
when exposed to advertising.48

It may be heartening to think that most consumers are critical, vigilant,
and able to resist the influence of persuasive advertising, but the research
discussed previously is not sufficient to establish that this is the case. Most
of those studies showed only that consumers employ critical analysis when
they are asked to do so consciously. It is quite easy to take a single advertise-
ment and, with the guiding hand of an experimenter, figure out its inten-
tion and then express skepticism. But what about the thousands of
advertisements with which we come into contact? The vast majority of
those are never processed at a conscious intellectual level, so the question
remains concerning the extent to which people are able to scrutinize criti-
cally and then reject the subliminal category of advertisements.

There is also no proof that the ability to perceive intention will make a
person impervious to the advertisement as a mechanism of persuasion. For
instance, of the 80 percent of adolescents who can see through cigarette
commercials, not all of those will be nonsmokers. If such commercials were
not effective, the industries involved would not be spending millions of
dollars in this way. An additional cause for concern is that advertising is be-
ing aimed increasingly at children of younger and younger ages.

Dominique Bouchet refers to modern patterns of want and desire in the
context of consumer demands.49 In former ages, demand was influenced
far more by the values and norms that were transmitted through tradition
and education. Prior to the advent of consumer culture, people had lots of
time to relate to available goods. The choices made were usually those that
were connected to existing reality-based local demands. Since the emer-
gence of the consumer revolution, demand has been transformed into
whatever is conceivable in order to maintain novelty, which in turn stimu-
lates production and consumption. Marketing and advertising are the pri-
mary tools for making consumer demand as elastic and insatiable as
possible, but Bouchet sees a high degree of disorientation with regard to
consumer demand because the multiplicity of consumer possibilities is
now so large and so vacillating that people cannot possibly contemplate all
options. We have reached a stage at which culture itself is no longer able to
interpret the value and meaning of the options that come and go with such
speed. Even marketers struggle to inform consumers about the new possi-
bilities that compete for their attention. Members ultimately participate in a
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cultural forum that has no more pith or direction than its own products and
consumption prescriptions.

Economic manipulations that rely on unreality consumption have a ten-
dency to decenter the person, while promoting values that can be un-
healthy and self-destructive. Successful marketing is increasingly the
result of a calculative implantation of distorted values that sell an image by
way of subject-object confusion.50 Much of the contamination of values
concerns the body, which is the first thing moderns encounter as the self
turns inward. Once the body becomes an extension of the consumer mar-
ket, individuals scrutinize it from a greater and greater distance and evalu-
ate it in relation to fragmented images they have of themselves. This
process can become so complete that they begin to experience their own
bodies from the perspective of the other, and in particular the media
“other.” It is at this point that people relate to their bodies in terms of inter-
nalized cultural expectations.51

In general, modernity has seen the general development of economic
methods that incline people to prefer the lesser to the higher, and the infe-
rior to the superior.52 There is more economic benefit if people can become
desensitized to the higher values of beauty, truth, and goodness, while act-
ing out debased media messages without critical reflection. This is only a
small part of the way in which moderns are succumbing to the corporate
domination of culture, a force that is defining the emerging global econ-
omy.53

GLOBALIZATION, PANCAPITALISM, AND WELL-BEING

Globalization is a revolutionary development that affects all areas of our
lives and requires that we rethink our current understandings of society
and culture. We have come to the end of the era in which discrete societies
function within their own confines. Rather, we have an emerging global so-
ciety that lacks unifying principles or the means by which to be internalized
in concrete ways.

The global complex presents itself to us as an abstraction that is com-
pletely unlike the designs of the singular societies of the past.54 With every
technological advance throughout history, human beings have been put
closer in touch with each other, but the pace of this process has increased ex-
ponentially in recent decades, and its effects are being felt as never before.
However, mental health professionals have yet to ascertain possible reper-
cussions of globalization. Without doubt, this will be one of the most im-
portant topics in future years.

Globalization is a geographical constriction that causes cultural and so-
cial organization patterns to recede. Theoretical analyses of globalization
have focused on many diverse factors, including the economy, consump-
tion, social power, institutional authority, and cultural structures.55 At-
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tempts to isolate the notion of globalization can become bogged down in
overlapping topics such as industrialization, modernization, Western-
ization, technological change, and economic development.

Globalization touches on issues involving the increasing integration of
international financial markets, the transnational direction of industrial
production, and the growing mobility of information, goods, and capital. It
is not a smooth or unilateral process; nor is there any assurance that global
elements will be integrated in ways that are meaningful and useful. It af-
fects various groups in different ways, and it would be unreasonable to de-
scribe singular consequences that applied to all populations. Also, in most
instances, the effects are not simply positive or negative, but a blend of the
two. The same undoubtedly pertains to the mental health consequences of
globalization.

Several potentially positive outcomes of globalization have been men-
tioned.56 These include increased standard of living; contact with alterna-
tive values, attitudes, and beliefs; novelty; enhanced social awareness;
social mobility; wider basis for meaning and purpose; openness to new ex-
perience; and renewed optimism in the future. Among the negative out-
comes that have been associated with globalization are fear and anxiety;
distrust and paranoia; demoralization and hopelessness; identity confu-
sion; culture shock; future shock; homelessness; cultural disintegration;
acculturative stress; ennui, boredom, and meaninglessness; and crime and
violence. From this, it is quite clear that globalization is a crucial topic of in-
quiry for health professionals in a wide range of disciplines.

The concept of globalization has also been seen as an explanatory factor
in several other recent developments, including the homogenization of cul-
tures, collapse of tradition, breakdown of local support systems, spread of
Western values and life-styles, urbanization, migration, erosion of national
sovereignty, conflicts between nations and multinational conglomerates,
growing gap between rich and poor, exploitation of developing countries,
environmental degradation, rise of anti-globalization forces (e.g., funda-
mentalism, racism), and conflict among secular, religious, and technologi-
cal bodies.57

With globalization, individuals and entire societies become interdepen-
dent, and personal well-being is made reliant on events that are remote and
poorly understood. Global culture causes members to struggle for a sense
of control as they try to bridge the widening gap between local and distant
spheres of influence. It entails a growing amount of differentiation that cre-
ates problems of integration, at the levels of both the individual and the so-
ciety. The segmentation and pluralization of the new global world
contribute to many contradictions that inhabit the global community. A
massive quantity of poorly understood inputs can generate tension, anxi-
ety, and disorientation. Consciousness itself is strained by a multidimen-

Materialism, Consumption, and Mental Health 47



sional and multirelational world that imposes new complexities on all
forms of human endeavor.58

The fact that globalization removes us from the source of the event has
implications for many people. Throughout much of human history, there
has been some degree of continuity in the course of daily life. Workers had
some grasp of the reasons for their work and some knowledge of those for
whom the work was being performed. Even if they had little or no real
power to alter their circumstances, their familiarity with their situation
probably gave them the sense of having some control.

Globalization has the effect of drawing the outside world closer to us
and giving us a sense of unity at a higher level. In this way, it tantalizes us
through exposure to new differences, possibilities, and ways of under-
standing things. But globalization also generates stress and helplessness in
some people because it operates at a level that is not perceived as manage-
able. Alienation is increased through globalization as people are enveloped
by elaborate bureaucratic processes that do not intersect personal identity
structures. They are immersed in other identities (both group and individ-
ual) that otherwise would not have gained their attention. Differing and
conflicting values, morals, and perceptions are encountered as people
come to inhabit the global world.

The abstract and dispersed systems that global culture comprises offer
many new opportunities, while exposing members to greater risks. Ac-
cording to Anthony Giddens, the security crisis that lies at the heart of the
modern identity prompts individuals constantly to construct and recon-
struct their sense of self. To remain the same amid perpetually changing un-
known systems is to put oneself at psychological risk and to activate the
ongoing threat of the problematic future.59

Globalization sometimes generates stress at the national level since it
can pose a threat to group identities. If leaders sense that exposure to out-
side information and influences can weaken their hold over people, action
might be taken to restrict the input from distant global sources. Generally
speaking, globalization has the power to weaken one’s allegiance to na-
tional bodies, just as it does to one’s own foundations of the self. The
amount of stress that will be experienced depends on a variety of factors,
including the degree of tolerance for differences and ambiguities that is
possessed by the person or the state.

The consequences of globalization are shaped by the new type of
pancapitalism that subordinates all sociocultural needs to the demands of
capital.60 Global capitalism commodifies culture and grows so powerful
that it becomes impervious to regulation. Not even the threat of ecological
disasters can diminish the momentum of pancapitalist enterprises. Global
corporations have usurped the power held traditionally by political bod-
ies. The transformation of people from active participants to pliant specta-
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tors has promoted a global passivity that safeguards the unprecedented
freedom of the unseen workings of pancapitalism.61

Globalization and pancapitalism have a worse effect on some popula-
tions than others. Africa is one region that has been affected more than oth-
ers by the negative consequences of globalization. Regardless of their
location, the poor are once again the most victimized. Despite the opportu-
nities created by global capitalism, its fruits are distributed with little jus-
tice in mind. Increasing numbers of people around the world are becoming
poorer in relative terms. This is true in industrialized Western countries as
well as developing nations that are striving for economic advancement.

This problem has become so acute that some people prefer to speak of
the social and psychological violence that is a feature of the modern global
economics, especially as it is acted out against those who populate the
lower end of the socioeconomic continuum.62 Not only does this system
disadvantage the poor in material ways, but it also has potent cognitive
consequences. Among other things, it breeds self-loathing and
self-destructiveness in its victims by blaming them for their own poverty.

The solution to inequality remains unclear, however, as a result of the
disputed ownership of this problem. In this regard, globalization and
pancapitalism have led to a diffusion and externalization of responsibility
for the psychosocial toxins that they produce. As the source of economic
operations is perceived increasingly as being somewhere else, ignoring the
entire issue becomes easier. Despite all the hazards of globalization, we
should not lose sight of the many positive results that transpire when colli-
sions take place between disparate cultures, societies, and viewpoints. It is
not possible to turn back the clocks and retreat into a cultural cloister remi-
niscent of earlier times. Globalization is here to stay and to be a dimension
of our lives with which we must cope. Such coping will depend upon an in-
telligent plan by governments and mental health professionals to increase
the flexibility and tolerance of people to enable them to deal with diversity,
change, and ambiguity.
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CHAPTER 4

The Cultural Dynamics of
Western Depression

The modern era has witnessed a sharp rise in the prevalence of depression
in Western cultures. In fact, this phenomenon is so conspicuous that the
present historical period is frequently labeled the Age of Depression. Until
the late 1970s, scholars often used the phrase the Age of Anxiety to depict
the general psychological zeitgeist. But increasingly certain structures that
have a powerful depressing effect on large segments of the population have
emerged. Special concern has been raised about the worsening problem of
depression among adolescents and children, but the factors at work do not
discriminate on the basis of age, sex, or socioeconomic class. Instead they
represent a group of cultural pathogens that predispose the full range of
participating members to the experience of depression.

The actual statistics concerning depression in Western culture are quite
sobering. Clinical depression has become the most common presenting
problem for those seeking psychotherapy. This phenomenon reflects the re-
search findings that indicate a steady and rapid increase in the frequency of
depression; in recent decades. Martin Seligman has summarized the exist-
ing research on the rates of occurrence of clinical depression; after analyz-
ing different lines of evidence, among them several well-controlled
longitudinal studies, Seligman concludes that depression is approximately
ten times as common as it was only 50 years ago. He also considered all po-
tential factors that could distort the available statistics, but the same pattern
remained, drawing him to the unmistakable conclusion that there is an epi-



demic of depression today and also that there seems to be something about
modern life that creates fertile soil for depression.1

An almost identical conclusion is reached by Olle Hagnell and his col-
leagues after reviewing the literature on depression, including the famous
Lundy Study in Sweden, which spanned 25 years. They also found an
alarming phenomenon: a tenfold increase in depression over recent de-
cades, which led them to conclude that “it now appears as if the prevalence
of depression is reaching epidemic proportions.”2

Claims of rising rates of depression are supported by some suicide re-
search. It is well documented that suicide rates, especially among the
young, increased dramatically in recent decades. Just looking at American
data from the years 1960 to 1973, one sees that suicide rates doubled during
this period in the 15–24 age group. The suicide rate for young blacks nearly
tripled during this same short span of time. We now hear regular reports of
successful and unsuccessful suicide attempts by children as young as 10
years of age, and sometimes even younger.

Historical evidence suggests that suicide was extremely rare in
premodern times, as it is today in many non-Western societies. Some excep-
tions can be found to the general rule that suicide is a product of industrial-
ization and Westernization, for instance, the “preliterate” people of
southwest New Britain in New Guinea have a reported suicide rate of 23
per 100,000, nearly twice as high as the American suicide rate. Explanations
for this particular exception revolve around the way in which suicide in
New Britain society became institutionalized and ritualized as a solution to
life’s difficulties, similar in some respects to ritualized suicide in tradi-
tional Japanese society. Yet, in considering the whole cross-cultural and
historical picture, one sees clearly that degree of Westernization is predic-
tive of suicide.

DEPRESSION IN THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

The ongoing upsurgence of depression in Western settings can only be
understood in relation to historical developments that put members at in-
creased risk. If depression were a universal phenomenon whose cause
could be traced to organic factors, one would not see the high degree of
cross-cultural variation that exists with regard to the prevalence of depres-
sion. As we will see, some non-Western cultures appear to have no indica-
tions whatsoever of clinical depression. If biological characteristics were
the primary determinant of depression, they would also not explain the
striking rise in depression in the West over recent decades. At the same
time, one must somehow reconcile a culture-based formulation with the
sizable body of research indicating a biological basis for the disorder.

For example, the evidence for a genetic component of depression is quite
compelling. The results of a 1996 study of identical and nonidentical twins
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were typical of research in this area. It found a concordance rate for depres-
sion of 46 percent in identical twins. In nonidentical twins, however, the
concordance rate was only 20 percent.3 This seems to suggest that there is a
heritability component with regard to the cause of depression. It has been
proposed that this genetic proclivity translates into neurological irregulari-
ties, and some researchers point to low levels of serotonin as a possible
precipitator of depression. Others have offered evidence that dysfunc-
tional structures and processes within the neuroendocrine system, and in
particular the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical axis, may lead to the
experience of depression. For instance, an oversecretion of cortisol, an
adrenocortical hormone, has been linked to the experience of depression.

Antidepressant medications, which are often effective in reducing the
symptoms of depression, have reinforced the notion that this disorder has a
biological basis, despite the fact that symptom relief does not imply an au-
tomatic causal link between depression and biological characteristics.
Moreover, because even the latest generation of antidepressant medication
is ineffective in treating depression, we are required to look beyond medi-
cal models for a comprehensive understanding.

Very few mental health professionals would argue that biochemical ir-
regularities are solely responsible for depression. A host of other psycho-
logical, cognitive, and situational factors have also been implicated as
etiological factors, but nearly all of these theories have been influenced
strongly by the assumption of psychological individualism. For instance,
the popular cognitive theories of depression revolve around cognitive dis-
tortions and irrational beliefs. Briefly, this popular theoretical stance main-
tains that depression is the result of a process whereby individuals
self-deliver cognitions that foster a negative worldview, erode self-esteem,
promote feelings of inadequacy, drain motivation, engender guilt, dampen
social interest, and so forth.

Cognitive therapists have tried to pinpoint some of the problematic pat-
terns of cognitions and “self-talk” that underlie depression. An example
might be an overweight woman who falls prey to depression because of the
belief “I am worthless and unappealing because I am so fat.” Obviously,
such a belief, or cognition, is clearly an extension of the enculturation pat-
terns in contemporary Western culture. By contrast, cultures can still be
found in which body fat signifies beauty, success, and status. Members of
such cultures do not harangue themselves about being fat, nor does their
size precipitate depression. Yet most cognitive therapists still persist in lo-
cating depression-generating cognitions within the individual, simulta-
neously overlooking culture as the source of most cognition.

Another popular psychological theory of depression revolves around
the concept of helplessness. According to learned helplessness theory, de-
pression derives from passivity and the experience of oneself as incapable
of action and personal volition.4 The person lacks a sense of potency and of
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control. As such, these individuals are easily overwhelmed and even trau-
matized by life events. Helplessness can be learned to the extent that para-
lyzing stress, and concomitant depression, are experienced even in the face
of situations that are potentially manageable. A failure to cope becomes in-
evitable as the helpless person recoils from ordinary challenges, thereby
setting in motion a vicious cycle that maintains the depression. It is thought
that the condition is worsened when the sufferer attributes coping failures
to permanent and unchanging flaws in character and personality, rather
than transitory or external factors.

Like other theories of depression, however, the learned helplessness ap-
proach takes very little account of the broader cultural patterns and trends
that contribute to the general increase in the risk of developing depression.
If the experience of personal helplessness does contribute to depression,
the increasing prevalence of this disorder suggests that wider culture-level
processes are operating to predispose members toward helplessness and,
in turn, depression.

In a related formulation, hopelessness theory maintains that some types
of depression are brought about by the experience of hopelessness.5 It also
argues that depression is fostered by expectations that “desirable out-
comes” will not be forthcoming, or it can come about when the person has
expectations of undesirable outcomes that are combined with perceptions
of the self as incapable of rectifying the undesirable situation. This latter as-
pect of the theory overlaps with the theory that helplessness is a central
causal factor, but again it tends to locate the hopelessness solely at the level
of the individual, rather than considering the cognitive precursors that re-
sult from cultural shaping.

Although not often stated formally, another theory of depression holds
that the internalization of negative emotion can result in the experience of
depression. In this regard, it is sometimes said that depression is the oppo-
site of expression. The prolonged inhibition of any emotion may lay the
groundwork for depression, but internalization models have paid special
attention to anger. Among other things, they gave birth to assertiveness
training as a popular therapeutic technique for depressed people. The sim-
ple logic behind assertiveness training is that outward expression is nega-
tive emotion essential for positive mental health. Training the person to
develop greater ability to externalize negative emotion, it is reasoned,
lessens the risk of depression.

For the most part, internalization models regard the emotionally con-
strained individual as the source of the problem, and little heed has been
paid to wider socialization practices that mediate the generation and re-
lease of emotion. Cultural dynamics play a key part in determining the
magnitude of negative emotional responses, as well as the availability or
nonavailability of cathartic pathways. Modernity itself has complicated the
emotion regulation process by introducing new forms of frustration, depri-
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vation, and exploitation that cultivate negative emotion. The relevance of
this trend to depression becomes apparent when we consider the simulta-
neous erosion of ritualized and socially sanctioned modes of emotional dis-
charge.

Contemporary conceptions of depression also frequently involve the
notion of loss. It may be the devastating type of loss associated with the
death of loved ones, the breakup of marriages, and so forth. But we have
also come to accept the prospect that material losses, even of a nonessential
nature, can precipitate a retreat into a depressed state. The losses that cul-
minate in depression are generally understood in terms of loss-related per-
ceptions, expectations, and attributions that are thought to reside largely
within the individual. What we tend to forget, however, is that all mental
constructions about loss are intimately tied to cognitive socialization pro-
cesses, and that people’s responses to loss vary greatly from one cultural
setting to another.

One can even find cultures that have little or no concept of ownership; in
such cultures, no etiological connection between depression and material
losses can be postulated. Across cultures there is also considerable varia-
tion in the response of members to the loss of loved ones. Sometimes this is
experienced as part of a communal response that does not require a large
degree of additional individualized reaction, so still again our task is to
broaden the scope of our models in order to recognize the cultural under-
pinnings of depression.

CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON DEPRESSION

The best way to put depression into perspective is to begin by analyzing
its prevalence and mode of expression across cultures. A broad generaliza-
tion can be made about so-called clinical depression when it is examined in
a wide cross-cultural context. In its full form, which entails an extensive
psychological and cognitive component (e.g., sadness, self-doubt,
self-denigration, guilt, personal worthlessness and low self-esteem, social
withdrawal, loss of interest in life), clinical depression appears to be limited
to Western culture. In non-Westernized cultures, there is little or no evi-
dence for clinical depression as it is described in our diagnostic manuals. A
great many of them have no words that describe depression as we know it.
This alone, it has been argued, does not mean that members of such cul-
tures do not experience depression. In fact, some investigators stop short of
concluding that depression is a Western culture-bound disorder.

Instead, some prefer to assume that depression is universal, and that it is
only the symptom patterns that vary from one culture to another. This has
involved the creation of an artificial subtype of depression that has only so-
matic (i. e., physical) symptoms such as headaches, sleep problems, and di-
gestive problems. Since these are known to accompany Western
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depression, the temptation is to speculate that somatic symptoms that ap-
pear in non-Western cultures actually reflect depression that is expressed
in a purely somatic manner. But this entails the unwarranted assumption
that all cultures must display depression since it is a feature of Western cul-
ture. Once this assumption is made, all that is required is to identify some-
thing that seems to overlap with depression (e.g., some somatic
complaints) and to call that depression.

The claim that clinical depression is universal or inevitable does not
stand up well to anthropological research that demonstrates that entire so-
cieties can be found that do not suffer from this type of psychopathology.
An examination of their cultural structures can tell us a great deal about the
nature of depression, as well as the viability of our current theoretical for-
mulations. The next section examines briefly a well-documented instance
of a society that appears to make its members resistant to depression. After
that, I give some details about one of the many non-Western societies that
lack entirely what we have labeled postnatal depression. This will provide
some useful points of contrast as we seek to uncover the cultural structures
that account for the worsening problem of depression in the West.

Example of Cultural Immunity to Clinical Depression

The Kaluli of New Guinea have been studied for decades by medical an-
thropologists, yet not a single case of clinical depression has ever been doc-
umented among any of these people.6 When you outline the actual
symptoms to them, they have no idea what you are trying to describe. To
them, it sounds like an exotic affliction that falls well beyond the limits of
their culture and their own personal experience. Additionally, it is not even
accurate to surmise that these people experience the depression but simply
express it differently or do not express it at all. There is no evidence of that
either.

A few distinctive features of Kaluli culture should be mentioned here as
we try to understand why Kaluli people do not become depressed. One of
these has to do with their ability to avoid loss; in Kaluli culture, instances of
major loss or other misfortune are followed by ritualized ceremonies
whereby the victim is allowed to get revenge and compensation for the
losses incurred. In all cases, the people involved are encouraged to exter-
nalize their emotional pain. The external target for one’s negative emotion
may be another person who has been identified as the source of the prob-
lem. If so, the offending party would be required to compensate the victim
in exact measure for the loss suffered. This particular system of conflict res-
olution and emotion dissipation is based on the cultural tradition of reci-
procity. It rests on the belief that each person has the right and even the
obligation to seek reciprocity, or revenge, whenever an injustice has been
done. The reciprocity is typically sought in a group setting, and the victim is

56 The Age of Insanity



expected to make, even praised for making, emphatic displays of anger in
the course of eliciting compensation.

Even Kaluli religious practices embody the principle of reciprocity. They
enable members to fend off losses that, are seemingly beyond their control,
such as the death of a loved one. In Kaluli society death is not followed by
the inward and sombre sort of funeral services that we typically observe in
Western culture. Instead, the Kaluli are able to get revenge against the dei-
ties and evil spirits that were responsible for the death. Funeral ceremonies
there revolve around this belief that, even in the case of death, the victims
are powerful enough to fight back and get even. As part of the ritual pro-
cess, the grieving victims act out the vengeance on other participants, who
dress up and play out a role in order to symbolize the spiritual forces that
are at fault in the death. The large group in attendance also gets involved
and benefits vicariously.

The manner in which Kaluli culture protects its people from pathologi-
cal states such as depression can even be seen in otherwise happy ceremo-
nies, such as weddings, harvest celebrations, and the formal presentation
of pigs. At these events, which are usually held at night, male performers
dance and sing, while light comes from torches held by the audience. What
makes these Kaluli ceremonies of special interest from a mental health van-
tage point is the way in which these ceremonies shift their emotional em-
phasis from light-hearted joy to rage, anger, and revenge.

For example, a wedding may begin as a jovial celebration of mutual love
and the promise of new life, but, as the night goes on, the mood becomes
more and more reflective and nostalgic as people are reminded of former
marriages that were terminated by death and of cherished children who
died. The ceremonial songs change as well, while drawing attention to de-
parted ancestors and friends lost to death. Eventually, the wedding audi-
ence is reduced to tears and wails of anguish. Then the emotional ethos
slides into anger and rage directed at the evil spirits who delivered death
unto them.

Since the dancers are meant to represent these spirit forces, the Kaluli
ceremony allows the emotionally charged audience to get symbolic re-
venge. This is achieved as members of the audience rush toward the danc-
ers and extinguish their lit torches against the bare skin of these “evil
spirits.” Other members of the audience may take up weapons, such as
spears and clubs, and make fearsome threatening gestures at the dancers.
While this dramatic scene unfolds, the punished dancers continue to dance
and sing, thereby offering themselves as official scapegoats for the collec-
tive emotional pain of the Kaluli people. Fresh dancers are brought in as
needed, and the ceremony usually lasts the entire night. It should be noted
that the burns inflicted on the evil dancers tend to be superficial ones be-
cause of the rather low combustion temperature of the torch resin. The cere-
mony concludes at dawn after a final ritual wherein the spirit world, in the
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form of the dancers, pays symbolic compensation to everyone whom they
caused suffering, pain, and loss. With that, the participants become suc-
cessful avengers and the ceremonial process culminates in feelings of eu-
phoria, ecstasy, and rejuvenation.

It is intriguing to speculate about the absence of depression that seems to
characterize certain non-Western groups. In the case of Kaluli culture, we
see people who can fall back on beliefs and rituals that may serve to immu-
nize them from depression. Their cultural practices are so potent that they
are able to override any biological predispositions toward depression. All
human beings need some mechanism whereby to achieve catharsis in rela-
tion to negative emotion. Kaluli culture displays wisdom and intelligence
as it provides cathartic releases that are socially sanctioned.

If there is validity to the internalization model, we would in fact expect
to find less depression in Kaluli culture than in one that provided no obvi-
ous and socially approved means for the release of negative emotion. Loss,
as a potential precursor of depression, is virtually eliminated by Kaluli cul-
tural practices. A learned helplessness model would also lead us to predict
that people in Kaluli culture would be less at risk of depression. The
cognitions utilized by members reflect the feelings of potency that are gen-
erated in them. Thus one would not expect to find the types of cognitions
that we associate with depression in Western culture. The self that emerges
in Kaluli culture is experienced by members as a highly effective one that
inclines members toward a proud and uninhibited externalization of nega-
tive emotion.

Cultural Immunity from Postnatal Depression

Usually postnatal depression is explained as a reaction to hormonal dis-
equilibrium stemming from childbirth. This biological hypothesis can be
tested by asking whether postnatal depression exists in all cultures. If it
does not, then one must question the hormonal explanation while explor-
ing cultural factors that could account for the presence in or absence from a
culture of this type of disorder; or, as with clinical depression, it could be
that certain cultures are competent to the extent that their social systems
can function to override biological predispositions, in this case the biologi-
cal aftermath of childbirth.

Different research studies show that, after childbirth, between 50 percent
and 80 percent of Western women experience the so-called maternity blues,
and approximately 20 percent go on to develop postnatal depression. The
severity varies considerably but usually ranges from mild to moderate clin-
ical depression. Aside from the hormonal explanation, there are a number
of psychological theories of postpartum depression. All of these focus on
certain defects in the individual woman. The woman who develops
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postnatal depression is sometimes thought to be rejecting her womanhood
and embarking on a sort of personal regression.

Other psychological theories have depicted women who develop
postnatal depression as being emotionally immature, or lacking in social
skills, or having anxiety problems that become exacerbated as a result of
having a child. Still others have suggested that childbirth is a highly stress-
ful event and that postnatal depression appears in women who are exces-
sively prone to stress and lacking in coping skills. None of these theories
entertains the possibility that the woman’s culture, rather than she as an in-
dividual, might be responsible to a great extent. Yet this is unambiguously
the case as one looks at the matter globally and discovers that many cul-
tures have no postnatal depression, nor any equivalent of it. Equally strik-
ing is the finding that, as with clinical depression generally, postnatal
depression is a psychiatric phenomenon bound largely to Western culture.

The cross-cultural research literature indicates a notable absence of
postnatal depression in the vast majority of non-Western cultures, a result
that could not be explained in terms of irregular data gathering methods
or simple omissions from the literature on this subject.7 There can be
found a predictable pattern of practices that follow childbirth in most non-
Western cultures, with the effect that women do not succumb to postnatal
depression.

These practices often entail a series of rituals that serve to magnify the
importance of the mother and her act of giving birth. Precisely defined so-
cial guidelines specify the behaviors that take place during the postpartum
period, both for the mother and for the others in the community. There is
usually a distinct culturally acknowledged postnatal period during which
protective measures that dramatize the new mother’s acute vulnerability
are enacted. The woman’s new status is made official with gifts and addi-
tional rituals that confirm symbolically her elevated standing. Often this
coincides with pampered social seclusion and mandated rest as members
of the community take over the new mother’s responsibilities.

In order to appreciate the protective qualities of such cultural practices,
it is worthwhile to describe the workings of a culture that enjoys a complete
absence of postnatal depression. Since the early 1970s, anthropologists
have studied the Kipsigis people of Kenya with regard to childbirth prac-
tices and their effects on the risk of subsequent emotional disorders. During
this period, researchers were unable to document any cases of postnatal de-
pression.8 The reasons start to become clear as one uncovers the social ar-
rangements that function to insulate new mothers from the potential
emotional fallout of childbirth.

In Kipsigis culture, the Saloita, or new mother, is given many special at-
tentions while also being expected to observe traditional restrictions. She is
protected from public view for a 7-day postnatal rest period, and this pro-
tection pertains especially to men and strangers, even the child’s father.
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During this time, female relatives and close friends assume all her duties
and look after her other children. Special cleaning rituals are enacted dur-
ing the postpartum rest period. Behind the scenes, the woman’s husband
offers indirect support by acquiring needed objects and supplies for the
newborn child, as well as securing special strength-restoring foods for his
wife.

The special treatment afforded to the Saloita may last up to a full month
and she frequently carries the title new mother for as much as 12 months.
When the child is several months old, an important greeting ceremony is
held wherein the new mother makes a transition to her usual role in the
community. These occasions have nearly the significance of formal initia-
tion ceremonies, and they are marked by gifts and happy greetings for the
child. Once the new mother relinquishes that title, Kipsigis society recog-
nizes her as a Kwondo, or “woman,” a position that commands considerable
respect, especially for a Kwondo who has had several children. This is in ac-
cordance with the Kipsigis tradition of assigning status to women partially
on the basis of childbearing, a common method in the non-Western world.

Strong social support, combined with official rituals and ceremonies
that interpret childbirth in highly positive ways, act to buffer any possible
negative aspects of childbirth, while eliminating the risk of depression. It is
interesting that among the Kipsigis, all this culturally based recognition
and support is only forthcoming after the child is born. In the West, the op-
posite tends to be true, as considerable attention is given to expectant moth-
ers, usually in the form of questions about their well-being and the number
of months or weeks to the big day.

Some Western rituals are still alive to some extent, such as the baby
shower, but this is again part of the practice of concentrating on the prebirth
stage. When the big day comes, the Western woman begins her embarka-
tion into the unsupported and uncertain world of motherhood. Many carry
with them a disturbing sense of aloneness. Some resort to one or more of the
hundreds of “how to” books about methods for handling and caring for in-
fants, but many times these offer conflicting views. Other mothers simply
improvise and learn as they go. In either case, most Western women no lon-
ger have the direct contact with experienced elders who serve as role mod-
els, that the Kipsigis and many other non-Westernized groups have.

The Western childbirth process frequently overwhelms the woman with
the dual sense that she is basically unsupported except at the most superfi-
cial level and that the newborn is dependent upon her. This result is exactly
opposite to that found in Kipsigis culture, which encourages feelings of de-
pendency in the mother and enables her to draw on support as she indulges
in this healthy form of dependency. Whereas depression and anxiety are
common offshoots of the Western childbirth process, a culture such as the
Kipsigis converts it into positive experience and simultaneously strength-
ens bonds among people.
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DEPRESSION, CULTURAL CATHARSIS, AND MODERN RAGE

The absence of depression among the Kaluli seems to make sense in
terms of internalization models of depression. In depression-prone West-
ern society, members are forced into emotional constriction by a lack of cul-
turally defined and sanctioned pathways for emotional expression. There
is also the fact that many recent social developments increase the likelihood
of negative emotions such as anger and frustration. It is easy to see the inner
rage that is generated as a direct consequence of modern life. One source of
this rage is the general dwindling of pathways to pride and self-respect.
Traditionally, one derived pride from one’s involvements in family, com-
munity, work, and religion, but all of these have been undermined as
sources of self-worth. Rage also flows from a new type of deprivation that is
fueled by our inevitable failure to find meaning and deep satisfaction with
materialism and consumption as the basic assumptions of our cultural con-
ditioning.9

The disappearance of cultural prescriptions for emotional catharsis is
exacerbated by a higher degree of negative emotion that somehow must be
managed. There is a resultant accumulation of impounded emotion that, if
acted upon without cultural direction, can culminate in irrational displays
of anger and rage. In this regard, the term raging self is sometimes used to
describe the conditions of modernity that culminate in infantile psychic
tantrums that emerge when the fueling of grandiosity and narcissism is fol-
lowed by frustration.10 As a result of frustrated desire and thwarted narcis-
sism, an excess of unresolved emotion may increase the risk of depression.
Even if some discharge can be accomplished by way of cathartic consumer
strategies, these tend not to be effective enough to fend off eventful de-
pression. Although internalized negative emotion may set some of the
groundwork for depression, it is important to consider cultural mediation
processes that serve to regulate emotion. For example, it is often possible
to detect cognitive schemas that are employed in order to compensate for
cultural templates that are potentially troubling from the standpoint of
emotion.

Agood illustration of this type of emotion work can be seen in Toraja cul-
ture of Indonesia, whose members are enculturated to deal with negative
emotion in an almost opposite way from that used by the Kaluli.11 Anger in
Toraja culture is considered a taboo emotion, and displays of anger are ac-
tively discouraged. Toraja culture evolved as a nonviolent one that attaches
primary importance to order, harmony, and group consensus. It cultivates
and transmits the belief that displays of hostility and anger are not only
shameful, but dangerous as well. This idea even penetrates their religious
ideas, which teach that supernatural beings will punish those who give
vent to anger. The Toraja also believe that the release of anger can result in
mental and physical ill health. This pattern of cultural learning leads most
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members to absorb the taboo against anger and to disallow themselves the
experience and expression of anger.

On the basis of a simplistic internalization model, we would expect to
find a high rate of depressive disorders among the Toraja. But, like the
Kaluli, they do not experience the type of clinical depression that afflicts
modern Western culture. There are culture-based cognitions in Toraja cul-
ture that function to insulate members from depression in the face of ongo-
ing emotional suppression. These protective cognitions emerge when a
culture recognizes and responds to potentially toxic modes of condition-
ing. Rather than requiring members to repress anger, this method of cogni-
tive enculturation invites them to keep alive this important issue. Anger
comes to be seen as emotion that needs to be managed on a continual basis.
As members grow into Toraja culture, they are prepared for anger control
through clearly identified cognitions that enable them to deal with anger
and other negative emotions as they arise. By contrast, it may be that mod-
ern culture is no longer capable of equipping members with compensatory
cognitive scripts that can fend off the depressing effects of current cultural
demands.

In general, we are more inclined to engage in emotional catharsis when
we can participate automatically in predefined cultural steering processes
regarding emotional discharge. Traditionally, the emotions of members
were regulated with the guidance of clearly defined cultural maps. These
communicated the information that enabled people to organize cognitive
and behavioral strategies that were effective as catharsis devices, but cul-
tural maps have given way to self-steering emotion regulation maneuvers
that require a considerable degree of self-conscious improvisation.12

In the relative absence of cultural direction, individuals become their
own emotional therapists, relying on their own maps for catharsis. But they
are constantly confronted with information deficits that translate into un-
certainty with regard to emotional expression. The result of privatized at-
tempts to achieve emotional homeostasis is that individuals often resolve
their emotional ambivalence by denying and/or inhibiting emotion that
would otherwise be discharged if they had clear access to cultural maps.
This is part of the general situation of social atomism that requires individ-
ual members to self-regulate without the advantage of culturally main-
tained master narratives. The eclipse of the cultural self, and the
subsequent unavailability of the work of culture, have numerous implica-
tions for not only depression but many other psychopathologies as well.

INDIVIDUALISM, SUPPORT DEFICITS, AND DEPRESSION

Depression is part of the psychic price we pay for an identity structure
that operates in isolation and with a high degree of arbitrariness. In West-
ern cultural contexts, the individuated self personalizes the inner states of
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emotion and is easily overwhelmed by adversity and difficult life events.
The results are self-blame, isolation, loneliness, guilt, existential despair,
and other symptoms that manifest themselves in the Western brand of de-
pression. By contrast, an unindividuated self is better able to locate prob-
lems at a less personal level. It avoids the emotional brunt of these
problems by coding stressful life events in external terms, or in the wider
context of a collective identity. In a sense, the collective is able to absorb
much of the emotional fallout.

The eclipse of social support is a variable mentioned frequently by those
who try to explain the relationship between depression and modernity. In
general, research tends to show that social support protects people from the
experience of mental disturbance. On the other hand, it also reveals that
people with high levels of social support are less vulnerable to mental ill-
ness, and more able to cope with the types of life stresses and events that
can precipitate psychological disorders. The protective effects of social sup-
port are apparent with regard to depression.

Most studies in this area have found that depression is less likely and
less severe in people who enjoy high levels of social support. Research has
also shown that social support acts to lessen the likelihood of postnatal de-
pression.13 The general trend of these findings extends to other cultures.
For example, social support was shown to insulate female Taiwanese
homemakers from feelings of depression that stemmed from stressful life
events.14 Evidence suggests that, like depression, suicide and suicidal
ideation are less likely in highly supportive social environments.

Little agreement exists about an actual definition of social support, even
though most of us have a sense of what it means to be supported in our so-
cial environment. It can involve emotionally sustaining behavior, assis-
tance with problem solving, aid in overcoming barriers to goals, or
knowledge that increases coping ability. Often the concept of “social net-
work” arises in discussions of social support, referring to the extent of inter-
connectedness of one’s social ties. The potential advantage of a network, as
contrasted to nonintegrated social ties, is that it better provides for shared
values, norms, and beliefs. The collective consensual element associated
with integrated social networks may prove more beneficial to mental
health than social relationships that exist in relative isolation.

Social support has been found to act as a buffer against depression in a
diverse range of populations in addition to members of the general public.
These include the institutionalized elderly, psychiatric patients, people
with disabilities, victims of abuse, new mothers, heart surgery patients,
stroke victims, and acculturated individuals. The exact ways in which so-
cial support works in relation to depression are still a matter of speculation.
A number of theories have been offered to explain why social support
guards against depression. Some can be described as vulnerability models
whereby social support is thought to offer coping assistance through the
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modification of stress. This may come in the form of emotional support, in-
formation assistance, and problem focused coping. Conversely, low levels
of social support may create a resource deficit that leads to feelings of fail-
ure and diminished effectiveness. As a result, the person may become more
vulnerable to stress and more likely to experience dejection, hopelessness,
and depression when encountering difficulties.

The social integration model postulates that the overall level of integra-
tion of a culture is important in determining whether or not its members
will be susceptible to depression and other forms of mental disturbance.
Rather than depicting social support as a stress buffer, it sees it as an inde-
pendent cultural outcome that operates on behalf of positive mental health.
This is rooted in Durkheim’s classic work showing that suicide is not so
much an individual act, as one that is intimately related to the cohesiveness
and degree of integration of the wider culture. Well-integrated cultures
were seen by Durkheim as having the beliefs, codes of action, and social
control mechanisms that prevented at-risk members from committing sui-
cide. They are able to insulate members from the full range of mental disor-
ders by way of their capacity to provide moral support and by an exchange
of ideas that offer strength in the face of adversity.15 Cultures that lack cohe-
sion place strain on individuals as they struggle with self-centered coping
strategies. The social integration model predicts that depression and sui-
cide will be more common in poorly integrated cultures since they fall short
in terms of social and emotional support.

Symbolic interactionism provides still another perspective on the way
in which social support prevents depression. Some of the pioneering theo-
retical work in this area was done by Margaret Mead, who saw the self as
the result of interactional activities. Engagement in this social interaction
process has the effect of forging self-identities and the methods whereby
people evaluate themselves. However, the actual structure of identity de-
pends on the quality and quantity of social relationships. Proponents of
symbolic interactionism point out that certain cultural conditions can bring
about deficiencies in social relationships, which, in turn, impinge on
self-evaluations. This mechanism affects not only people’s feelings of ade-
quacy, but also their ability to extract a sense of life purpose.

The concept of alienation is often discussed in terms of declining social
support and resultant increases in depression. Different definitions have
been employed, but alienation usually refers to social disengagement,
normlessness, powerlessness in relation to social affairs, impaired
faith/trust in others, and perceived purposelessness. The experience of so-
cial isolation that accompanies alienation is opposite in many ways from
the emotional concomitants of traditional modes of social support. One no-
table research study assessed both alienation and level of depression in a
large sample of university students.16 The findings showed that degree of
alienation was a significant predictor of depression. The authors of this re-
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search report selected alienation as a provisional operationalization of mo-
dernity, making the case that alienation is the primary vehicle by which the
conditions of modernity translate into depressive symptoms.

COMPETITION, DEPRESSION, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL
WELL-BEING

The alienation that is so central to contemporary life is accentuated by
the cultural emphasis on competition, which is a core working of mass mar-
ket individualism. The imprinting of members with internalized control
mechanisms, as well as an egocentric orientation toward self-interest and
self-development, lends itself readily to the pitting of people against one
another in a variety of competitive social contexts. This arrangement can
also help to explain the current rise of depression-proneness, as well as
other manifestations of the modern mental health crisis.

Competition is one of the most conspicuous qualities of life in the con-
temporary Western culture. It is so all-pervasive that it sometimes escapes
our attention, yet competition varies greatly from one culture to another,
casting doubt on any claims about its naturalness or inevitability. At one
end of the continuum are cultures that are almost devoid of competition.
When first discovered, many groups of Australian Aborigines were found
to lack all notion of competition. Even today, elementary school teachers
sometimes feel the need to build a sense of competition into young Aborigi-
nal children in order to prepare them for the competitive academic years
ahead.

Among the many other noncompetitive cultures that have appeared in
the anthropological literature are the Tangu of New Guinea, who do not
even have competitive games. Instead, they play a game known as taketah,
in which two teams spin tops with the goal of reaching a draw.17 Zuni In-
dian culture revolves around a nonindividualistic principle of cooperation,
which discourages material possession and economic competition.18

Sources of wealth are readily circulated among members, with little or no
motivation in individuals to accumulate or horde. Traditionally, the Zuni
have been avid followers of a four-mile footrace that is incorporated into re-
ligious ceremony. The way the Zuni approach the results reveals the
noncooperative feature of the culture. The winner of the race receives no
recognition for the victory, and repeated winners are not allowed to partici-
pate in future races. The Mixtecans of Mexico have such a taboo on compet-
itiveness that displays of it are considered a minor crime.19

At the other end of the continuum we have American culture, which has
adopted competition as the basis for economic and social practices. Com-
petition has become the primary way that members define their self-worth
and signify their value to the abstract social world. Winning over others has
invaded almost every aspect of life. Most members are acceptant of the im-
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plicit cultural assumption that one’s success is a direct extension of some-
one else’s failure. Cooperation is largely invisible and engaged in only to
the extent that it will eventually serve participating individuals.

Modernity has introduced sufficient separation between identities in or-
der for competition to become a means by which to evaluate human behav-
ior. In the process, cultural heroics have shifted away from traditional
cooperation. From a young age, members are now conditioned to compete
and to believe that competition is healthy and worthwhile. The education
system socializes competition by setting children against one another,
identifying winners and losers at every step of the way. The misery and de-
jection of losers are a cause for winners to rejoice. The typical activities tak-
ing place in American schools would be considered inhumane in many
noncompetitive cultures. Yet the fact remains that the entire self-validation
process has become highly reliant on the capacity of individuals to prevail
over others by way of competition. Any signs of noncompetitiveness are in-
terpreted as deficiencies of character.

A society creates certain benefits for itself, and for many individual
members, in the course of maintaining a social plan revolving around
hypercompetition. It amplifies the motivational levels of especially fit
members who anticipate victorious outcomes. Total life-styles can unfold
in relation to the ongoing process of individual competitive success. The
winners sometimes enjoy a quantity and quality of privilege that would be
impossible in a cultural setting that stressed cooperation and sharing.
When competition is working for someone, there are new and exciting op-
portunities to override the barriers that influenced the lives of former col-
lectivist peoples. At its most refined levels, competitive success nearly
erases the feeling that life has any bounds.

Even when positive outcomes are not expected, members often respond
to their fear of competitive failure by pushing themselves to higher levels of
output. The fear that operates in the background consciousness of competi-
tive-minded people can also prompt them to participate in fresh and poten-
tially fruitful activities that aim to enhance security and overall adaptive
potential. Out of this sometimes come remarkable individual achieve-
ments that would be far less likely under cultural conditions motivated by
social harmony. Competitive environments can enhance people’s creativ-
ity as they probe new means of gaining strategic advantage over other com-
petitors. In the process, they sometimes discover aspects of themselves that
would have remained undiscovered if they had not been propelled by com-
petitive forces.

It is not difficult to run across claims that competition builds character
and helps to develop the resources of the individual. That may be partially
true for people who are successful in their competitive undertakings, but
the bulk of evidence suggests that competition is deleterious to psychologi-
cal well-being. For example, it creates the conditions whereby one con-
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stantly doubts one’s self-worth. This is because positive self-esteem is not
unconditional, but rather dependent upon one’s current and future com-
petitive outcomes. Competition, and the proving of one’s worth, never
end, and the self is always a potential victim of the next competitive en-
counter. Avoiding competition hurts one’s self-concept since we are condi-
tioned to equate avoidance with failure and inadequacy. A vicious circle is
created in which competition erodes self-esteem, causing the person to
amend this deficit by trying to bolster self-esteem through further competi-
tion. As Alfie Kohn writes in No contest: The case against competition, “We
compete to overcome fundamental doubts about our capabilities and, fi-
nally, to compensate for low self-esteem.”20

It could be argued that competitive activities should have a positive ef-
fect on self-esteem in cultures wherein competition is the norm, but re-
search on the relationship between self-esteem and competitiveness
suggests that the dynamics of competition outweigh any norm effects. One
exhaustive review of this subject concluded that cooperation, by contrast to
competition, contributed to feelings of self worth, emotional maturity, a
clear sense of personal identity, healthy interpersonal relations, and trust in
others.21 Quite interesting is the paradoxical finding that cooperative orien-
tations have the effect of engendering an internal locus of control that
makes people experience greater control over their lives. Research in edu-
cational settings confirms that healthy self-esteem is enhanced by coopera-
tive systems, whereas competition-based methods have the reverse effect.

A broad cross-cultural perspective on this issue reveals that human co-
operation is one of the most essential ingredients in determining positive
mental health. From time to time, the extreme cultural emphasis on compe-
tition gives rise to countertrends. In California, for example, some elemen-
tary schools have tried to push the pendulum in the opposite direction by
introducing programs that minimize competition in order to maximize
positive self-esteem. Other states have experimented with this system even
though its critics have argued that it gives children messages that are in
conflict with the broader teachings and demands of contemporary Western
culture.

This particular self-esteem movement, as it is called, is coming under
critical scrutiny because of research studies demonstrating that it
demotivates children and causes them to recoil from new challenges. It
may be that the child senses that there is nothing more to be gotten in terms
of reward and that any new endeavors could not benefit him or her. Or it
could be that the child learns to be a passive absorber of reinforcements that
are not contingent upon equivalent reciprocations. This attitude could es-
tablish a mind-set in which people expect the world to come to them. The
specific methods employed in self-esteem programs may be flawed in
terms of the almost ludicrous amounts of praise that are lavished on chil-
dren regardless of the nature or quality of their behavior. The radically un-
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conditioned nature of the rewards, when delivered in a context of social
unreality, can actually produce mutant forms and levels of self-esteem that
deplete empathy for others. In many respects, this resembles the noxious
type of pseudo self-esteem that is emerging within the indulgent but so-
cially unreal climate of consumer society. If self-esteem programs do in fact
inhibit the development of competitive traits, one is also left to wonder
about the long-term effects on people once they attempt to adjust to the pre-
vailing social structures, which demand an ability to get a competitive
edge.

Hypercompetition between members introduces the inevitable experi-
ence of failure into the lives of people. Even the fittest competitors have the
problem that it is impossible to win all the time and that, sooner or later, one
is destined to lose. Furthermore, losing, even when encountered in the
course of so-called individualistic pursuits, is symbolically representative
of a cultural taboo. Losers understand that they have failed, not only in
their own eyes, but in terms of the rules of heroism inscribed in our modern
cultural template. Yet, given this template, they cannot avoid gravitating
toward winning as their primary source of hope.

Increased depression-proneness is to be expected when traditional
other-centered vehicles for hope relocate themselves in the alienating quest
for victory. The problem is exacerbated when winning tends to be acted out
in relation to objects of consumption. The impersonal commodity signs
forthcoming from victorious consumer heroics offer little if any long-term
comfort. Depression is an ever-present risk unless comfort and reassurance
have a deeper social foundation.

In this regard, modern depression is fueled by the tarnishing effect that
hypercompetition has on interpersonal relations. Competitors who feel the
need to do whatever it takes to win sometimes find themselves willing to
submerge their natural compassionate tendencies and to engage in behav-
ior designed to weaken the opposition. As people override prosocial quali-
ties within themselves, they are sometimes left with an uncomfortable
disquiet and vague sense of guilt in the face of competitive success. On the
other hand, human beings are inclined to react negatively to others who
represent a threat or who have actually managed to defeat and outperform
them. So it is very common to feel animosity and even hatred toward those
whom we perceive as victors.

Although open hostility may be suppressed, social interactions between
competitors still suffer from superficiality and residual distrust. If all rela-
tions with one’s competitors are avoided, a state of social deprivation can
ensue unless the person cultivates alternative relationships. Even then,
however, there remains a distinct tension due to people’s generalized sense
that everyone is a potential competitor, and thus a possible threat. The ten-
sion-generating properties of competition are explored further in the next
chapter, which deals with contemporary sources of anxiety.
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CHAPTER 5

The New Anxiety

Although depression seems to have superseded anxiety as the defining
emotional state of the modern age, mental health professionals are aware
that we still live in a so-called Age of Anxiety. Modernity, however, has
given rise to several new sources of anxiety that are less tangible and less
controllable than the anxiety determinants of earlier times. Regrettably, at-
tempts to understand anxiety in historical and cultural contexts are often
overshadowed by explanations that emphasize the biological and physio-
logical processes and the apparent universality of anxiety. But even though
most human beings have the potential to experience anxiety, there exists ex-
tensive cross-cultural variation with regard to the general magnitude of
anxiety, as well as the prevalence of anxiety disorders. Indeed, there have
been some striking observations made on this subject in different cultures.
In a study of 2,360 Yoruba Aboriginals of Australia, not a single case of
overt anxiety was found.1 No indications whatsoever were found of such
specific anxiety disorders as phobia or obsessive-compulsive disorder.

Some observers have persisted in the assumption that anxiety symp-
toms are present in all cultures, arguing further that an absence of symp-
toms means only that anxiety is expressed in alternative ways. We saw this
same logic with regard to cultures that appeared to have few signs of clini-
cal depression. It has been reported that Yoruba Aboriginals experience
certain fears concerning witchcraft, evil spirits, the dark, and strangers. At
times, these fears express themselves in ways that resemble “overt anxiety”
(e.g., sweating, agitation, shaking), but it has also been observed that these



fear responses are of short duration and subside once the object of fear is no
longer present. Thus they do not resemble the persistent types of anxiety
disorders with which we are familiar in the West.

Yoruba culture is unusual in its apparent total absence of anxiety disor-
ders; in most cultures one can find evidence of pathological anxiety. It is
probably possible for a culture to be organized in such a way that anxiety
disorders are entirely precluded. Yoruba culture may be a case in point. In
the vast majority of cultures, however, it seems that some members experi-
ence anxiety symptoms. One cross-cultural study examined the prevalence
of various anxiety symptoms (nervousness, heart pounding, sleep trou-
bles, upsetting dreams, and shortness of breath) in India, Nigeria, Chile,
and Israel. The researchers found some evidence of all these symptoms in
each of the four locations, but the prevalence of the different symptoms var-
ied considerably from one culture to another.2 Nervousness, which we of-
ten equate with anxiety, was experienced by 48 percent of Indians, 36
percent of Chileans, 27 percent of Israelis, and 9 percent of Nigerians.
Whereas the Nigerians had far fewer symptoms of nervousness, they re-
ported considerably more disturbing dreams than people from the other
countries in the survey.

This latter finding reflects the cultural significance attached to dreams in
traditional Nigerian culture. Unwelcomed messages contained in dreams
can generate stress and anxiety. In cultures that assign less authority to
dreams, anxiety is not channeled in this direction to the same extent. In gen-
eral, it is evident that anxiety can ground itself on a multitude of cultural
structures. This is especially obvious when one considers culture-bound
syndromes, such as koro.

The defining feature of koro is a high degree of anxiety associated with
penis size. The sufferer is convinced that his penis is shrinking and disap-
pearing into his abdomen. The idea involves the same sort of body image
distortion that we see in anorexia nervosa, except that the koro victim per-
ceives the penis as much smaller than it is in reality. The body image distor-
tion of the anorexic causes the victim to perceive her/his body as larger
than it is. Koro is a disorder that is found only in some south Asian
countries (e.g., China, Taiwan, Malaysia) and can be traced to the cultural
cognition “Be virile” that becomes a primary motivation of many men in
these cultures.

It has been suggested that koro is the etiological counterpart of anorexia
nervosa in Western culture.3 One could debate whether these should be
classified as anxiety disorders, yet no one would question that both an-
orexia nervosa and koro involve a great deal of anxiety, in terms of the feared
conditions of obesity and sexual inadequacy, respectively. So once again we
see that culture determines to a large extent the form of anxiety expression.

From all we know about anxiety and culture, it would be oversimplistic
to claim that modernization and/or Westernization is to be blamed entirely
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for the rash of anxiety problems that exist today. It may be that in the Age of
Anxiety the West has a higher prevalence of anxiety disorders than many
traditional non-Western cultures, but the complexity of this issue makes
definitive conclusions rather difficult. An interesting study looked at the
relationship between blood pressure and degree of Westernization in a
number of Micronesian, Polynesian, and East African settings.4 The results
showed that blood pressure is lower in non-Western tribal peoples and that
it increases as contact rises with Westernized life-styles. This difference
could not be explained fully by such factors as obesity, salt intake, and envi-
ous resentment. Instead, the researchers attributed the higher blood pres-
sure in Western locations to acculturation, information overload, and
competition.

Moderns have come to embrace high levels of stress as an expected and
ongoing element of their inner experience. Conspicuous signs of being
stressed are even worn by some as a badge of honor signifying their faithful
adherence to the success dictates calling for physical and emotional
overextension.

Rather than focus on anxiety disorders, it might be more revealing to
think in terms of cultural factors that affect resting levels of anxiety, or what
could also be termed general anxiety. One can then begin to think in terms of
cultures that are anxiety-prone, as compared to ones that are less likely to
instill anxiety in members. Some of the most thought-provoking work on
this subject is that of Raoul Naroll, who analyzed all available cross-cul-
tural anxiety research in an attempt to isolate the factors that predisposed
cultures to the experience of anxiety.5 Working from the sizable body of
data contained in the Human Relations Area Files, Naroll found that a cul-
ture was more likely to produce anxious members if it was competitive; in-
dividualistic; futuristic and anticipatory, with an emphasis on planning,
saving, and working toward; restrictive of emotional freedom, with reli-
ance on artificiality for success; repressive of sexuality; and lacking in over-
all integration (i.e., a weak “moral net”). Some of these characteristics are
especially relevant to the Age of Anxiety phenomenon and need to be con-
sidered in more detail. We might begin by looking once again at competi-
tion, this time as it contributes to the experience of anxiety.

COMPETITION, SOCIAL FRAUDULENCE, AND ANXIETY

As with depression, the history of modern anxiety parallels the shift of
location of the self from the group to the individual.6 The rise of the power-
ful individual provided the basis for the current cultural strategy of com-
petitive individualism, which in turn has shaped the new forms of anxiety
experienced by moderns. The exceptionally intense competitive arrange-
ments that exist in many segments of modern society have the effect of em-
phasizing technique and outcome. Individual participants often
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experience so much competitive anxiety that they disengage their private
imagination in favor of situational pragmatics. Some people with strong
creative inclinations experience frustration as they compromise this aspect
of themselves in order to maximize the likelihood of competitive success.7

If the rewards are high, they are often able to persist in their compromise,
but smaller payoffs frequently fail to mask their discontent.

Research on the emotional consequences of competition shows consis-
tently that competitive arrangements are associated with greater anxiety.8

When anxiety levels are high, there is a concomitant impairment of perfor-
mance. The competition-anxiety relationship is so well established that re-
searchers often expose their participants to competition when they want to
create anxiety in the experimental situation. This is referred to as competi-
tion-induced anxiety.

Over long periods, this type of anxiety can create a state of competition fa-
tigue, wherein the person is drained of the ability to compete with intensity
and determination. In the leadup to this syndrome, the fatigued person of-
ten reports feelings of emptiness and an acute awareness that social needs
are not being satisfied. Sometimes the individual remains in the competi-
tive environment, in which he or she might need to live with the conse-
quences of reduced performance. In other cases, afflicted individuals
attempt to use the experience in order to construct for themselves an alter-
native life-style that revolves around cooperation and the cultivation of
positive social relations. This may involve a physical retreat to a remote
geographical area, which is intended to facilitate a life-style and attitude
change. Those who are burned out by excesses of competition may employ
isolation as a form of refuge, or they may seek out groups or communities
that reflect their need for change. It is quite remarkable, for example, how
many members of communes and dropout communities have former lives
as aggressive competitors in a range of professional occupations. They fre-
quently report that competition had become an intolerable substitute for
true personal control in their lives.

Rather than viewing competition fatigue as a disorder, it is better to un-
derstand it as a creative diagnosis by individuals who gradually recognize
that a relentlessly competitive orientation deprives them of much that is
important in life. It often represents a new maturity that rests on the aware-
ness that hypercompetition builds barricades between people, while also
furthering anxiety, isolation, and alienation. But most modern-day compet-
itors find it difficult to escape the cultural mind-set that equates survival
and desirability with triumphant competition. Most will respond to the iso-
lating and anxiety-arousing effects of competitive striving by redoubling
their effort or shifting their energies toward different competitive pursuits.

The prospect of easing away from a competitive approach to life con-
jures up catastrophic fantasies about failure and destitution. To some ex-
tent, these worries have a basis in reality since the entire economic structure
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of Western life implies a certain degree of competitive willingness. In this
regard, many people now find themselves in what has been termed a com-
petition trap wherein they cannot find relief from the pernicious effects of
highly competitive life orientations.9

The world of competition invites an intrapersonal fraudulence that
paves the way for additional anxiety. Humanistic psychologists have long
known that artificiality lies at the heart of anxiety and that a successful cure
lies in the restoration of authenticity to people’s lives. Yet the radical reli-
ance on competition for purposes of self-marketing has led moderns to
package themselves in such a way that any semblance of an authentic per-
son is disguised beyond recognition. It is not uncommon to hear people re-
ferring to themselves, and their abilities and qualities, as a package that is
on offer.

Although the hope is that this package will be competitive and thus able
to attract a good valuation, the fraudulence (both to self and others) in-
volved is almost certain to take a toll. Anxiety becomes more likely as we
continue to sacrifice authenticity for purposes of becoming competitively
fit standardized units.10 Without the inner knowledge that we are someone,
we are confronted by the unsettling feeling that survival, and reality itself,
rest on the ever-shifting demands of surface impression. With these
intrapsychic dynamics, the nervous self-as-package cannot even savor
many of the fruits of victorious competition.

WORK, LEISURE, AND OVEREFFORT PATHOLOGIES

Despite enormous advantages in technology that make most types of
work faster and easier, individuals are actually working more than they did
prior to these advances. Research in the United States shows that, between
1970 and 1990, the number of hours worked per week increased by 3
hours.11 Thus, even though the real need to work has decreased, people’s
perceived need to work is increasing. The decision to push themselves until
they exceed their coping ability is often regarded by modern “working be-
ings” as legitimate in light of the high cost of servicing a materialistic con-
sumption-oriented life.

The force behind cultural avarice can be so powerful as to blind mem-
bers entirely to the falseness of their needs. Thus we see multitudes of peo-
ple who let themselves be exposed to high levels of work-related stress and
to the risk of pathological manifestations of anxiety. This is compounded by
sleep problems, which have reached epidemic proportions in the modern
postindustrial world. Surveys show, for example, that over 40 percent of
Americans suffer sleep deprivation to the extent that it interferes with per-
formance of their daily activities. In response to this, a growing number of
workplaces have created rules requiring employees to take naps.
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Of course, many people derive a great deal of satisfaction from their
work. It can be the central means by which social, intellectual, and creative
needs are met, but in a culture that does not distinguish clearly between
greed and success, work can easily take on a compulsive quality. It is esti-
mated that 5 percent of the American population suffer from unrelenting
workaholism12; a much higher percentage are afflicted with less extreme,
and less destructive, degrees.

There are a variety of factors that contribute to the onset of workaholism.
It has been said that this pattern of behavior can represent a compensation
for fear of failure, a response to earlier deprivation, or an escape from inti-
macy. However, one factor that cannot be ignored is that our culture en-
courages and rewards this addiction.13 The associations between work and
the fruits of material success have become so close that work can represent
an indirect form of consumption and a symbolic enactment of the Ameri-
can Dream. At the same time, work fever, as it is sometimes called, carries
many mental health penalties. It has been related to anxiety, stress, worry,
hopelessness, frustration, grief, sleeplessness, and marital breakdown.14

Significant changes have transpired with regard to the actual nature of
work. Traditional command structures have given way to ones that empha-
size individual incentive and responsibility, as well as the ability to achieve
competent performance with small teams operating on a project-by-project
basis.15 The new workplace is well-suited for flexible personality types that
can tolerate stress, high arousal levels, ambiguity, lack of certainty, and risk.
A good match in this regard can increase the likelihood that work will
prove gratifying, and act as a catalyst for personal growth. Conversely, as
work continues to become an exercise in self-management, potential prob-
lems are created for the rigid personality that has strong needs for security,
formality, and external structure.

Regardless of one’s temperament and personality makeup, however, the
modern workplace is more prone to generate anxiety than the work struc-
tures of the past. The overall level of tension is increased by the permeable
nature of work boundaries, as well as the need to operate as one’s own au-
thority.16 Well-established work parameters have given way to less defined
ones that demand continual invention and revision. Pacifying historical el-
ements are disappearing as work becomes more situational and less safe-
guarded by proven routine. Workers need to perform without the outside
indicators that once afforded direction and rationale. Additional complexi-
ties have been introduced as work has come to entail more negotiation, per-
sonal accountability, and knowledge management.

Employment itself no longer affords convincing security since the new
worker must offer ongoing proof of value and efficiency within the organi-
zation. Career advancement now depends largely on successful
self-propulsion rather than reliable performance within clear organiza-
tional frameworks. The trend toward compulsive work patterns is an ex-
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pected overkill response to the experience of being the primary, or sole,
determinant of one’s fate as a provider. It also represents a sort of antidote
for the insecurity stemming from the tenuous bond between worker and
workplace. Workers who punish themselves by assuming, or inventing,
more work for themselves are repaid in the knowledge that they are bol-
stering their marketability and employability.

In a more general sense, work is becoming the social center of contempo-
rary life. It has taken on new meanings for individuals who perceive it as
their only voice for communicating their cultural fitness and for achieving
social validation. Work has also become a mechanism by which to replace
the cultural dramatics that have disappeared from modern life. These dra-
matics once overlapped with a wide range of activities and rituals that en-
abled members to engage in social celebrations characterized by mutuality
as well as recognition of individual contributions.

Leisure has also taken on new meanings in the consumer age. Great
amounts of effort, and even overeffort, are often poured into leisure pur-
suits. Rather than creating opportunities for rejuvenation, many leisure ac-
tivities resemble strenuous forms of work that have compulsive and frantic
overtones. An example might be the growing mass of people who train for
and run grueling marathons for “fun.” Mental health professionals are be-
coming concerned about the growing problem of leisure burnout, wherein
leisure pursuits exacerbate already existing conditions of work burnout.

The increasingly theatrical nature of leisure displays has introduced a
new element of danger into the lives of performers. Although often ex-
cused as thrill seeking or epinephrine (adrenaline) addiction, modern lei-
sure fanaticism entails new sources of stress, fear, and physical demand.
Helping to maintain it is a situation wherein leisure becomes a mode of con-
sumption that, like heroic work, flags one’s cultural valuation. Given the
tight restrictions on people’s busy schedules, brief but attention-grabbing
bursts of leisure are often the only opportunities whereby to disseminate
messages about their competence as working beings.

INFINITE POSSIBILITY AND CHOICE FATIGUE

The word acculturation refers to the process whereby members of a cul-
ture are put in the position of needing to learn the rules of another culture.
Although adaptation to a new culture may have some positive outcomes, it
is also a potentially stressful exercise. Various terms have been used to de-
scribe the type of stress that accompanies adaptation to new cultural set-
tings (e.g., culture stress, culture shock). In recent years, the term acculturative
stress has become popular.

The process of change tends to be stressful and anxiety-arousing, espe-
cially in dealing with changes to the cultural structures that underlie and
support one’s constructions of reality. Acculturative stress has been ex-
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plained partially in terms of the loss of identity and the decrease in social
support that accompanies cultural transition. This is in addition to what-
ever forms of discrimination, prejudice, and marginalization people face in
their new culture.

Acculturative stress is also generated when people are deprived of the
information that is needed to make meaningful self-evaluations. It has been
shown that when one lacks the information to achieve certainty about one’s
social status and place in the community, anxiety results. This is because
decision making, judgments, and appraisals are made more difficult as a
consequence of diminished environmental clarity. This makes day-to-day
living ambiguous and likely to promote anxiety in those who lack sufficient
structure and mechanisms of control.17

One especially stressful element of acculturation is the reevaluation pro-
cess wherein people struggle to establish a role, and a sense of belonging, in
the new culture. Large numbers of migrants, refugees, and displaced peo-
ple around the world are in this difficult position, but a discussion of
acculturative stress could be expanded to include the masses of people to-
day who must cope with culture change on an ongoing basis. More than
anything else, modern culture is identified by its changing nature. Even if
some overarching themes remain constant, there is still continual fluctua-
tion with regard to how these themes are to be understood or approached.

It is not only new cultural arrivals who must battle to forge roles and
identities. Everyone today encounters stress that is due to a lack of commu-
nal grounding and the perpetual free-floating condition that threatens con-
stantly to fragment the self.18 In this way, modernity involves an ongoing
dissolution and reconstruction of social arrangements and their associated
psychological messages, leaving us in a constant state of exploration for
certainty, with a background sense of vulnerability. It is very possible that
our explorations will prove rewarding, but once again the process can be
stressful. The persistent need to define and redefine oneself in a constantly
shifting world usually translates into a vague type of acculturative stress.

Stated otherwise, a rapid rate of change makes it unclear to what we be-
long. As conditions change, so too does our position in the larger scheme of
things. Cultural structures that do not account for belongingness needs are
not conducive to well-being. Research on the relationship between
belongingness and mental health shows that belongingness is negatively
correlated with measures of anxiety and neuroticism.19 Not many of us will
ever experience the premodern situation of belonging to something that
has continuity and predictability, or of being able simply to imitate rather
than forever innovate.

The reward for living in constant cultural flux is that members have
available to them an unprecedented amount of possibility, which has the
potential to enrich life experience. Consumer society operates optimally
when members are made to drift about in a sea of limitless options. The
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body and mind have themselves become commodities that represent new
sources of possibility via the commercial industries that have been built up
around them. At the same time, it has been pointed out that modernity is a
type of psychological whirlwind in which the person is perpetually disori-
ented by incommensurable themes and messages.20 The chaos of “lan-
guages” that confronts modern people can place them in contradiction
with themselves and others. With the exception of materialism and con-
sumption, it is difficult to pinpoint many areas of consensus in modern cul-
ture. Yet even those are fluid and in a constant state of revision.

A world of unlimited possibility requires us to be highly malleable and
always prepared to update our attitudes, beliefs, and values. Like perpet-
ual change, infinite possibility has a way of dissolving the self and making
it difficult to locate ourselves, or to find a frame of orientation by which to
comprehend the world. Indeed, the modern world floods us with a daz-
zling array of possibilities, many of which are lodged in the con-
sumer-based foundation of the culture and its economy. We are inclined to
evaluate ourselves, and our success, in relation to our conquest of these
endless possibilities.

Choice itself can be emotionally taxing since it requires the effort of ap-
praisals, decisions, and actions. Since the possibilities are always changing,
the task of taking advantage of infinite possibility is an ongoing one that
can prove stressful, despite whatever pleasures are accumulated along the
way. Additional frustration is sometimes precipitated when people recog-
nize that choice and social variety are largely for fantasy and consumption
purposes, rather than actual practice.21 Their imaginative freedoms often
do not materialize into real life-style opportunities. Logistically, the prob-
lem is that choices never remain the same long enough for supporting in-
frastructures to be installed around them.

The values that are shaped as we acclimatize to infinite possibility take
us further away from each other and from a sense of belongingness and ori-
entation. One reason for this is the sheer scope of possibility that confronts
people, which itself takes us in myriad disparate directions that are nearly
impossible to coordinate with the pursuits of others. As we turn in on our
own private desires, we become servants of our own yearnings.22 On the
surface, this orientation paints a superficial impression of excitement and
optimism, but, on a deeper level, a devotion to the consumption of possibil-
ity has social alienation and anxiety as its price.

The quantity of choice available to moderns is no longer rationed by the
fatalistic mind-sets that were common in premodern times. Choice is also
not limited by ignominy, an experience that is being eradicated for reasons
of commercial expediency. The Internet, which has become a dominant
player with regard to the construction of reality, is perceived by many as the
central warehouse of new and eventual possibility. In general, the spread of
Internet consciousness has reinforced the contemporary experience of infi-
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nite possibility. Whatever the method of exploiting infinite possibility,
however, the quest often culminates in a stressful subjectivity in which
promise resides in making right choices or chancing upon the right
website. The self-directed journey of these new psychological nomads
takes them away from their basically social nature, as well as the comfort
that stems from an awareness of some limitation.

It is not easy to sustain a sense of personal control in the role of choice
maker within the impersonal expanse of total possibility. Although we usu-
ally associate the act of choosing with being in control, a mass consumer soci-
ety offers few opportunities for members actively to construct available
options. The best that most can achieve is a passive type of control that results
from a thorough and critical assessment of consumable choices. This resem-
bles the superficial control that a shopper has while perusing a market. Yet
even this false sense of control requires the canny new age shopper to digest
enormous quantities of information, a process that in itself can be exhaust-
ing. Coupled with the information overload that has become a poorly toler-
ated cognitive companion of modern consciousness, there has been a
growing trend toward coping strategies that entail radical disengagement.

The weariness of infinite possibility and information management has
led many people to search out regenerative dissociation solutions. An en-
tire consumer industry, consisting of many diverse services, has surfaced in
order to meet the burgeoning dissociative needs of people. People are tun-
ing out with numerous variations of meditation and traditional Eastern
practices that produce a contentless state of mind. They are following a
plethora of gurus who show them the way to a therapeutic emptiness that
can eliminate their buildup of psychic static. Vacuous mental states are be-
ing aided by designer drugs, hypnogogic music, consciousness-dissolving
techniques that use electronic screens as trance facilitators, compulsive ex-
ercise, trivia mesmerization, collecting fetishism, and endless other monot-
ony devices. All of these have the effect of specializing and downsizing the
mental world of people and reducing its scope of content. The same trend
can be seen with regard to the madness techniques that have become popu-
lar in recent times.

TRAUMA-PRONENESS AND ALIENATED DISSOCIATION

The full range of so-called dissociative disorders has become more com-
mon as vulnerable people diagnose the need for wholesale detachment as a
remedy for an extreme oversupply of cognitive and emotional inputs.
These are coping specializations that engage dissociation in order to reduce
the realm of possibility and the quantity of elements that beckon consider-
ation. They often involve a focal target that becomes the sole referent for
their lives, and the foundation of their adaptive self-imposed system of
restriction.
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As the perfect body has become the crowning symbol of consumer
competence, we have seen aspects of bodily appearance become the ab-
sorption points that facilitate the dissociation process. For example, body
dysmorphic disorders, which are on the rise today, enable the person to
miniaturize his or her world through dissociative fixations on imagined
bodily flaws. Although this and other such disorders such as anorexia
nervosa are not classified officially as dissociative pathologies, they
nonetheless offer dissociative relief from a threatening loss of control.
Aside from the heightened risk of psychological overload and subsequent
loss of control, another reason for the spate of dissociative disorders is
an increased vulnerability to trauma that has arisen under conditions of
modernity.

Historically, culture served as the first line of psychological defense for
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and situational problems. This role is so im-
portant that some social analysts literally have equated culture with cop-
ing. Modernity has seen the arrival of an almost opposite relationship, as
culture is often associated with emotional chaos, coping failure, and
psychopathology. Most viable cultures have an elaborate emotional de-
fense structure constructed of shared beliefs and rituals, as well as identifi-
able guidelines for attribution, rationalization, and utilization of social
support resources. These are especially important during times of extreme
crisis, when the individual is exposed to high levels of emotional stress and
arousal that require the adaptive deployment of dissociation.

When cultures perform their usual role as the governors of the dissocia-
tion process, it is unlikely that individual members will become trauma-
tized or need to embark on a private program of dissociative pathology.
Such cultures offer normalized ritual pathways that permit transient emo-
tional distancing via dissociation. This arrangement avoids the problems
that surface when people enact dissociation in social isolation. In a broader
sense, a working culture teaches members how to suffer. Cultural suffering
strategies afford power and confidence, while also eliminating the need for
members to drain energy on personalized coping discoveries. But
far-reaching changes have transpired that affect the ability of culture to
construct and preserve suffering strategies. A cross-cultural examination
reveals a large degree of variation with regard to the prevalence of psycho-
logical trauma. In some non-Western settings, members have a high degree
of emotional hardiness and a strong resistance to trauma. By contrast, mod-
erns have become exceedingly delicate from the standpoint of resisting the
stressors of life. Today we see an unprecedented level of trauma-proneness,
as even minor conflicts cause individuals to exceed their coping limits and
to lapse into a state of trauma.

Moderns who need to engage dissociation do so in an arbitrary idiosyn-
cratic manner that often does little more than intercept the memory process
in order to isolate the problem from consciousness. This does almost noth-
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ing to combat the source of the stress. In fact, crude dissociation techniques
of this sort keep alive the emotional distress, and hamper final resolution,
as they simply banish toxic memories from conscious awareness. Long
painstaking psychotherapies are usually needed in order to permit the
memories to be emotionally absolved by supported gradual exposure to
conscious recognition.

The retreat into the private self has diminished the sense that suffering
can be absorbed by the group. Our amplified emphasis on ourselves in-
creases the suffering that we experience in the face of adversity. The limited
amount of communal support that is attracted by modern modes of suffer-
ing is inferior in quality and does almost nothing to slow the breakdown of
the person’s defenses. The number of traumatized people will continue to
grow as the burden of suffering, and of maintaining emotional order, trans-
fers increasingly from the collective to the individual. More conflicts will
become irreconcilable as members find themselves unable to subscribe to
culture and to be rewarded with the mental health prophylactics of a social
identity.

Trauma counseling will keep expanding as a profession, even though its
therapeutic structure does little to address the fundamental social alien-
ation that underlies the current outbreak of trauma-proneness. The loneli-
ness of the modern sufferer will be characterized by a continued reliance on
privatized dissociative symptoms, rather than the more efficient madness
techniques that were once on offer at the cultural level. A partial solution
may lie in a deeper understanding of the cultural designs that were once
able to minimize the experience of chaos for members.

FUTURE-MINDEDNESS AND COLLECTIVE AGITATION

It is not difficult to understand why future-oriented cultures have mem-
bers with elevated anxiety levels. Humanistic psychologists preach about
the therapeutic value of immediacy and warn of the emotional risks of
abandoning the moment in favor of anticipation and concern about future
occurrences. The rationale for a relationship between anxiety and fu-
ture-mindedness involves issues such as control, predictability, and reli-
ability of experience.

Some thinkers have described modernity as a process that encourages a
type of dandyism that causes the person to become lost in presentness.23

This idea is based on the rationale that the modern dandy must occupy the
moment as part of the ongoing process of idealized self-fashioning. It also
assumes that the impossibility of maintaining a unified personality in a col-
lapsed cultural sphere demands a transient identity that depends on mo-
ment by moment adaptations. Yet, with the cultural shaping of Homo
consumens, the moment has progressively succumbed to the drive to be
somewhere else, and to have something else. This activates a future orien-
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tation that is transported by consumer motives, in particular the compul-
sion to dispose of and replace. The act of replacing has been endowed with
so much cultural currency that the replacers cannot accurately compare the
new to the old. Their habit is maintained by a blind faith in the cultural as-
sumption that something else is an improvement.

A general consciousness pattern has evolved in which the present is un-
derstood as a hindrance, and an impediment to absolute fulfillment. The
quest to overcome the limitations of the moment engages a process of plan-
ning and anticipation designed to procure future gain. This combines with
the modern appetite for everything, which further deports the person from
the moment. As the future achieves final precedence, immediate streams
of awareness conjure up disturbing feelings of discontent and guilty
self-betrayal. Along these lines, the moment has become an irritant in
that it provides distracting cues that threaten progress toward a worthier
tomorrow.

Future consciousness has the potential to translate into anxiety because
the moment is lost as a source of grounding, and also because the future is
tainted with uncertainty and the risk of failure. Frequently these are not
neutralized by the perception of the future as a potential deliverer of hope
and betterment. Also, we can no longer trust elements of the present to sur-
vive for any length of time. Our own survival has become linked to our abil-
ity to adjust to future developments. Unlike in the past, when we operated
in the realm of the known, or what we felt we knew, today our fate is tied to
the unknown. We are committed to the moment only for the purpose of be-
ing able to gauge when conditions will change.

Yet the claim that modernity fosters future focus and anxiety needs to be
qualified somewhat. In fact, as is the moment, the future is nearly extinct. It
has become an illusory commodity that operates in conjunction with eco-
nomic dynamics that utilize ephemerality to arrest the emotional world of
moderns, and to maintain their continued participation as unsettled con-
sumers who survive on brief punctuations of pseudogratification.24 The fu-
ture is now a manipulated illusion that functions as a compass for novelty,
which is the lifeblood of consumption as a cultural strategy. As a commer-
cialized fiction, the future not only makes the moment unfashionable and
obsolete, but sets the self adrift in misgiving, confusion, and incomprehen-
sible titillation devoid of culmination.

Responsibility for the future has declined as it has become increasingly
unreal, and more of a disposable carrierbag for desire. Largely gone is the
type of future anxiety wherein the person entertained distressing images of
ecological disaster, mass extinction, nuclear holocaust, and the end of the
world. There is no longer even much evidence of a background apprehen-
sion in relation to such matters. The new variation of future anxiety is fu-
eled less by collective and global concerns, and more by a nagging
existential-level fear that one will miss out on something.
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A partial exception can be found in the form of young people who have
not yet been inculcated by the magnitude of alienating self-interest needed
to suppress social and cosmic sensitivities. Prior to the full arrival of their
cultural discontent, they express considerable concern about the human
and environmental catastrophes of which they are aware. But these vanish
quite quickly when they begin to assemble their identities as restless con-
sumers who flirt with retail-style futures that feature in an amorphous mar-
ket existence. Upon entry into the market world, all aspects of their
personalities are honed by cultural texts that actively strive to commercial-
ize the reality of members. Not only the future but life itself become acts of
consumption. Yet we are only beginning to recognize the mental health
consequences of lengthy exposures to the conditioning patterns that result
in the modern consumer.
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CHAPTER 6

Modernity and Interpersonal
Health

Modernity has introduced a radically different stage upon which our inher-
ent sociality must be enacted. The form, content, and quality of interper-
sonal relationships have changed dramatically with important
implications for psychological well-being. The redefining of the social
world has sanctioned relational modes that are potentially abundant in
freedom, creativity, and innovation. At the same time, it has never been
more difficult for the social needs of people to unfold in a way that is satis-
fying and enriching.

The disappearance of the collective has had the effect of assigning rela-
tionships to individuals, but even this level of association is becoming
thin.1 The social landscape of modernity comprises solitary individuals
who find increasing sanctuary in the object and cyber worlds. From this cel-
lular position, they can still engage in a gregariousness that permits physi-
cal proximity to others. However, modern modes of human interaction
involve very little real social exchange.

The social regression that corresponded to the evolution of Homo
consumens caused relationships to be reinvented in the context of experi-
mental individualism, and the ascending need for self-enhancement. The
format of cognitive socialization is such that committed emotional rela-
tions are now coded as a threat to total self-fulfillment, and in particular to
the successful exploitation of all available sources of opportunity. The ad-
vantages once associated with meaningful interpersonal relationships
have been outweighed by the penalties they exact on the self-maximization



process. What remains is an undeveloped social plexus that allows mem-
bers to stay self-focused, devoted to the resolution of their discontents.

Previously, hypermaterialism and consumerism were analyzed in terms
of their direct and indirect consequences for mental health. These processes
are also important to an understanding of interpersonal health. The social
mechanics of consumer society dictate to a considerable extent the types of
relationships that develop between people, and also the way in which they
conceive of, and relate to, themselves. Consumer culture promotes a type of
existential displeasure wherein members are perpetually engaged in a cy-
cle of searching but not finding.2 As competitive self-interest infiltrates all
relationships, the “other” becomes a secondary priority, and social engage-
ment begins to be perceived as a costly enterprise that delays elusive satis-
factions. Gradually, consumption becomes more alluring than other
human beings.

The advertising industry has been quick to recognize, and capitalize on,
the depleted state of human relations by converting consumption into a
symbol of closeness. This is illustrated by a clever commercial that begins
with beautiful music and images of young children playing with a wooden
car. A soft loving voice sings several repetitions of the phrase “If you want
to get to know someone, really get to know someone.” Viewers feel sus-
pense as they wonder what they must do to really know someone. Since
children feature in the commercial, people wonder what must be done if
they really want to know their children. The tension is resolved when the
lyrics add, “Just wait till you drive it, just wait till you drive it.” The “it” in
this case is a big new automobile. This is a good example of the common
practice of selling people more of their problem as a supposed cure.

The desolation of modern relationships has been interpreted in terms of
the concept of conformist consumption, in which the quality of interpersonal
life deteriorates as people adopt a total life-style based on consumption,
and in particular on overwork that enables them to overconsume.3 When
the consumer program is fully internalized, it becomes a social vision that,
with ongoing media assistance, insulates members from a conscious
awareness of their loneliness. Consumption as a cultural code has become
so prominent that few members find themselves capable of the healthy dis-
obedience required to develop a personal code that makes ample room for
the “other.”4 Even if this were possible, it is likely that self-motivated con-
sumer defiance would have the reverse effect of increasing the amount of
estrangement experienced as a result of this cultural disobedience.

PUBLIC ORIENTATIONS, MODERN VOYEURISM, AND SOCIAL
ALLERGIES

The consumption of information has become a primary motivation that
is restructuring our social lives. For example, Internet usage, which is the
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fastest growing mode of consumption, has major implications for the
depth and quality of our interpersonal relationships. Research reveals that
regular Internet consumers (i.e., more than 5 hours per week) spend signifi-
cantly less time with other people and participate in significantly fewer so-
cial events than nonusers or less frequent users. One obvious explanation is
the time allocation factor; as more time is devoted to the Internet, less time
is available to those in one’s local social environment. Another explanation
concerns a shift away from the local other as a preferred social partner.
Greater priority is being given to the limitless universe of social possibili-
ties that reside in cyberspace.

Although Internet consumption can be thoroughly asocial, it is also giv-
ing birth to a new voyeuristic interpersonal style wherein participants be-
guile themselves with the experience of being connected to the whole
world. This heralds a turn of events in which the public has become the new
extended family. Moderns are now seeking to forge relationships with
far-off audiences, rather than those who inhabit their immediate surround-
ings. In fact, localness has become a disincentive for social investment, with
some people concentrated almost exclusively on their relationship to the
public. Evaluations of the self are reliant on ever larger recognition groups,
as local heroics is no longer able to fortify identity.

The void left by an absence of committed local relationships is filled par-
tially by personal statements that are aimed at the generalized public. Of-
ten the body is used as a billboard for announcing personal tastes, novel
values, elite identifications, unique orientations, or exceptional consumer
conquests. The simple broadcasting of one’s allegiance to prized brand
names can serve as a primitive form of public statement. The person mak-
ing a public statement is driven to stand out, but, unlike for outmoded
forms of showing off, there is little prospect of a social response. Although
targeted to an unlimited audience, the statement is made in psychological
seclusion. The performers are even likely to feel repulsed and embarrassed
by unwanted reactions from inconsequential local observers. They are pri-
vate broadcasters whose signal is aimed at the outlying and unknown
reaches of social space, but with no one to register their signals, moderns
have in effect become their own seducers.

Statements to the public audience are by no means limited to positive de-
pictions of the self. In fact, ugliness, outrageousness, and preposterousness
are popular themes for such statements, especially for young people who
are quick to realize the potency of such themes. However, as many parents
fail to understand, these statements have little to do with the effects they
can generate in the immediate social sphere. Certain consumer gadgets are
well suited for purposes of public communication and, as do perfection
and ugliness, have great appeal to the young. For example, public displays
of mobile phone usage convey not only one’s technological currentness,
but also the impression that one is in great demand in the world at large. It
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does not matter that there is no singular listener, as long as the person ap-
pears to have something going with all of humanity.

The new social entrepreneur uses the public statement as a creative pro-
paganda strategy that extracts a vague hope of eventual discovery. But this
discovery almost never eventuates because people have set their sites on
the whole world, and few of them have the self-promotion resources to
make an impact at that media level. So their statement remains an imper-
ceptible beacon that stays lit in case fate would somehow conspire to actu-
ate their public discovery. Locals tend to be kept at a distance since they
have a knack for tarnishing one’s statement and causing one to forfeit some
of the effort that has been invested in the public.

A public social orientation weds itself well to the current condition of
alienation, while also giving maneuverability to the type of self-servicing
that is jeopardized by emotional commitments. Relationships to the public
can be maintained quite economically by a surface exhibitionism that does
not tax the poorly formed empty self or diminish credibility by virtue of
unauthentic encounters. Taking the place of old-fashioned sociality we
have personality magnetism that is better designed for bonding to the
anonymous public.5 Also, by adding psychological distance between us
and the immediate social environment, we facilitate our capitalist values
and ambitions by reducing the guilt we experience through the manipula-
tion of locals.

This shift of the heart from the private to public realm has been aided by
an economic plan that has institutionalized and marketed the audience in
order to nurture the illusion of communication between self and public.
From this has arisen a revolutionary type of undesignated relationship that
requires neutralization of honest human inputs. The modern preoccupa-
tion with fame represents a new mode of relating that does not entail any
people who are actually known to one another.

It might seem that, as with other-directed moral anxiety, the demise of
the local “other” would lessen the likelihood of social fear since, in theory,
people are not emotionally invested in those around them. However, the
past decade has witnessed a well-documented spate of social anxiety disor-
ders, in particular social phobia. Major drug companies have responded ro-
bustly to the social phobia boom by developing new medications to treat
the estimated 12 to 15 percent of the population who will become psycho-
logically “allergic” to other people.

Whereas cynics have argued that the social phobia phenomenon is still
another example of a manufactured commercial pathology aimed at stimu-
lating medical consumption, it is probably better to fathom it as an addi-
tional consequence of the loss of the local social sphere. More specifically, it
reflects a situation in which performance-driven actors are unable to evalu-
ate themselves as a result of the absence of a local audience. Social anxiety
accumulates rapidly when individual performances, directed at nonexis-
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tent figmental audiences, have no way of offering the person the type of
feedback that assists in self-evaluation or future planning. With no means
to pacify themselves through normal local social channels, performance
anxiety escalates and becomes cued to a variety of social contexts, thus cre-
ating the psychic conditions for social phobia.

BEYOND MUTUALITY AND THE PURE RELATIONSHIP

Not long ago, social theorists were commenting that modernity lends it-
self to the pure relationship.6 The reasoning was that modernity has disen-
gaged social relations from nearly all external restraints and economic
realities, leading to unencumbered relationships that are powered only by
the emotional satisfactions that they can deliver. Marriage, like all other
forms of relationships, became more “pure” as togetherness was less and
less determined by financial survival and division of labor factors. Beyond
that, many of the elements that held partners together in former times,
which included children, have now become potential nuisances to the new
types of relationships that are motivated primarily by internal reward con-
tingencies. The advance of modernity, however, has generated additional
changes that no longer allow us to speak of the pure relationship.

One of these is the draining away of commitment. Mutuality, intimacy,
trust, and sacrifice are necessary in order to sustain commitment, but all of
these have declined as relationships have come to revolve around
self-actualization. Ever greater amounts of privatized and idiosyncratic in-
put are funneled into decisions about who will be our partner and friend, as
well as the nature and duration of those relationships. The emotionally un-
accompanied approach to interpersonal relations has taken on the overrid-
ing signature of a culture that has redefined intimacy as an economic entity.
Thus we see more technical types of relationships that are no longer
founded on substance, character, and resignation.7

Whereas all cultures throughout history have put forward some sort of
human ideal, the situation now is much different. In former ages, the cul-
tural messages concerning desirable human traits had considerable stabil-
ity. However, relationships today are updated continually in relation to
one’s marketability, and to the quickly changing ambitions of all involved.
As this unfolds, intense bonding is made less likely, except in short-lived
strategic bursts. Further reducing the prospect of deep local attachment is
the fact that the structure of our affections is being forged by me-
dia-generated images that invite celebrity fantasies as the basis of evaluat-
ing others. As the celebrity has invaded consciousness, the job of
generating appeal at the local level has become exceedingly difficult.

Modernity has seen the “other” become largely hypothetical, a develop-
ment that has been magnified by the disappearance of local space and the
subsequent rise of cyber caring and purely conjectural relationships. Cul-

Interpersonal Health 87



tural greed has thinned human involvements even more and replaced uni-
fication tendencies with an accounting process that assesses the exchange
value of the relational investment. One of the most interesting social com-
pensation strategies is petism, as increasing numbers of people develop
overly close relationships to pets. Petism has been described as a new cul-
ture-bound disorder that is becoming increasingly common in modern
Western culture. By contrast, it does not exist in traditional non-Western
cultures, where social relations and community ties are relatively intact.8
The interpersonal vacuum that fuels petism has seen a proliferation of pet
hotels, pet restaurants, and pet psychologists.

In its new role, the pet can help to fill the void left by the disappearance
of the confidant in modern life. Pet owners can communicate their
thoughts and emotions, and obtain comfort in the knowledge that they
have a listening ear. Many moderns cannot access this form of mutual re-
ceptivity via human channels. Ultimately, the hypothetical public proves
unable to meet people’s relatedness needs, thereby increasing the attrac-
tion of the nonhuman world. Pets are the great unsung social heroes of the
modern age, and their psychological value as antidotes to loneliness cannot
be overestimated. Closely behind, and also very important as social surro-
gates, are collectibles, which are becoming the only friend of the modern
stranger. Menageries of collectibles, which are reliable and unchanging, are
the social and psychological salvation of innumerable moderns who expe-
rience a profound sense of abandonment.

SOLITARINESS AND THE INTIMACY CRISIS

As culturally constructed bundles of desire, moderns have the expecta-
tion that they will relate to their desires in a relatively private manner.9 This
augments the sort of individualism that can interfere with interpersonal re-
lations. One cross-cultural study of eleven cultures found that healthy and
lasting relationships between parents and children were more likely in col-
lective than individualistic cultures.10 Robert Putnam’s influential essay
Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital examines individualism
and related cultural processes that diminish social capital, “the features of
social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate
coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit.”11 An understanding of
the ongoing decline in social capital can shed light on the state of our rela-
tionships to other individuals and the wider community.

Generally speaking, life is easier and more satisfying if a society or com-
munity has a rich store of social capital since it creates the foundation for so-
cial trust and generalized reciprocity. It also underlies civic engagement as
well as the motivation to participate in activities that transcend
self-interest. However, our lives today have become more self-defined and
characterized by a high degree of self-containedness. A wide range of re-
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search demonstrates that, in America, there is a significant shift away from
nearly all activities that contribute to social capital. The result is that we are
doing more and more things alone.

For example, recent years have seen a dramatic fall in participation in lo-
cal political events, public meetings, school affairs, volunteer work for civic
organizations (e.g., Boy Scouts, Red Cross), fraternal organizations,
women’s clubs, and so forth. In less than 20 years, participation in the Par-
ent-Teacher Association dropped from 12 million to less than 7 million. Re-
search that considered all forms of group membership found that, from
1970 to 1995 in America, aggregate associational membership has declined
by approximately 25 percent. As the number of bowlers in America in-
creased by 10 percent from 1980 to 1993, league bowling fell by 40 percent
during that period. Again, the trend is to do things alone.

Some countertrends seem to be at work. For example, recent decades
have seen an increase in the membership of environmental organizations
(e.g., Green Peace, Sierra Club), retired persons groups (e.g., American As-
sociation of Retired Persons), and feminist groups (e.g., National Organiza-
tion of Women). In analyzing this trend toward participation in mass
organizations, Putnam points out that most members have only a tertiary
relationship with the group. For most, the extent of their involvement is
limited to the annual writing of a check to cover dues, plus the occasional
glance at a monthly newsletter. Only a small percentage of members attend
meetings, and very few have contact with other group members. They usu-
ally do not even know that each other exists. So there is almost no founda-
tion upon which social capital can be built.

Another countertrend is the ongoing rise of self-help and support
groups. Although these offer some basis for the development of social capi-
tal, there is only a very weak bond between members, despite the fact that
many people are drawn to these groups in an attempt to compensate for re-
lational deficits with family, neighbors, and general community.12 In most
cases, the actual meetings are merely a forum for individuals to focus on
themselves in the company of others. Ultimately, most self-help and sup-
port groups do not begin to satisfy the hunger for community that is experi-
enced by many people today.

The disappearance of social capital points to a worrying pattern of social
disengagement that has consequences in terms of social trust and “good
neighborliness.” In 1960, for instance, 58 percent of Americans surveyed
endorsed the sentiment that “most people can be trusted.” By 1993, this had
fallen to only 37 percent.13 Research from thirty-five countries shows that
social trust is closely linked to degree of associational membership. Trust
and engagement are two dimensions of the same fundamental factor,
namely, social capital.

People today are surrounded by a growing assortment of disinterested
specialists who will attend to their needs whenever services are required.14
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But this new technique-driven social order promotes an intimacy crisis as
people are required to relate to fragmented glimpses of the social “other.”15

The absence of a relationship to a complete person invites moderns to par-
ticipate with the human world in a nomadic way that precludes deep rela-
tionships, while giving greater incentive to self-gratification by way of
association to the material world. The crisis of intimacy and the demise of
social gratification have refashioned all aspects of family life and given rise
to an entirely new locus of socialization and affection.

TOWARD THE INVISIBLE PARENT

Historically, the family was the primary culture bearer in a society
whose chief motivations were reproduction and conformity. With the par-
ents at the hub, the family provided the clearest pathway to the values,
principles, and assumptions of the wider culture. This is less true today as
the media overshadow the family as the focal point of cultural transmis-
sion, and as the workplace becomes the new physical and psychological
home for family leaders. The nuclear family has given way to a diverse
multiplicity of family patterns and household arrangements.

The existing culture of consumption has altered goals and life-styles,
further reducing the influence of the family as culture bearer. It is now com-
mon to find families located in “floating” communities that lack closeness,
purpose, and stability. The primary motivations for such communities con-
sist of convenience, consumption, and leisure.16 As floating families ac-
commodate themselves to consumer society, relationships between family
members are made on the basis of economic decisions.

Modern cultural conditions have forged a wide emotional gap between
parents and their offspring. Research shows that during the years 1960 to
1986 the amount of parental time available to children decreased by 10
hours per week.17 This trend appears to be continuing as historical concep-
tions of family life are being dissolved by asocial motivations that surface in
the context of hyperindividualistic consumer society. The cultural transi-
tion from family-mindedness to work-mindedness amplifies the effects of
all other factors that are sapping strength from the family. In surveys of
working couples, upward of 40 percent of respondents report that their jobs
interfere with family life. Yet, except for a small countertrend in which
some people are rethinking their work and family priorities, the general
trend continues to be in the direction of more work and less time for the
family.

Agrowing number of parents are simply unable to find the time for their
children. Some observers have begun to speak of the emerging antichild so-
ciety, which is thought to explain some of the antisocial trends among our
youth. Escalating work (and leisure) zeal has, quite literally, prevented
many parents from actually knowing their children. The child-as-stranger
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phenomenon has created a challenging situation for mental health profes-
sionals as they try to assess its impact on child development, as well as the
family as a basis for social integration. The same is true of the relentless
swing toward proxy-style child rearing methods.

Millions of day-cared children are being spawned by the modern pre-
cept that children need not prevent us from pursuing private ambitions.
Children may be part of our package of wants, but they can no longer ex-
pect to have a psychological parent.18 In order for someone to become a psy-
chological parent, he or she must be proximally and emotionally close to
the child in a relatively uninterrupted way. Research shows that even rela-
tively brief separations can impede the development of this type of rela-
tionship and have long-term negative consequences on the child. So-called
quality time does not compensate for actual quantity of time spent with
one’s child.

Many new age parents like to believe that day care centers are not harm-
ful to a child’s development, and furthermore that their children receive
benefits through increased exposure to other nurturing adults and to other
children who add to their friendship network. Parents who are concerned
about the quality of day care settings are turning to new technologies that
give them the impression that they are still participating in the care of their
children.

This practice has taken the form of Internet websites that allow working
parents to access periodic visual images of their children as they go about
their activities. It takes them only a few seconds to log in to the site and lo-
cate the phantasm that corresponds to their little boy or girl. If all looks
well, they can log off and resume their work without any significant loss of
time or productivity. This system proves to be especially popular when the
child is very young since it provides Internet parents with the illusion that
they themselves are doing the supervision, thus freeing them from the in-
stincts that would otherwise incline them to be physically present with the
child. Aside from whatever comfort this gives the parents, there is a sizable
body of research that demonstrates quite clearly that nonparental child care
practices are detrimental to the social and emotional well-being of the child.19

One consistent finding is that children raised in day care are more physi-
cally aggressive and more verbally abusive to peers and adults. They also
tend to display identity confusion, lower frustration tolerance, and dimin-
ished ability to persist in task fulfillment than children raised in full-time
parental care. Long-term research shows that teenagers who were raised in
day care settings were more nonconforming and more likely to use alcohol
and drugs. They were also found to be more prone to delinquent behavior
and more likely to withdraw from school than teenagers raised in full-time
parent care.

Other research has shown that children who spent over 20 hours per
week in day care exhibited a reluctance to make contact with their own par-
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ents. Research also shows that day care children have greater difficulty in
developing a “moral center” and a conscience.20 They are more inclined to
believe that they have full and unrestricted freedom to do whatever they
like, regardless of the social consequences. There is a risk that we may be
producing many undersocialized children who lack basic social skills and
trust.21

As the self becomes the consumer, the importance attached to cravings
can easily overshadow family devotion and loyalties. Although child ne-
glect can be a result of parental materialistic ambitions, there is a partially
competing trend wherein parenthood is conceived as an extension of own-
ership prerogatives. This translates into a parental desire to maximize the
potential of children, to get the utmost from them, and in general to use par-
enthood as a vehicle to personal fulfillment. In contradiction to the under-
lying situation of neglect we sometimes find a hyperscrupulous passion to
overbond with children. When neglect combines with overindulgence and
overbonding, the result is children who do not develop fully in terms of co-
operation, sensitivity to the needs of others, and ability to work effectively
in groups.22

Prior to 2 years of age, children show the ability to feel for, and respond
sympathetically to, the suffering and misfortune of other people. But
there is mounting evidence demonstrating that children are being social-
ized in a way that suppresses this natural response capability.23 In one re-
search study, both mother and child were placed in a situation wherein
both were exposed to the distress of another child. Then the mother was
observed for her own reaction to the distress and the extent to which she
conveyed to her own child the feeling of personal responsibility for the
distressed child. The following passage reflects the revealing outcome of
this research:

Far from conveying intense messages about children’s responsibili-
ties when they are bystanders to others’ suffering, the mothers tend
either to ignore the suffering or, more frequently, to reassure the chil-
dren and tell them not to worry about it! This lack of involvement in
others’ pain, when their own children have not had a hand in it, is
startling.24

The wider conclusion drawn from this and similar studies is that altru-
ism is waning in modern society. Social instruction in basic kindness has
been supplanted by teaching and modeling that engender a robust sense of
entitlement. Humility and gratitude, which have also been removed from
society’s curriculum, no longer function to curb self-interest. Parents extin-
guish “good samaritan” tendencies while encouraging aggressive and
competitive personality traits. This emphasis raises their children’s fitness
as lone individuals who must rely on themselves to cope in their unassisted
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worlds, but the cost of this enculturation design lies in an undercurrent of
social insecurity that stems from the progressive breakdown of bonds be-
tween people. In conjunction with the general poverty of modern relation-
ships, this insecurity disposes many people toward still greater reliance on
consumption.

Children, like adults, are replacing sociality with buying and acquisition
strategies aimed at forging for themselves a sense of belongingness, even
though they ultimately belong more to the economy than to a cohesive net-
work of other human beings. The child-as-customer phenomenon has been
explained by the rise of the “absent other” and of distanced relations in
modern society, in stark contrast to premodern social structures that were
characterized by the obvious presence of others.25

The antiquated notion of maternal instinct is no longer taken seriously
as a primary source of cultural motivation, and the same is true of instinc-
tual drives toward parental nurturance in general. Increasingly children
are becoming an extension of the impression management strategies used
by alienated parents who have retreated into a romance with their own po-
tential. If one’s children can also be made to realize their potential, this is
even more proof for the anonymous public that the parent is realizing his or
her full potential. The child’s new role as impression manager of the parent
is the reason many parents today feel a compulsive urge to push their chil-
dren to their limits and beyond in order to achieve conspicuous victories.
The emotional costs to the children tend to be rationalized with the as-
sumed logic that excellence and fame will open doors and give them a
grounding for future happiness.

The age of unquestioning devotion to the child is gone; parents are now
able to negotiate their affections with their own interests at the forefront of
their mind. The presumption of compromise has given way to parent-child
relationships wherein both parties receive equal consideration. Children
have joined the expanding ranks of those who must be responsible for their
own psychological welfare, freeing former parental captives to develop
their own personality into a worthwhile commodity.

The physical deportation of one’s children is being experienced as less
and less sinful in light of the elevated status of personal profit, and the new
understanding of self-sufficiency as the key to a thoroughly profitable life.
The debut of the whimsical self-seeking parent has been made possible by
the psychological compartmentalization of children, wherein cultural per-
mission has been granted to deem children as part-time entities that have
been stripped of most of their historical powers of restriction, limitation,
and inhibition. The dreary, but pacifying, resignations of earlier versions of
parenthood are no longer inevitable.

However, the social sanctioning of the invisible parent is not yet com-
plete; as a result some parents are still confronted by guilt about their gen-
eral absence from their children’s lives. In fact, there has emerged a rather
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characteristic pattern that could be labeled self-actualization guilt in which
parents use negative emotion to punish themselves for giving priority to
their own program of self-fulfillment. Some parents engage in a daily rou-
tine of mourning for their children as they deposit them with their care giv-
ers; residual guilt stays with them the rest of the day. The mourning-guilt
syndrome is especially prevalent in women who are choosing to work be-
cause it is more satisfying and pleasurable than being at home.

In this regard, research confirms that a growing number of mothers are
outsourcing their children, not for financial reasons, but for the more stimu-
lating types of arrangements that exist in the workplace.26 A similar reac-
tion has appeared in men who become married to work, and thus even less
available to the family, because work offers more than home in terms of rec-
ognition and positive feedback. It has become easier for parents to justify
career moves that are designed as escapes from the pandemonium and ur-
gency of children and their needs.27

Yet for those whose old style of conditioning is still alive, considerable
conflict can arise during moments of awareness of the emotional cost to
their children. Those most affected by this conflict find themselves waver-
ing in confusion, not able to resolve the work-family dilemma. Asmall per-
centage of conflicted parents are sacrificing their work pleasures in order to
make more time for their children and family. But the broader trend is for
parents to dissociate from their guilt and sadness in order to devote more of
their time to the manageable and less precarious relationships in the work
environment.

One overriding trend, the choice not to have children, is being reflected
in rapidly declining birth rates throughout the Western world. The child-
less family will continue to gain in popularity as more and more people are
swayed toward life-style creations founded upon maximal freedom as a ve-
hicle for consumer heroics. This goal will also result in a continuation of the
present trend away from marriage itself, which reflects the tendency of
moderns to approach commitment on a purely experimental and ex-
changeable basis.

EXCHANGE RELATIONSHIPS,POSTMARITAL DEPRESSION,
AND DIVORCE CULTURE

Marriage has become steadily more private and voluntary in nature. De-
cisions about marriage are being made in light of the prospects for personal
fulfillment. The institution itself has been dethroned as a supraindividual
entity that supersedes both the individual and the couple. In its place, we
have another possible life choice that, if taken wisely, has something to offer
the individuals involved. Rather than being the basis for compromise and
sacrifice, it has been reshaped into a relational investment that can pay divi-
dends in terms of self-satisfaction.
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In this respect, recent decades have witnessed a shift from communal
marriages to exchange marriages.28 In communal relationships, people are
concerned about the welfare of others at least as much as they are con-
cerned about their individual desires. There is a mutuality about commu-
nal relationships that carries the assumption that both participants are
looking out for each other. As part of this, they do not feel a strong need for
automatic reciprocity. When they give to the other person, it is assumed
that this is making a contribution to the overall relationship. By contrast, in
exchange relationships, participants are more self-focused, and thus more
likely to view the relationship as a sort of economic exchange. Many such
marriages revolve around the efficient management of work schedules and
finances. An expectation exists that there should be a significant return
from any investment of time, energy, or money into the relationship. Al-
though traditional arranged marriages had some of these pragmatic quali-
ties, the exchange involved was intended primarily to benefit the
long-term union of two people. The “other” in a modern exchange marriage
is a carefully chosen, but modifiable, component of one’s life portfolio.

There is a positive side to the practice of selecting a mate realistically on
the basis of an exchange. For example, entering into a relationship on a
cost-benefit basis increases one’s chances of financial security, while con-
versely reducing the risk of material deprivation. Exchange relationships
also enjoy a contractual structure that allows more predictability and con-
trol than less rational love-propelled relationships. Yet one must wonder
about the ability of market-style marriages to provide the intangible re-
wards of a blinder type of love that is not ruled by self-interest and
cost-benefit calculations.29

People are finding it difficult to make the sort of emotional commitment
that is necessary in order to enter into a marriage. One reason for this trend
is that many of us now feel that marriage entails giving up too much. We
hold off until we are convinced that the other person is the real thing, and
that the marriage will be the sure bet that we demand. Until then, the “op-
portunity cost” of making a marital commitment is perceived as being too
high.30

Modern marriages are becoming more companionate in design, and less
bound to mutual commitment assumptions.31 Personal considerations
have come to outweigh traditional influences and rendered obsolete the
notion of lifelong devotion. Commitment has become highly tentative. Out
of this development has arisen a flourishing counseling industry whose
central aims are to negotiate marital relationships within the framework of
the private demands of participants and to remedy the distress stemming
from failed negotiation agreements. One small part of this expanding in-
dustry is the drawing up of prenuptial agreements that preserve individual
interests in anticipation of marital dissolution.
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The motives for divorce in companionate marriages can be quite subtle.
Rather than reflecting indifference to or disregard for the partner, they seem
more related to unconscious existential assessments made about one’s
progress with the Dream. With pragmatism no longer able to justify marital
continuity, the Dream has achieved as much importance as the marital par-
ticipants themselves. The modern marriage partner is expected to do his or
her part in making the Dream a reality. If both have similar aspirations
along these lines, some semblance of harmony will prevail, but if one part-
ner begins to lose sight of the Dream, the other is likely to interpret this as a
form of mutiny or rejection. Sometimes this is explained away with the rea-
soning that they have grown apart, but in reality the split has little to do
with growth. With increasing frequency, marital breakdown is the result of
the partners’ falling out of step in their wider journeys as consumers.

The viability of marriage is always threatened by the fact that the Dream
has too many variations, and too many fluctuating qualities, for it to be
achieved in unison with someone else. Another problem is that a great deal
of time and energy must be funneled into its quest. Among other things, it
transforms the seeker into a worker who runs the continual risk of becom-
ing invisible to the other person. The simple matter of time can account for a
large number of marital collapses. Working marriages often have much
more economic capital than marital capital, as a result of insufficient time
to nourish a loving relationship.

Marital capital, which ultimately determines the strength of a marriage,
derives from engagement in joint pursuits and activities that promote the
experience of being a couple. Simultaneously, those pursuits forge a set of
values and attitudes that are unique to the marriage. They give life to the re-
lationship in which the participants are also part of a supraindividual asso-
ciation made up of two connected people. However, the trend is for
marriages to be so individualized that they lack the necessary amounts of
mutuality to generate adequate marital capital. The previously mentioned
“bowling alone” phenomenon is observable in many marriages, allowing
us to speak of people who have the underlying feeling that they are married
alone.

The aloneness of the modern marriage experience is one reason that
postmarital depression has become a common affliction for new Western
brides and grooms. It is precipitated by some of the same social structures
that predispose new Western mothers to postnatal depression. In particu-
lar, both new mothers and new marriage partners are assaulted by the
postceremony reality that their new status has no recognition or support in
the wider culture. In both cases, their new roles have no structures other
than improvised ones that strive to assign meaning to the whole venture.
Newly married people sense that new responsibilities are an aspect of their
changed status, but they again struggle to identify a wider framework
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within which to comprehend and act upon these responsibilities. In many
cases, it soon emerges that they are solely responsible for themselves.

This experience is magnified by its stark contrast to the usual pomp that
precedes the occasion. The commercial hysteria that features prominently
in contemporary marriages results in a demoralizing transition from con-
sumer fantasy to relational reality. It masks only temporarily the cultural
separation that young newlyweds are forced to endure in the modern age.
The general isolation of modern marriage causes the couple to look toward
each other for direction, guidance, and comfort. However, in most cases,
the motives instilled by consumer conditioning overtake the relationship,
and both soon become devoted to work and other profitable engagements.
Before long, participants realize that the spouse is unable to provide emo-
tional salvation; that recognition adds to the suspicion that marriage will be
a lonely and poorly delineated experience.

Like the new Western mother who succumbs to depression as a result of
perceived social abandonment, the new go-it-alone married person is pre-
disposed in a similar way toward depressive symptoms. When this com-
bines with the conscious awareness of disappointment and the withdrawal
effects of a hypercommercialized premarital period, it is an easy step to en-
tertain divorce as a solution to one’s negative emotion.

The modern crisis of sexuality is another element that contributes to
postmarital depression and the general poverty of contemporary marriage.
Modernity has seen the demise of shared sexuality. The sexuality crisis that
has ensued has been explained in terms of social alienation and the eclipse
of intimacy.32 Without the “other” to complete the sexual act, there is little
chance for intimacy. When this happens, sex becomes just another thing to
have, or another commodity to consume. Satisfying sexuality requires a
deep union with the “other,” but self-interested participants end up with an
other-less sex that has a way of fostering confusion, doubt, and variety
seeking.

Social analysts have made increasing reference to the commercialization
of love and sexuality. In a noncommercial marriage, love is integrated into
the relationship in such a way as to provide an antidote for individual max-
imization.33 That is, a love union actually offers relief from the pursuit of
immediate self-interest, and a redirection toward a subjectively higher
cause in the form of the love union itself. It is even probable that the
self-sacrifice entailed in this type of relationship strengthens the union and
becomes a source of heightened attraction. Sexuality loses an essential
component when both individuals are geared toward personal maximiza-
tion. Fidelity and faithfulness are among the assumptions that have been
ejected in favor of ones that relate to the new prerogative not to allow one’s
desires to be frustrated.

The loss of the presumption of permanence has an impact on “emotional
insurance” and, in turn, the quality of sexual relations.34 The experience of
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emotional insurance is unlikely when individualistic calculation is the pri-
mary motivation underlying sexual engagement. When sexuality is per-
ceived as a consumer right, loneliness pervades the union, and the sex act
itself becomes dominated by technique. Since sexual technique cannot
compensate for a loss of mutuality or bridge the gulf of loneliness, sexual
incompetence is never far behind. This explains the rising rate of all types of
sexual dysfunction and sexual inadequacy that feature in the modern sexu-
ality crisis.

Estimates indicate that over 30 million American men suffer from either
complete or partial erectile dysfunction. One must wonder whether the hu-
man being has ever had sexual problems on this scale. Reports are appear-
ing about the modern “Impotency Boom” and the epidemic proportions
this problem has reached in the West. This phenomenon has become a fi-
nancial boom for many, not unlike the gold rush of the nineteenth century.
Aprosperous drug and sex therapy industry has arisen to capitalize on this
sexual problem.

Sexual desire disorders have also been increasing at a very rapid rate
over the past two decades.35 The most common disorder is classified as
hypoactive sexual desire disorder, a deficiency or total absence of sexual urges,
which currently affects over 20 percent of the adult population. Different
causes have been suggested, such as fear of loss of control, fear of preg-
nancy, depression, and a history of sexual trauma. Of these factors, depres-
sion is the only one that could account for the sharp increases in sexual
desire disorders, but we probably need to go beyond depression as a causal
agent and to look at the shifting focus of our desires. Passion that normally
would be directed to the social realm is drained off as culture imbues mem-
bers with the type of desire, including sexual desire, that does not promote
self-transcendence or human interest.

As the market absorbs greater amounts of our emotional attention, the
“other” becomes more generalized, and the strength of emotional bonding
is depleted.36 Even our closest “loved ones” have become more general-
ized, and less capable of being circumscribed with lasting deep emotion.
The inability to differentiate others from a diffuse market experience has re-
sulted in a different definition of marriage. It has uncoupled itself from tra-
ditional societal goals and redefined itself as a personal gamble that could
pay off in terms of self-fulfillment for both parties. The market mentality
and the subsequent loss of the distinct other have also rewritten the mean-
ing of divorce. Rather than being perceived as failed cultural heroics, or
even as an arrangement that went wrong, divorce has become a wager that
did not come in, a bet that did not work out. Consumer society has
remolded marriage into a wearable consumer product that may or may not
fit.

The option to divorce is a consumer’s right if the product proves unsatis-
factory, and if the contractors want to cut their losses. Unlike in former
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times when divorce was constrained by social morality, now the marital
customer is always right. In this environment, there is no need for divorce
to be accompanied by punishing social dramatics, lengthy self-flagellation,
soul searching, or self-improvement. Instead it is thought that, in time, the
market will swing in one’s direction and make obvious another choice.

As divorce has been embraced by consumer dynamics, it has achieved a
new respectability that liberates participants from restrictive social domin-
ion. The whole process of divorce, from initial fantasy through to new part-
ner shopping, is becoming a type of consumer distraction that somehow
compensates for the barrenness of actual relationships. Despite the empti-
ness and social craving that intermingles with modern divorce culture, per-
manent marriage is largely unfathomable, and already quaintly
unfashionable, to the new generation of the interpersonal consumer. His-
torically, children have represented a reason for disregarding or delaying
the option of divorce, but the swing toward viewing children as an optional
extra to marriage will make divorce an even easier course of action in the
future.

We are all familiar with the statistics about the rising divorce rates. In
some parts of the Western world, more than 50 percent of marriages end in
divorce. In the United States, nearly 10 million children currently live in
single-parent families: a sixfold increase over the past four decades. The di-
vorce rate is rising steadily all over the Westernized world, even in coun-
tries like Israel that have a deep tradition of family unity. There are a few
exceptions where the percentage of marriages ending in divorce has stabi-
lized for the time being, but the assumption of impermanence continues to
permeate the marital contract. There is an implicit background expectation
that the time will come when the relationship will no longer be worth it to
the contractual participants.

Although modernity has shortened the lifespan of marriages, some as-
pects of modernity appear to enhance marital satisfaction. In one study in
Israel, for example, researchers assessed quality of marriage in relation to a
number of modernization variables, including education, maternal em-
ployment, and equality of conjugal power.37 These factors were found to
correlate with increased marital satisfaction, despite the overriding fact
that contemporary Israeli marriages are more precarious than traditional
ones. This was the case for both males and females. The investigators con-
cluded that the growing voluntariness and equality of modern marriages
in Israel, which produce instability and vulnerability, have the effect of im-
proving the quality of marital relations. Therefore, the truncated lifespan of
marriages today does not automatically imply diminished marital satisfac-
tion during the actual course of the relationship. A divorce option may be
especially liberating for women who have run the historical risk of marital
imprisonment, and the exploitation and oppression that this has entailed.
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There is some evidence that, under certain conditions, features of mod-
ernization can lessen the likelihood of divorce. In Islamic Southeast Asia,
for example, decreasing rates of divorce have been explained by social
changes that allow greater freedom to make personal choices about mar-
riage partners, as well as greater opportunities for women to receive an ed-
ucation and thereby postpone marriage to a later age.38 The greatest
advantage of these alterations to traditional practices is that the person can
reduce the risk of an unsatisfactory marriage. In contrast, Western coun-
tries give primary emphasis to the dissolution of disappointing marriages.

Research still identifies money matters as the number one reason for
marital disintegration in contemporary Western society. Concerns about
money and all things material has actually become a greater determinant of
marital well-being even though we live in a period of unprecedented eco-
nomic prosperity. It is common even for couples basking in vast surpluses
of wealth to identify money matters as the primary reason for divorce.

Other frequently cited reasons for divorce include loss of mutual re-
spect, waning feelings of love, and conflict of various sorts in addition to
those related to money, but an interesting trend that has appeared is that in-
creasing numbers of divorces unfold without any obvious signs of conflict.
Nearly one-third of divorces are now of this conflict-free variety, in which
one or both partners simply experience the feeling that they would be hap-
pier elsewhere.

The upsurgence of friendly divorces is proving especially troublesome
for the children who must come to terms with this type of breakup. In addi-
tion to whatever other emotional problems they face because of the di-
vorce, they struggle with a profound puzzlement. The children cannot
understand why their seemingly happily married parents would choose to
divorce. In the absence of a plausible explanation, they frequently turn the
blame onto themselves, despite reassurances from their parents. Not sur-
prisingly, research shows that the postdivorce adjustment of such children
is less favorable than that of children who go through parental divorces that
are characterized by open conflict. In general, divorce culture has created
many new mental health challenges for children today.

Alarge body of research has chronicled the potential ill effects of divorce
on children. Some types of postdivorce custody arrangements are quite dif-
ficult for children. For example, girls in paternal custody and boys in mater-
nal custody have been found to be especially disadvantaged in terms of
deficiencies of prosocial behavior, impulse control, anger management,
and self-concept.39 The loss of wider sources of social support, as well as a
deterioration of the quality of living environment, can add to the problems
of children in divorce culture. These harmful effects can be assuaged par-
tially when supportive networks and adequate physical resources can be
maintained after the divorce.
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Beyond the potential psychological pitfalls of divorce, marriage as an in-
stitution has lost so much social credibility that it is vanishing as a prerequi-
site for childbearing. Throughout the modern world, the number of
children being born to single mothers and unmarried parents has nearly
matched the number who find themselves outside dual-parent families as a
result of divorce. In the United States, one-third of children are being born
to unmarried mothers, and the same trend is occurring in other Western
countries. This has many complex mental health ramifications for growing
numbers of children who are being raised in alternative family environments.

Children reared in single-parent arrangements are not necessarily des-
tined to suffer psychological ill effects, but childhood stress is more likely as
a result of the multiple transitions often accompanying this situation.40

Children who undergo numerous transitions, as well as exposure to chang-
ing care-giver patterns, have reduced educational success and a greater risk
of emotional difficulties. Inconsistent and contradictory socialization prac-
tices are among the reasons cited for the deleterious impact of some styles
of family organization and for the inablility of parents to meet the
socioemotional needs of children. Even in traditional family designs, we
find that parents are making smaller and smaller socioemotional invest-
ments in their children. This affects in a negative way the self-image, coping
ability, comfort level, and overall adjustment of the children who find
themselves victims of this increasingly common form of deprivation.

ANTISOCIAL, IMPULSIVE, AND BORDERLINE-NARCISSISTIC
TRENDS

In looking at interpersonal health from another angle, we might con-
sider the many statistics that suggest that contemporary Western culture
has gravitated toward destruction, death, and violence. For instance, be-
tween 1950 and 1970, there was a doubling of the murder rate in the United
States.41 The murder rate among boys aged 14 and 17 doubled between
1985 and 1995.42 Increasingly we hear of children under 10 years of age who
murder other children, sometimes for a few dollars, sometimes for no ap-
parent reason other than boredom. Over 2 million Americans are currently
in jail, and many American states opt for the death penalty out of general
frustration with the burgeoning problem of violent crime.

Medical practitioners in many urban hospital emergency rooms com-
pare their work to that of doctors who mop up on the front lines of battle
during war. Murder has become the single most common cause of death in
some age groups. In the United States, the leading cause of death for
women in the workplace is murder; for men it is the third most common
cause of death. Each year in America, the number of murders is more than
half of the number of American lives lost in the combined years of the Viet-
nam War. More than 2,000 murders are committed annually in the city of
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Los Angeles. Not long ago, 34,000 wreaths were laid out near the White
House, each representing a child or adolescent who had been murdered in
the preceding few years. A considerable number of these deaths were the
result of the increasingly popular pastime of thrill killing. When inter-
viewed after their crimes, thrill killers speak as if they had done nothing
more serious than kill a little time. In most instances, no signs of social con-
science can be found.

The motivation for this phenomenon has little to do with achieving the
basics of survival. The former correlations between crime and poverty, or
crime and unemployment, are disappearing. Acts of brutality are being
committed by people who have no excuse on the grounds of need. Rather,
they reflect a desensitization to antisocial behavior that stems from a moral
code that lacks a social foundation.

Alarmists have begun to speak of the suicidal and necrophilic tenden-
cies of modern Western culture, but this stance is not warranted, for several
reasons. It is true that the new cultural conditioning project has replaced
public virtue and other-directed empathy with a profit mentality whose
primary allegiance is to the market,43 but the vast majority of asocial profi-
teers continue to operate within a set of cooperative arrangements and
self-constraints that maximize their efficiency and adaptability and make
for profitable business with others.44 In this way, considerable degrees of
dishonesty and deception can be acted out as part of the normal interaction
between partakers. The law itself is revamping itself in order to accommo-
date mutual exploitation practices wherein all parties are both criminal and
victim.

Psychological symptoms tended historically to mirror cultural prohibi-
tions that were propounded by mainstream social institutions. For exam-
ple, obsessive and compulsive symptoms were almost exclusively
religious in nature, such as intrusive negative thoughts about God or un-
stoppable urges to commit some type of sin. Hypervirtuous symptoms, in
which the patient symbolically enacted social contrition, were also a fea-
ture of premodern madness techniques. When religion faded as the moral
purveyor, obsessive-compulsive symptoms still had a distinctly
other-related aspect, as when a woman feared that she might hurt her hus-
band or children. Although drawing on more localized themes for patho-
logical structure, they nonetheless continued to echo the inclination of
individuals to transcend themselves and to locate meaning in a larger so-
cial framework. However, these patterns of symptom formation are be-
coming less common as cultural wrongs become less salient, fewer in
number, and more reflective of infractions against oneself. The symptom
constellations that are becoming prevalent today are those that communi-
cate pathological degrees of self-attention. Characterological and
self-control symptoms are becoming highly prevalent as a consequence of
the social deregulation of madness.
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What were once called character disorders are now sometimes classified
as personality disorders in the official psychiatric diagnosis manuals. Even
so, some mental health professionals still refer to character disorders in an
attempt to describe symptoms that are more than, or other than, overtly
psychiatric in nature. The diagnosis of character disorder often involves a
value judgment that the disturbance somehow relates to deeper flaws at
the level of the self. In this regard, an assessment is made that something is
wrong with the person, rather than simply with the “mind” of that person.
The potential confusion that stems from the diagnosis of a character disor-
der relates to the possibility that the disorder might be normal (in the sense
of being the norm) and also that the afflicted often do not experience suffer-
ing. The diagnosis then becomes a matter of what the diagnostician as-
sumes to be acceptable behavior and, more generally, what constitutes
human nature.

A grandiose dimension has been added to the private self that curtails
social perspective and produces narcissistic individuals who become their
own most compelling cause in life. It has been claimed that narcissistic per-
sonality disorder (NPD) is the defining characterological disturbance of the
contemporary world, and that it is a direct by-product of modernity.45 In
support of this claim, there is ample clinical evidence that the diagnosis of
pathological narcissism is being made much more frequently than in previ-
ous decades.

Asimilar picture has emerged in relation to borderline personality disor-
der (BPD), which some scholars believe is simply a more disorganized
manifestation of NPD. Research indicates that BPD is far more common in
modern, as compared to traditional, societies and also that it is increasing
within Western cultural settings.46 BPD is defined officially as a pervasive
pattern of instability of interpersonal relationships, self-image, and emotion that is
associated with high levels of impulsivity. It is this impulsivity that repre-
sents the core element of BPD.

Certain contemporary social structures combine to generate an
impulsivity-proneness that predisposes members to personality styles that
attract a borderline label. The nebulous and uninformed nature of current
cultural institutions leaves members with a similarly ill-defined psychic
framework that cannot support social inducements or values that adulter-
ate self-attention. Modern culture has also gravitated toward very broad
socialization patterns that emphasize individual preferences rather than
the conformity-based behavior that stems from narrow socialization strate-
gies.47

The narrow socialization of traditional societies is usually supported by
close living and working relationships between adolescents and adults.
The high degree of monitoring and mentoring that this affords inclines the
adolescent to adopt the values and beliefs that have social approval, while
reducing the likelihood of embarkation on a course of reckless, idiosyn-
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cratic, and whimsical action. Their close physical and mental proximity to
respected sources of enculturation augments their motivation to succeed
within the historical constraints and guidelines of the culture. They de-
velop and engage impulse control in an effort to accomplish the challenge
of repeating prosocial cultural formulas toward the end of locating a recog-
nized role and paving the way for entry into the adult world. The accep-
tance of prohibitions and responsibilities is typically a part of this process.

Societies employing narrow socialization formats usually have institu-
tionalized methods by which to usher adolescents into the adult world; this
structure rewards prosocial conformity and connects self-concept to social
harmony and the assumption of adult responsibility. Research demon-
strates that cultures that offer adulthood challenges and subsequent initia-
tions for official recognition of adult status have low rates of reckless and
antisocial behavior.48 Broad socialization patterns as they exist in the mod-
ern age leave the young person undisciplined for an indeterminate period,
without any guarantee that this individual will ever achieve much
self-control or mastery of primitive impulses. In fact, modernity has
stretched the lifespan of adolescence to the extent that it is possible to fend
off adulthood almost indefinitely.

This development has been assisted by media socialization that mes-
merizes members with youthful advantage, while also inspiring them to
entertain continually any private or dissociated urges that could be satis-
fied through creative consumption. The end product is that the perpetual
adolescent of the modern era has become immune to the regulating influ-
ence of maturity, while enjoying permission to act impetuously on even the
most covert motivations that might be detected. This explains in part the
steady increase in the prevalence of various impulsivity disorders that
have been documented in recent years. The cultural invention of the tem-
porally arrested adolescent offers choice and fluidity and seduces a titillat-
ing exploration of one’s fantasies. At the same time, it programs the
perpetual adolescent with certain traits, most notably impulsivity and so-
cial unconnectedness, that increase the risk that borderline and narcissistic
orientations will become dysfunctional.

The narcissism-borderline category is the most frequently diagnosed of
all the personality disorders. Looking more closely at NPD, we see a disor-
der characterized by a preoccupation with unlimited success, a greatly ex-
aggerated sense of self-importance, exhibitionistic appeals for attention,
unresponsiveness to social criticism, disturbed interpersonal relations, and
a tendency to respond with rage to disappointment or restriction. The
terms depressed narcissism and negative narcissism are being used with in-
creasing frequency to emphasize the negative emotion that stems from an
oscillation between self-glorification and self-loathing. It is also sometimes
referred to as middle-class narcissism, an attempt to identify it as a class of pa-
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thology that is not necessarily defined by abnormality in the sense of devi-
ating from the norm.

In NPD we see a character structure that displays intense feelings of enti-
tlement that permit the person to exploit and control others without much
inhibition, anxiety, or guilt. From their highly self-centered perspective, it is
difficult to experience motivations that do not relate to immediate benefits
to the self, even though they can sometimes manipulate social circum-
stances to their gain. Their general disregard for others is often accompa-
nied by intermittent cravings for their approval. Narcissistic disorders are
associated with a proneness toward hostility, due in part to the pronounced
inferiority and diminished frustration tolerance that characterize this per-
sonality style.

Modern cultural conditions provide the ideal breeding grounds for per-
sonality disorders such as NPD and BPD. Their design is such that there is
no longer a place for strategic barriers to unregulated self-expression and
self-gratification. Modern culture has also seen a significant depletion of
easily identifiable social roles. When that depletion is combined with ex-
ceedingly fast social change, the result is an environment wherein mem-
bers must forge a personal identity that is not structured through
community affiliation.49

The full range of personality disorders may be encouraged under condi-
tions of cultural disintegration and rapid change. One reason for this may
involve the loss of family cohesiveness, and the failure of children to re-
ceive necessary amounts of nurturance and consistent emotional support.
Out of this comes a family structure that is virtually opposite to the tradi-
tional “Confucian family” that stresses structure, rules, cohesion, and mari-
tal stability. Although tensions can arise in a Confucian family, its supports
and networks are able to buffer most encounters with adversity. To illus-
trate this point, cross-cultural research related to antisocial personality dis-
order shows that this form of psychopathology is rare or is nonexistent in
cultures that have a Confucian family structure.50 According to some think-
ers, the increasing prevalence of personality disorders and related forms of
psychopathology is due to the combined effects of family and community
breakdown. Temperamentally vulnerable individuals often collapse under
the weight of multiple stressors related to normlessness, depletion of social
roles and consensual values, and the general failure of social structures as
coping devices.51

With specific reference to narcissistic personality features, modernity
has constructed a private sphere that has fragmented away from the con-
straining institutions that once governed instinctual impulses and thereby
discouraged purely selfish gratification.52 This arrangement leaves little
room for the installation of ideals and motivational motifs that recognize
external authority beyond the bare minimum required for safe operation.
As contemporary cultural ideals take people further into the materialistic
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and purely informational world, there is even less impetus for them to sub-
limate self-interest. In the absence of perceived prohibitions, modern cul-
ture places very few demands on its members to communicate substance,
or to develop beyond the level of exhibitionism and the creative scratching
of one’s consumer itches.

Today both narcissists and normal individuals display a deliberative
technique-driven self-structure that demotes the status of sharing relation-
ships. Likewise, both emphasize manipulation and control in order to max-
imize personal outcomes, simultaneously creating a social veneer designed
to mask disinterest. In a paradoxical way, the plague of narcissistic pathol-
ogy is being cured to some extent by the rapid cultural normalization of
narcissism itself. As a product of collective regression, normal narcissism
expresses itself in many ways, including enthusiasm for personal achieve-
ment, health and fitness, bodily perfection, diet, the ultimate orgasm, spiri-
tual bestowals, and all sorts of self-improvement prescriptions. This is all
part of a cultural situation in which radical self-preoccupation is an accept-
able, and even admirable, approach to life.
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CHAPTER 7

Spiritual and Existential Health

A long-standing debate concerns the relation of religion to mental health.
Recent years have seen the publication of several books and many research
articles on this and related topics. My own book Religion and Mental Health
was an attempt to synthesize empirical studies that could demonstrate the
effects of religious belief and practice on a range of mental health vari-
ables.1 In the introduction to that book, I spell out some of the reasons why
religion is generally thought to be beneficial to psychological well-being.
These include its ability to reduce anxiety by providing cognitive structures
(e.g., pacifying attributions and explanations) that help to impose order on
a chaotic world; offer existential grounding in the form of meaning, pur-
pose, and hope which, in turn, generates an emotional well-being; instill
followers with a reassuring fatalism that enhances coping ability; yield so-
lutions to situational and emotional conflicts; provide a partial solution to
the fact of earthly mortality; offer a feeling of control and power by way of
identification with an omnipotent force; provide the basis for self-serving
and other-serving moral guidelines; foster social cohesion and a sense of
community; afford members a social identity, and a sense of belongingness,
by uniting people around shared understandings; and establish a founda-
tion and outlet for cathartic ritual.

No one would dispute the fact that religion can transform completely
the life of an individual. Endless cases can be found of people whom reli-
gious enlightenment rescued from the brink of despair or suicide, and for
whom it paved the way for new life directions. We hear of hopelessly ad-



dicted drug users for whom religion was the only pathway to a drug-free
life. Aside from religion’s being helpful in a healing role, it is not difficult to
find ordinary people who derive a great deal of day-to-day joy and mean-
ing through a close association with religion.

There is no doubt that religion also has the potential to go very wrong
and to play a destructive role in terms of mental health. Religion is easily
contaminated by individuals in authority who twist the process in order to
accommodate their own perversions, control ambitions, and eccentric in-
terpretations. Additionally, it is possible for religions to incorporate beliefs
and worldviews that can prove disturbing to members, and ritual practices
that are sometimes the source of emotional scarring, but the fact that all cul-
tures throughout history have created religion speaks to some extent of reli-
gion’s capacity to afford members with certain benefits. Even so,
modernity has ushered in dramatic changes that have important implica-
tions for religion’s ability to function as a mental health prophylactic.

SELF-ABSOLUTION AND PRIVATE RELIGION

Being alive as a human being is not easy, in part because of the difficult
task of believing, which in the past was assisted greatly by the wider cul-
ture. Many of the advantages of religion mentioned here stem from its so-
cial dimension, but the modern quest for belief and spiritual transcendence
has been reshaped by self-containedness. Modernity has seen an ongoing
privatization of religion wherein the inner self and individual conscious-
ness become the primary guidelines for transcendence.2 As part of this,
God has become more accessible, albeit in ways that have become detached
from larger social meanings. Religious privatization has placed God in a
better position to respond to our specific needs.

Unlike in premodern times, when followers were the instruments of
God, they have now taken the initiative and made God into an instrument
of progress and advancement.3 Old-fashioned forms of faith have disap-
peared since they rely upon a constant self that is not fostered under exist-
ing cultural conditions. Additionally, they demand too much patience and
equanimity, and that requirement has caused them to yield to more asser-
tive spiritual capitalizations. The active exploitation of a demystified and
more progressive God reflects the trend of moderns to assume greater re-
sponsibility for their own wants.

Religion inhabits an increasingly separate world, and religious institu-
tions have been besieged by techniques from other segments of society.
More specifically, religion is being cordoned off by new attitudes, lan-
guages, interests, and styles of institutional life that have emerged from the
requirements of technology, science, secular education, and postreligious
economics and politics.4 In some locations, most notably the United States,
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popular culture has stepped in to absorb some of the spiritual slack created
by the deinstitutionalization of religion.

The current innerness of religion can be understood as an aspect of the
process of self-absolutization. Modernity has seen the human being be-
come self-centered, prone to self-divinization, and inclined to construct re-
ality in this-world ways. It is a development that has the effect of
diminishing the transcendent elements of religion and creating a new sort
of cognitive crisis. Robert Bellah writes that as religion becomes increas-
ingly human, we run the risk of becoming psychological captives of a “lit-
eral and circumscribed reality which is precisely and classically to be
trapped in hell, without transcendence, without manner, and without the
devastating power of the sacred.”5

Religious individualism makes more difficult the classic task of religion,
namely, to construct a common world that infuses social life with ultimate
meaning.6 The distinctly self-centered nature of contemporary Western re-
ligion coincides with the shedding of universal organizing principles de-
signed to support shared assumptions and an agreed-upon universe. The
loss of religion’s operational nucleus has also created a predisposition
among members to experience a spiritual restlessness that has become a
prominent feature of contemporary life.

Faithless Religion and the New Personality of God

Just as we have seen the disappearance of the deep relationship in other
areas of life, so too has it vanished from religion. Our primary commitment
is shifting to the economy, which increasingly is addressing our unreality
needs and providing the myths that are indispensable in making sense of a
senseless world.

In the main religions of the modern capitalistic world, God is becoming
less paternalistic, less spiritually imperious, and less needy of our undi-
vided attention. Rather than lording over us with rigid authoritarian com-
mandments, God is being envisioned as a gifted broker who blesses in an
unreliable way those who have faith enough in themselves to capitalize on
earthly systems. When we ourselves are pleased, we know that God is also
pleased. It is not necessary to make one’s life into a prayer, as was done in
premodern times by some of God’s children. In becoming more spiritually
adult, we no longer expect much loyalty or response from God; nor does
God any longer ask much of us.

Afaithless attitude toward God has given rise to purely ritualistic modes
of prayer that are not targeted at any spiritual entity. Research has shown
that the majority of today’s adolescents and young adults feel that God has
not lived up to their expectations as a provider, thereby justifying their
growing doubts about God as a religious symbol and an explanatory force.7
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Many no longer perceive God as having the means or power to satisfy the
magnitude of desire that they experience.

Religion has entered the wider marketplace of consumable options that
must compete with one another. In the same way that modernity has sup-
planted fate with choice, spiritual consumers now find themselves select-
ing among spiritualities on the basis of how good they feel, or what works
for them as individuals. With the loss of moral consensus and shared reli-
gious meanings, God has become a matter of personal choice. More gener-
ally, religion has been released from the confines of the transcendent and
placed in the domain of the individual. Expanding religious diversity has
cast new doubts on the cosmic validity of group-sanctioned belief systems
and further encouraged faith in oneself as the foundation for reality
construals. In the process of all this, the status of public knowledge has
been greatly diminished as the content source for spiritual transcendence.

The decline of the social transcendental has spawned a spirituality that
is better suited to autonomous self-governing individuals, but the case has
been made that the private pursuit of transcendence lacks some of the psy-
chological advantages associated with collective religions.8 Private religion
is self-conscious in the sense that participants lose awareness of group en-
dorsement. Historically, the group has served to normalize belief systems
that otherwise would be deemed irrational or even pathological. Collective
religion also managed to normalize ritual and thereby afford to members
the many mental health benefits that group ritual has to offer.

The Crisis of Ritual

Human beings have a deep-rooted need for ritual that explains why all
intact cultures throughout history possessed elaborate patterns of ritual
that served individual members and the general community. These rituals
offer a means for emotional catharsis in a socially sanctioned context that
minimizes self-consciousness.9 As self-consciousness is reduced within a
supportive environment, the person is able to transcend the literal and
commonsense perspectives of everyday life.

Religion and ritual are inseparable. Rituals represent the religious
techniques that make spiritual transcendence accessible. They help to
enchant the world, while also satisfying cravings for community. When a
culture’s dominant religion is viable, members can avail themselves of the
therapeutic properties of ritual. When mainstream religion weakens dra-
matically, so too does the vehicle by which ritual is usually delivered to
most members. In this case, the individual is faced with the task of meet-
ing his or her ritual needs. This type of compensation is predictable, even
though ritual was meant to be acted out in group contexts. However, once
ritual departs from a socially sanctioned frame of reference, it soon takes on
the label of psychopathology. Only the group can normalize ritual, which,
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by its nature, must be shared in order for it to be a moving and meaningful
experience.

The modern crisis of ritual has been blamed on the continuing separa-
tion of the individual from the collective, and on the emanation of
self-service as the prime method of social organization.10 This is different
from traditional individual-group patterns in that it lacks a center; it is
therefore unable to support collective representations of the sacred. There
remains little room for group ritualizations in a system that rests on the am-
bitions and wishes of autonomous individuals.

The decline of effective ritual is also related to an absence of shared my-
thologies, which are the historical building blocks of ritual. The sacred and
the profane dissolve into one amorphous process that is almost devoid of
transcendental potential. From this situation arises the current condition of
anomie, of faulty individual-collective relations that unfold in an environ-
ment of excessive individuality wherein overly transparent societal ar-
rangements prevent members from perceiving elements that transcend the
field of personal experience. As their own myth makers, secularized indi-
viduals inevitably navigate toward self-interest without the pacifying su-
perstructure that is made possible by collectively defined ritual.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CHALLENGE OF RELIGIOUS
SURROGACY

Until recently, there was a tendency to associate modernity with secular-
ization and to anticipate an eventual disappearance of religion. The reason-
ing has been that modernization interferes with the unity and solidarity of
meaning systems, weakens the social underpinnings of religion, and calls
into question the relevance of the sacred and its associated values. Now,
however, certain developments have caused scholars to rethink seculariza-
tion theory and to focus more on the ways in which modernity changes the
appearance of religion, rather than extinguishes it.

One such development is the expanding body of data demonstrating
that religious decline in any given society is almost always temporary and
followed by various types of revitalization. Furthermore, during periods of
religious decline one can observe manifestations of religious improvisa-
tions that appear to compensate for deficits in the dominant religion of the
culture. Another development that casts doubt on traditional seculariza-
tion and modernization theories involves the fundamentalistic transfor-
mations that may be a religious response to modernity.

Fundamentalism has been depicted as a religious voice that addresses
the fears generated by modernity.11 It is a reaction against the secularizing
forces that threaten traditional religious foundations. The concept of the
fundamentalistic self has been used to describe an emerging identity struc-
ture that is motivated to subdue the forces responsible for the unpredict-
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able protean age.12 The fundamentalistic self is drawn toward movements
that can restore simple delineations between good and bad, God and
devil, and so forth. These types of religious designs mitigate the modern ex-
perience of insecurity and chaos, while introducing antimodern elements
that can restore common unifying principles as well as absolute morals and
values.

In fundamentalism, religion responds to toxic historical forces by seek-
ing to revitalize itself and to make possible the advantages traditionally as-
sociated with religion. Modern fundamentalistic religion represents a bold
return to idolatry, as the Bible serves as the idol that must be followed
blindly. It has responded to the need of many lost souls to find psychologi-
cal sanctuary in an automatic, unquestioning, and unconscious spirituality.

There is mounting sentiment that religious motivation should be under-
stood as a constant that seeks expression under all cultural conditions, but
the means by which religious motivation tries to stay alive can take many
different directions. The recent era of religious decline has been associated
with a logarithmic rise in new religious movements that aim to reenchant
the world. Research shows that the degeneration of dominant cultural reli-
gions is often followed by an increase in small-scale cults and other alterna-
tive religions. One study that calculated the number of cults per million
people in nineteen different countries found that the highest rates of cult
participation existed in the least religious countries.13

Europe, which contains some of the least religious countries in the
world, has the highest rates of cult involvement. For example, Iceland
has exceptionally low levels of mainstream religious belief and practice
and five times the rate of cult participation of the somewhat more reli-
gious United States. The United Kingdom, which also has low levels of
traditional religion, has seven times the cult participation of the United
States, irreligious Sweden has four times, and Switzerland has ten times.
This finding begins to sketch a picture of compensatory efforts aimed at
achieving spiritual transcendence in the absence of broader cultural di-
rection.

Declining rates of church participation should also not lead us to con-
clude that modernity is somehow incompatible with spirituality. For exam-
ple, whereas only 2 percent of people in Iceland attend church on a regular
basis, 77 percent profess a belief in God and 75 percent believe in life after
death.14 Similar patterns can be seen in other superficially irreligious soci-
eties such as Denmark, Belgium, and France.

Instead of becoming completely nonspiritual or nonreligious, people
continue to be motivated spiritually even when they cannot avail them-
selves of a traditional dominant religion. That is, spiritual needs do not
cease to exist when culture no longer becomes a competent supplier of reli-
gion. The apparent absence of religion in some societies almost always co-
incides with the appearance of invisible religion, or what has also been
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termed civic religion. Nationalism and patriotism can also serve as quasi re-
ligions that compensate partially for slumping mainstream religious sys-
tems. This strategy is quite evident in the United States. Psychotherapy also
has some potential to function as a religious surrogate, as famous thera-
pists are able to muster some credibility as high priests of personal growth
and self-fulfillment.

In one well-known study, researchers examined patterns of religious
change in two hundred societies.15 They were especially interested in those
locations where the dominant cultural religion was undergoing serious de-
cline. The results showed that religious decline is almost always followed
by a process of revitalization wherein several minority religions surface to
replace the sickly dominant one. A good example of the resilience of the
need for spiritual transcendence is in Russia, where religion was sup-
pressed for several decades. During the actual suppression phase, religion
went underground, replaced in part by an upsurge of interest in the occult
and other paranormal quasi religions. With the recent lifting of religious
bans, there has been a rush back to religion on a scale that has not been wit-
nessed since the Middle Ages.16

An analysis of Japanese culture sheds further light on the indefatigable
quality of religion. After World War II, Shintoism came under attack for its
role in promoting the type of militarism that led Japan into war. Other reli-
gions, in particular Buddhism, were also greatly depreciated in the years
following the war. To this day, Japan has one of the lowest rates of religious
belief and participation in the world; upon closer inspection, however, it
soon becomes clear that it has one of the highest rates of cult participation.
Not long ago, Japan’s extremist Aum Supreme Truth cult made the news as
a result of Tokyo subway gas attacks. At the time of the attacks, that particu-
lar cult had only ten thousand followers, but the Aum Supreme Truth cult is
only one of over three hundred cults in Japan, of which the largest has a
membership in the millions.17

To reiterate, the weakness of religion today is the result of cultural disin-
tegration rather than the loss of the need for transcendence. Instead of dis-
appearing, spiritual energies transform themselves and reemerge in other
forms. Therefore, it is illogical to speak of secularization as a process
whereby religion ceases to be a factor in the lives of people. At most, it
wanes temporarily only to find some other mode of expression.

Today’s world is inhabited by an extraordinary number of paranormal
and parapsychological beliefs and rituals. They are emerging at an extraor-
dinarily fast rate, raising the question of their function. At this moment in
the United States, UFOlogy is the religion growing most rapidly. UFO
abductees have spiritually moving experiences, but there is also a great
deal of variation in these experiences, and some abductees report sexual
abuse at the hands of the aliens. Like all other types of new age religion,
UFOlogy is uncoordinated and poorly patterned. The high degree of im-
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provisation involved explains why no two abductees have the same experi-
ence. That is an ever-present limitation of all compensatory quasi religions.

Research at the level of the individual supports the claim that motivation
toward transcendence remains relatively constant despite developments of
conventional religion. One group of researchers tested the hypothesis that
nonreligious paranormal beliefs and rituals (e.g., clairvoyance, witches,
ghosts, ESP, astrology, UFOs) serve as functional equivalents to main-
stream religion.18 Specifically, they predicted that a greater amount of para-
normal belief and ritual would be found in individuals with low levels of
mainstream religion. As predicted, low-religion people had significantly
greater belief in the paranormal than their high-religion counterparts.
These results, which have been replicated by other researchers, substanti-
ate that nonreligious paranormal belief is a type of invisible religion that
tries to make up for an inadequate measure of traditional group religion.

Another line of research has focused on individuals who indicate “no re-
ligion” when asked to indicate their religion. It has been shown that the ma-
jority of these “religious nones,” as they have been called, actually have
religious belief of one sort or another. One researcher found that only 19
percent of these “nones” were without a personal God.19 Granted, some
people today seem to lack altogether a spiritual side, but everything tells us
that this is more the result of an absence of outlets for the spirituality that
lies within. Most people, even in the midst of cultural predispositions that
are incompatible with human spirituality, find themselves searching for
some way to meet their transcendence needs.

Some commentaries on cyberpunk culture have made reference to an ab-
sence, or rejection, of religion among its members. The cyberpunk move-
ment has been described as one that has staged a rebellion against the
illusory fantasies (including religion) of former generations, but some ob-
servers have described cyberpunk more accurately as a generation of exis-
tential seekers who are asking questions about the meaning of their lives.20

They experiment with meaning systems that have close ties with Eastern
religion, goddess worship, primitive ritual ceremonies, evangelism,
spiritually based growth and recovery plans, and all varieties of new age
religion.

Mysticism is especially well suited to the conditions of modernity since
this type of religious experience tends to be internal, free-floating, subjec-
tive, and relatively tolerant of rationalism and scientism.21 It responds well
to the breakdown of traditional religious structures by releasing individu-
als to their inner freedoms, and to their compensatory predilection for per-
sonal experience and self-actualization. Rather than seeking to
accommodate or transform the world, as members of churches and sects
have tended to do, the modern mystic enjoys the option of remaining indif-
ferent to the world while focusing on idiosyncratic experience. One possi-
ble shortcoming of mystical consciousness is that the person becomes lost
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in a meandering succession of spiritual probings that fail to engage mean-
ingful sources of communally sanctioned myth and symbol. Therefore,
mystics, like other spiritual specialists, find themselves partially exposed
to the many insecurities and vagaries of modern life.

The media have become an important vehicle by which the world can be
reenchanted and replenished with spiritual drama.22 This goes far beyond
the way in which the media and religion have forged a closer union in the
cultural transmission of relatively traditional modes of spirituality. Televi-
sion, for example, has become the display vehicle for the secular myths and
melodramas of the contemporary age. It has the potential to infuse con-
sciousness with a sense of magic that is amplified by visual spectacle and
vicarious ritual involvement. Sporting events are among the most potent
media-based sources of compensatory ritual and transcendent cognitive
bias.

The divinization of entertainment and entertainers through the media
may seem an unlikely means by which to redress the modern spiritual vac-
uum. However, this process does provide media consumers with some an-
swers and meanings, even if there is the risk that life itself will come to be
perceived as something that entertains and distracts us. By providing a
stage upon which moderns resacralize the world, the media can foster emo-
tions and attachments with a transcendental quality.

Charisma has been relocated from the religious to the secular arena. Pop-
ularized media heroes facilitate religious surrogacy by serving as focal
points of worship. The most adored figures in the media sphere can even of-
fer opportunities for primitive hysterical catharsis, especially when they
perform live. Some people today construct entire life-styles around the fol-
lowing of worshipped entertainment idols.

The convergence of media and religion is evidenced further by the evo-
lution of commercial advertisements that tap spiritual appetites and entice
consumers with spiritually laced fantasy in order to sell products. Recent
years have seen an increasing prevalence of advertisements that convey in-
directly the message that the goods on offer will provide some sort of inner
peace or illuminated state. Product developers have discovered the value
of choosing brand names that carry associations with the religious domain
and of making God into the tempter. Especially common are those that tar-
get educated and fashion-conscious doubters who have gravitated toward
vogue Eastern spiritual themes, thus we are now tempted by Zen skin lo-
tion, Buddha cologne, and Karma coffee. Of course, it is rather far-fetched
to presume that these products can even begin to make good on their im-
plicit spiritual promise. More than anything, they are effective at reinforc-
ing awareness of the new spiritual evil, which is not to look after yourself
and not to consume what you deserve.

Technology is another religious surrogate that can compete to some ex-
tent with the spiritual disenchantment of modernity. As the media chroni-
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cle the perfection of technique and celebrate breathtaking technological
advances, people acquire a sense of unlimited possibility. Over time, this
approximates an experience that technology can accomplish the impossi-
ble. This is not apprehended consciously as the type of impossibility we as-
sociate with religious miracles, but people’s inability to imagine any limits
to technology bewitches them with the awe of infinity. In a general envi-
ronment that offers little ultimate hope, it is easy to allow oneself to channel
one’s faith needs into the omnipotence of future technology.

As the new cultural archetype of hope, technology speaks on behalf of a
life mastery that can be achieved by way of absolute efficiency and the sys-
tematic banishing of the unknown. Our technological prophets allude con-
tinually to the positive transformations that can be delivered by way of
technical progress. We come away with a sense that this will happen if,
among other things, we can somehow be connected at all times to the infor-
mation that makes this a hypothetical reality. Unfortunately, the human
psyche is not an ideal landscape for the realization of the promise of techno-
logical bliss. The surface impression that technology makes life easier and
more efficient obscures the paradoxical effects of technology on mental
health and overall quality of life.23

Although technology can expedite the satisfaction of existing needs, it
can also make the person aware of new needs that require attention. Con-
sumers of technology are also faced with the dilemma of obsolescence,
which is due to the short lifespan of new technologies. Thus, in addition to
financing the replacement of outmoded technologies, the person must in-
vest time and energy into learning about its operation. The freedom and in-
dependence that flow from technology consumption can easily be negated
by an unhealthy dependency wherein technology proves more restricting
than liberating.

It is not even guaranteed that technology will ultimately increase effi-
ciency. With all the time and effort required to prepare and refresh oneself
for its use, as well as the additional expenditure of energy and time needed
to afford the products, it is quite possible for the result to be less efficiency
and reduced coping ability. Rather than simplifying life, it often introduces
complexities that escalate stress levels. Just as technology can bring people
together, it can also contribute to alienation and interpersonal disengage-
ment. All considered, technology has too many inherent structural prob-
lems that prevent it from filling the role of an emotionally sustaining
religion. Technology, which has been defined as the knack for arranging the
world in ways that disallow us from experiencing it, runs the risk of adding
further to the psychic numbness that stalks the modern personality.24

Religious compensation is always difficult, and many people find them-
selves left with a residual hunger that keeps them always vigilant for new
sources of spiritual fulfillment. One chronic problem with this-world reli-
gion is that it challenges the individual to transcend without much aid from
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the supernatural. A sense of spiritual aloneness is exacerbated by the addi-
tional challenge of having to maintain beliefs without the support of a tena-
ble sanctioning body. Because most modern seekers can achieve only
partial religious compensation, frequently they must draw on multiple
spiritual sources.

It is not uncommon for the new religious eclectic to juxtapose widely di-
vergent and even incompatible elements. In the United States, for instance,
25 percent of adolescents believe in reincarnation even though most of
them would describe themselves as Christian.25 Nearly two-thirds of
American young people assert that it is worthwhile to explore religious
teachings from a variety of faiths, rather than adhering dogmatically to a
single faith. To complete the formidable task of religious compensation,
many people also find it necessary to extract spiritual sustenance from cul-
tural themes that have been sanctified and then imported for religious utili-
zation. In this regard, modernity has seen a considerable overlap between
religious principles and those that govern consumption.

THE SACRALIZATION AND RITUALIZATION OF
CONSUMPTION

Western religion has been pervaded by consumer themes to the extent
that some religious scholars now prefer to describe modern religion as a
mode of consumption that has evolved to accommodate the realism of the
political economy.26 As religion has absorbed the themes of consumer cul-
ture, it has found its way into the object world and begun to deliver a uni-
verse that can be understood in terms of value and profit. Consumer
religion has unfolded against the background of a spiritually famished de-
siring self that is readily converted (in the religious sense) to messages con-
taining the promise of infinite value. In this respect, religious enterprises
with capitalistic infrastructures do not embark on a search for unknown or
hidden realities; nor do they seek to clarify imbalances of the inner self. In-
stead, they engender a rudimentary faith in abundance, and the value of
immediate relations to the world of objects and information.27

The state of grace has become one in which the disciple moves up or for-
ward. Salvation and immortality take on earthly meanings in terms of mar-
ket success and visible signs of wealth. In particular, Christianity has
opened itself to capitalistic frameworks that can atone for, and respond to,
the rapacious dispositions of the modern consumer. Its traditional teach-
ings have been amended in order to tolerate consumer themes, and to inject
materialistic zealousness with an aura of piety.28 Narcissistic cultural
themes have clashed seriously with Christian love-of-other dictates, caus-
ing revisions wherein essentially self-interested followers can remain holy
as long as they do not consciously hurt others in the course of their
self-serving pursuits.
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The contemporary breed of disciple comprehends that it is no longer
necessary to give up the things of this world in order to reap the riches of
the spiritual world. Material wealth and even blatant excess are now
viewed as evidence of God’s blessing, and a sign that God approves of the
path of greed through life. Traditional religious teachings about self-denial
and self-forgetting have been transformed into an unofficial doctrine that
emphasizes self-enhancement and self-fulfillment.

Among the seven social sins mentioned by Mahatma Gandhi is “Wor-
ship Without Sacrifice,” but that sin is not relevant today. In an opposite
way, sacrifice has become the cardinal social sin of the modern age. Rather
than sacrifice that enhances our ability to serve God, patterns of worship
are now designed specifically to improve the lot of the individual. Our pref-
erences in deities are even changing in such a way that they can make sacri-
fices for us. The current infatuation with angels is an example. They have
become so popular because they are there to do something for us. Religious
messages in general have come to overlap with those that are typically en-
countered in self-help groups. Again this is because we are drawn to reli-
gious modes that, rather than requiring sacrifice, will speed along our
journey of getting something for ourselves from life.

An example of the way in which Christianity and big business have
come together can be seen in the endless television ministries that are on of-
fer in the United States, and increasingly in other Western countries. Many
of these take in vast amounts of money each year, under the guise of need-
ing to fund the cable television stations on which their programs are aired.
In truth, they often own the stations outright and have great surpluses of
funds. Proof of this is the extravagant life-style of the ministers themselves,
many of whom are slick salespeople who exploit the spiritually hungry.
Millions of people find themselves under the spell of these religious pre-
tenders, whose main message is that the viewer should send money. Not
only have Christianity and big business united in this new mode of spiritu-
ality, but Christianity has been made into big business, causing some peo-
ple to speak of the Christianity industry.

Television religion secures some of its high appeal by making itself en-
tertaining and selling a superficial theology that has good news for materi-
alists. Its amicable nature has led it to delete from its content much of the
bad news about humanity and existence generally, and to celebrate easily
accomplished trivialities. However, a number of problems have been iden-
tified in terms of the ability of electronic religion to engender an adequate
quality and quantity of transcendence.29 For example, television has some
characteristics that make genuine religious experience difficult, if not im-
possible. One concerns the fact that a worthwhile religious service is as-
sisted if it takes place in a consecrated space with some degree of
sacredness. Television offers very few prospects in this regard. It is also be-
fouled by commercial profanities that militate against the sacred element of
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religion. Altough television may not lend itself to authentic religion, it is an
ideal instrument by which to promote a marketing religion that sells itself
as a product and gives people what they want.

In The Consumer Society, Jean Baudrillard claims that the end of transcen-
dence is an inevitable consequence of the commodity logic that has circulated
to all spheres of modern life, including religion.30 His argument is that, in
the age of consumption, the myth of the market generates a radical alien-
ation that precludes real transcendence. In effect, the consumer trades tran-
scendence for gain and thereby becomes absorbed completely into
spectacular consumable signs, images, and symbols, none of which is any
longer capable of confronting us with a real image of ourselves or entities
beyond us.

But rather than speak in terms of the end of transcendence, it may be
more fruitful to explore the ways in which our transcendence needs are be-
ginning to express themselves in harmony with consumption. Religious
modernity features a process whereby objects and services are able to ac-
quire sacred status.31 People can experience a low-level holiness through
identification with sacred objects or through pilgrimages to commercial
sites, in particular those that have something to do with venerated celebri-
ties. The emotional experience of the sacred can also be accessed through
the purchase of an object that is supremely fashionable as determined by
advertising and other commercial promotion methods.

Volumes have been written about shopping malls as the sacred space of
the modern age.32 The case has been made that malls have become the cere-
monial centers of secular society, able to provide some of the social benefits
of traditional religion. The deliberate effort of some commercial planners to
construct malls according to cathedral designs attests to the potential for
the mall experience to have a spiritual semblance. Additionally, malls offer
a rich storehouse of opportunities for ritual enactment in the context of con-
sumer myths and commercial reality. However, the rate of mall construc-
tion has dropped off in recent years and will probably continue to do so
with the ascendance of the desocialized and deritualized cybermall. If the
future includes the demise of the shopping mall, it may be even more diffi-
cult for moderns to coordinate consumer themes to spiritual ends.

The current cultural obsession with collecting illustrates further the way
in which elements of the material world can be sacralized. The grip of col-
lecting on some people is so strong that it becomes a monoideism that
comes to dominate their lives. Russell Belk and his colleagues reported on
the case of a collector of Mickey Mouse items.33 An entire room of his house
was filled with the paraphernalia related to this cartoon character. So pre-
cious was this collection that it was kept under constant lock and key, a
measure that had the effect of magnifying the power and significance of the
collection. His 7-year-old son was so intimidated by the all-important col-
lection that he was afraid to enter the inviolable Mickey Room. This partic-
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ular collector spoke out about the overpowering hold that Mickey Mouse
has on his life and how easy it is to fall prey to collection addiction.
Mickey Mouse had become God, and anything to do with Mickey had be-
come sacred.

Indeed it seems that everything, no matter how silly or trivial, is being
collected. The collectors themselves have a reverence for their objects that
bears a strong resemblance to the respect shown by religious people to sa-
cred relics. Complete and flawless collections are regarded with heartfelt
spiritual admiration. Groups of similarly oriented collectors form congre-
gations that allow them to share their devotion to the sacred objects that in-
spire their lives. Being a collector also has a clear ritual component, as
collectors spend many hours sorting, arranging, and labeling their sacred
objects and readying them for display. All this is energized by the prospect
of financial gain as the collection approximates perfection.

Sacred consumption exhibits the deification of the mundane that con-
sumers use to achieve partial equilibrium amid the impulsive metamor-
phoses of modernity. As a myth-ritual technique, it expresses the
developing solidarity between the object and spiritual worlds and repre-
sents a capitalistic consummation of the most revered aspects of the domi-
nant culture. Since it generates some degree of transcendental meaning, it
has the effect of filling some of the void left by retreating traditional reli-
gion, but, as never before, moderns are confronted by the void, which stems
from the precarious existential condition that has been created by the de-
population of traditional realms of myth and ritual.

THE MODERN EXISTENTIAL CRISIS

Psychotherapists report that fewer and fewer patients are presenting
clear-cut disorders, such as those listed in their official diagnostic manuals.
With increasing frequency, they are faced with the task of helping people
with problems that relate to life itself and to the nature of human existence.
In fact, the past few decades have witnessed a scourge of existential disor-
ders. It is not surprising that one study in the United States reported that 81
percent of university students considered themselves to be in an “existen-
tial vacuum.”34

Young people are expressing a variety of existential concerns that relate
to meaninglessness, purposelessness, hopelessness, indecision, isola-
tion-related despair, dread of death, and general confusion. Escalating lev-
els of antisocial behavior and atrophied emotion among youth have been
interpreted in terms of their existential disequilibrium, a large part of
which is due to their reliance on the media as the existential epicenter of
their lives.35 In turn, the media assist in making consumption the existential
framework for the world, a psychological situation that is fraught with dis-
appointments. Not even the thriving loneliness industry that has followed
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on the heels of the modern existential crisis can prevent the spread of this
problem.

Many moderns experience an existential disorientation that expresses it-
self as an inability to arrive at a sense of direction. In this malaise, identity
lacks almost any durability. People often do not know which way to go in
life and have little confidence in their current goals and aspirations. Such
individuals do not have a solid ontological edifice for their lives to allow
them to impose sense on their daily activities and pursuits. They do not see
where anything is leading and suspect that they are on the wrong track or,
even worse, on no track at all. Haunting them is a nagging awareness that
they have somehow missed the proverbial boat. Some end up in therapy,
hoping that a paid professional can steer their lives for them. Various new
age and pop therapies revolve around techniques aimed at grounding and
centering patients. In essence, such therapies strive to combat the problem
of existential disorientation.

Even though premodern religion contributed to the restrictions on
self-exploration, it nonetheless was able to furnish a general life outline,
and some experience of meaningful order. By contrast, modern
cosmologies are more inclined to reject meaningful order since human be-
ings tend to be perceived as natural objects. Information, which is the oper-
ative force of the modern age, also has the result of imploding meaning and
removing it from its traditional social contexts.

The modern self is a type of collage made up of unrelated elements as-
sembled by subjective whim. The repositioning of identity to the individ-
ual has promoted reality constructions that are constrained by
self-understanding.36 Although self-fulfillment is made more possible, the
individual’s general orientation rests on a very small foundation. Existen-
tial disorientation comes about as the self can no longer escape itself in the
course of seeking understanding and explanation.

The problem with the myth of consumption as the basis for existential
orientation is that it is unstable and fleeting. It is a project that entails a se-
ries of manufactured desires that vanish, often without much real satisfac-
tion, as the person partakes in low-level meaningless consumption
strategies. Instead of meeting the need for orientation, the consumer
quickly fatigues and is left with little more than an opportunity for distrac-
tion. As a framework of orientation, consumption offers very little ontolog-
ical security and minimal hope for convincing truths. Any sense of control
that accompanies consumer consciousness is superficial and subject to
haphazard mutations.

Alienation and Existential Isolation

For most of human history, cultures have provided a system whereby
members could feel at one with the world, but mental health professionals
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now speak of the problem of existential isolation that affects many people to-
day. This has been defined quite simply as “a separation between the indi-
vidual and the world.”37 Deep loneliness and a vague all-pervasive
misgiving are symptoms of existential isolation.

The term defamiliarization has been used to describe the way in which it is
possible to become existentially removed from the world.38 As the
environment grows unfamiliar, the usual meanings we attach to our rules,
roles, values, and ethical guidelines can be lost. Usually these elements
serve to stabilize our sense of reality. When these begin to fade as a result of
existential isolation, considerable anxiety may result. This is an existential
type of anxiety that stems from the feeling that we are not at home in this
world. The endless searching that we see today is a search for a psychologi-
cal home. People try to find this home in any number of ways, but they re-
main strangers to their own existence. The depletion of the social sphere
makes it difficult to solve existential loneliness through interpersonal affili-
ation. The distrust stemming from social alienation becomes the basis for
still more loneliness.

Any comfort we feel in this world can usually be traced to our participa-
tion in the shared beliefs that enable us to improve on this-world reality.
Modernity’s destruction of shared understandings leaves some people tor-
mented by subjective feelings of aloneness. Such individuals often avoid
any situations that would require them to be alone. Irvin Yalom uses some
anecdotes from psychotherapy to illustrate the modern dread of alone-
ness.39 During a group therapy session, one of his patients was describing
her extreme discomfort with being alone. The worst thing about being
alone, she said, was the prospect that “no one in the world may be thinking
about me.” Her perception that no one was thinking about her was not en-
tirely a distortion of reality; she was probably just sensing a partial truth
about the modern world, which is that others are thinking primarily about
themselves. Another patient, after breaking up with her boyfriend, made
the statement “I’d rather be dead than alone.” Still another patient had re-
curring urges to kill herself because she felt that it was the only way to make
people remember her.

Many existentially isolated people are hounded, both consciously and
unconsciously, by the terrifying prospect that nobody knows or cares for
them. In turn, they become obsessed with the notion of being immortalized
in one way or another. The profound awareness of abandonment that has
become commonplace today must be understood in the context of rising
levels of alienation. This type of alienation has bred into moderns an irre-
pressible exhibitionistic streak that seeks to redress the loss of genuine
sociality, and to employ publicity as an anecdote for generalized insecurity.
On a regular basis, we absorb suggestions that incline us to believe that the
world will do anything for us as long as we have sufficient publicity. Even a
highly publicized kitten, who might be trapped in a drain somewhere, can
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expect an entire city’s rescue services to work day and night until it is
saved, then to make it an international hero. But the huge scale of modern
exhibitionism has translated into a shortage of cooperative voyeurs, which
makes exhibitionism an ineffective scheme for achieving existential foot-
ing. Sometimes the exhibitionist manages to locate a voyeuristic audience,
but the very nature of voyeurism prevents the person from interpreting
this attention as a sign of genuine caring.

Even when exhibitionism offers temporary relief from existential alien-
ation, nothing solves the overriding problem, which is that the group no
longer mediates the identity formation process. Consequently, the modern
identity comes to be characterized by loneliness and privacy, as people are
required to find purpose in themselves.40 Logic tells us that cultural sys-
tems emphasizing individualism should generate higher degrees of social
alienation than those with a collectivist orientation. In a cross-cultural
study of this topic, researchers identified a group of collectivist cultures
and compared them to a group of individualist cultures with regard to
alienation, anomie, and loneliness.41 As expected, they found that individ-
ualist cultures produced in their members higher levels of alienation, ano-
mie, and loneliness. Participants from collectivist cultures perceived more,
and higher-quality, social support. This research also demonstrated that
collectivist cultures place a high value on cooperation, equality, and trust.
The opposite was found for individualist cultures.

The identity crisis and subsequent state of existential alienation corre-
sponding to modernity are related to the disintegration of primary cultural
institutions. As a result, a number of secondary institutions have taken a
more central position as the purveyors of identity and belonging. For in-
stance, youth gangs have been described as a direct consequence of inclem-
ent cultural conditions in which young people grow up without a wider
community.42 They are expected to find their own way through a mass mar-
ket world that offers little recognition or dignity. Those most affected by the
poverty of their social world can easily lose interest in life itself. I recall the
recent words of a police officer who was talking about the inner world of
the six hundred or so gangs that now roam the streets of Los Angeles. He
made the interesting observation that gang members no longer even bother
to duck when a bullet is fired at them. This description confirms the point
that alienation and inner emptiness can become so complete that even the
immediate prospect of death fails to activate people. But rather than being
the vehicle for violence and self-destruction, many gangs should be under-
stood as substitute social institutions.

An in-depth analysis of the rise of gangs reveals that young people are
motivated to join them for a variety of reasons. These include money, fun,
and personal safety. Above and beyond those motives, however, is the fact
that gangs operate in several ways as substitute families.43 They provide
the social identity, and even the moral foundation, that is otherwise lacking
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in members’ lives. In this respect, gangs often have a substantial part in the
personal development of members. In former ages, the family was the pri-
mary mechanism whereby culture passed from one generation to the next,
but as the family has receded in this traditional role, a significant percent-
age of our youth have had to seek out surrogate families. These give them
not only a system of social instruction, but a source of emotional support
that competes with alienation.

Heavy metal music has also become the framework for a subculture of
alienation that responds to the missing community.44 Those who find their
way into heavy metal often are from families that have almost no influence
on their lives. They grow up in a self-socialization environment wherein
they were required to make their own decisions about morality, occupa-
tion, religion, and so forth. Although some adolescents thrive under these
conditions, a considerable number are drawn toward social units that have
shared alienation as their primary bond. Youth subcultures can have addi-
tional appeal as mechanisms for social protest. Along these lines, Jeffrey
Arnett describes subcultures such as heavy metal as “a flamboyant rejec-
tion of what society seems to offer and an outcry over what it fails to offer, as
well as an attempt at providing a substitute source of meaning.45

MEANING, BOREDOM, AND SELF-DISTRACTING PAIN

The quest for meaning is one of the most fundamental of all human
drives. By their nature, human beings manufacture meaning in an attempt
to impose order on an otherwise chaotic world. The concept of meaning has
been defined as “having a purpose in life, having a sense of direction, a
sense of order and a reason for existence, a clear sense of personal identity,
and a greater social consciousness.”46 Research shows that meaning is posi-
tively related to psychological and physical well-being, as well as life satis-
faction, positive self-regard, optimism, coping ability, and personal
growth. It has also been shown to protect vulnerable populations (e.g., the
institutionalized elderly) from depression.47 Conversely, deficiencies of
meaning can pose difficulties in all these areas.

Usually the experience of meaning is linked to religious, philosophical,
or mythological belief systems that clarify our existence. These represent
overarching mechanisms whereby the culturally constituted world can
synchronize meaningful personal and societal action. In the absence of
these, members try to attach meanings to a life that strikes them as an unor-
ganized sequence of immediate adaptations that lack a greater rationale.
They fall prey to the multitude of modern emotional ailments that can be
traced to underlying meaninglessness. In general, the conditions that exist
in contemporary Western culture pose a considerable challenge to the hu-
man search for meaning. They do not lend themselves to a clear picture of
the nature of existence; nor do they provide obvious guidelines for pur-
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poseful living. A crisis of meaning becomes inevitable as moderns fail to ex-
tract substance from an incoherent scramble of cultural communications.

Carl Jung was one of the first psychologists to observe the rising fre-
quency of meaninglessness. He estimated that one-third of his psychother-
apy clients were not suffering from any clinically definable disorder, but
rather from feelings of meaninglessness and senselessness.48 Since then, a
number of prominent therapists have reported that high percentages of
their clients are best diagnosed with disorders of meaninglessness. Recent
empirical studies have confirmed that meaning-related problems are com-
mon and on the increase.49

Meaninglessness entails a persistent inability to find truth or value in the
things that one does or anticipates doing. The modern crisis of meaning can
be understood in relation to a new cultural template that has removed
meaning structures from their historical locations. A considerable number
of traditional meaning structures have been transferred to the world of con-
sumption, where pointless ingestion becomes the principal exposition for
existence.50 However, consumer meanings see the self floating across an ex-
istential expanse of surface images that do not lend themselves to explana-
tion or interpretation. Moderns are left with a superficial chaos that cannot
establish credible meaning.

As the cultural sphere of meaning shrinks, the stage is set for the experi-
ence of existential boredom and psychic deadness. This feeling of deadness
is not experienced for what it is, but rather as an intense boredom. Some-
times existential boredom can activate individuals to seek distraction. If
sufficient distraction is achieved, they can block out their boredom and off-
set their intrapsychic vacuity.

Advertising plays an important role in conditioning people to solve feel-
ings of boredom and death through consumption. In this regard, I am re-
minded of a television advertisement that was used to sell a popular soft
drink. The advertisement revolved around a few young people who were
at a total loss about how to combat their boredom. They tried everything,
including a series of death-defying activities, such as skateboarding off the
edge of a cliff, surfboarding from an airplane without a parachute, and be-
ing shot out of a cannon. But, after all this, the teenage boys were still bored
to death and in agreement that they must find a better way to deal with
their boredom. At this point in the advertisement, salvation came in the
form of a soft drink. Once the cans were opened and tasted, a look of alive-
ness and joy finally appeared on the faces of the teenage boys.

Undoubtedly, the developers of such advertisements are alert to the
boredom that bedevils the modern, and they seize the opportunity to mar-
ket products on the back of this cultural symptom. With many repetitions,
powerful illusory associations are established between consumption and
relief from boredom. As the distraction capability of one product fades
quickly, new products must be introduced in order for that solution to bore-
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dom and nothingness to remain workable. Although boredom can give rise
to activation for purposes of escape, it can also deactivate. Like many drugs
that need ever increasing dosages in order to have the intended effect, ac-
tivities with ever greater distracting power are required. People habituate
to their activities and move on in search of alternative sources of distrac-
tion. The result is a deep sense of ennui wherein the person loses the ability
to become excited; over time, not even the most arousing sorts of activities
can take them away from themselves.

Our entertainment industry tries to keep pace with the losing battle for
self-distraction, resorting to always more extreme tactics to jolt the audi-
ence out of chronic boredom; but, no matter how spectacular the activity or
experience, these too will soon become ineffective, needing to be replaced
by still more striking distraction methods. When there is almost no ability
to be stimulated by the ordinary, there is a tendency to lapse into a
hypnogogic daze characterized by emotional paralysis. Some must turn to
pain in a final attempt to reawaken themselves.

Recent years have seen an escalating prevalence of blatant
self-destructive and self-mutilative behavior. The clinical literature con-
tains reports on a number of such cases that represent self-directed cruelty
as a response to existential deadness. One is that of a man who threw rocks
on to the roof of a garage and let the rocks roll down onto his head.51 When
questioned about this activity, he confessed that it was the only way he
could feel something. This same man made several suicide attempts, with
the similar explanation that the pain enabled him to have some feelings, in-
deed any feelings. The majority of “rocks on the head” cases do not even
come to the attention of mental health professionals. A high percentage are
undetected since they are acted out within the context of accepted
thrill-seeking or risk-taking acts. In fact, many profitable businesses have
been built up around people’s increasing willingness to risk their lives in
hopes of a single moment of aliveness. Extremes of pathological boredom
can even lead some to seek relief by playing with the lives of other people.
With the motto “I kill, therefore I am,” there is a grim trend toward killing
other human beings for no other reason than to have something to do and
to steal a quick thrill that punctuates an overall feeling of deadness, insig-
nificance, and meaninglessness. Killing in order to feel alive is one of the
most tragic symptoms of absolute boredom that can accompany culture
failure.

There is little doubt that boredom is a growing problem that should at-
tract the attention of the mental health profession. It has been linked to a
very wide range of problems, including substance abuse, delinquent be-
havior, family conflicts, dangerous risk taking, and academic difficulties.
Any progress we can make in terms of addressing this widespread problem
would benefit society as a whole.
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ADDICTION AS A SOCIOEXISTENTIAL PROBLEM

Addiction has become a conspicuous feature of modern life. New addic-
tions appear on a regular basis, and there are few things to which moderns
have not become addicted. Some debate exists about the legitimacy of ad-
diction claims, and some voice skepticism about addictions that involve
love, sex, soap operas, and the like. We have less trouble accepting a diag-
nosis of addiction if it involves chemical substance or behavior patterns
with a history of sinful connotations (e.g., avarice, gambling).

Addiction as we know it today has a relatively brief history. This fact has
been downplayed by scholars who argue that the apparent epidemic of ad-
diction is largely an artifact of modern diagnostic and reporting methods;
although this practice may have the effect of exaggerating the tendency of
moderns to fall prey to addictions of various sorts, it does not offer a full ex-
planation. In fact, modernity has created the ideal psychological conditions
for the deployment of addiction as a madness technique.

The symptom formation structure of addiction allows the modern per-
son to be partially liberated from inordinate choice. By curtailing the bur-
den of choice, the addicted individual also escapes personal responsibility,
which is often experienced by moderns as excessive. In a related way, ad-
diction qualifies to some extent as one of the “diseases of hope” that have
been described in relation to modernity.52 Although we usually conceive of
hope as a positive emotion that invigorates and enlivens people, the mod-
ern age has saturated its inhabitants with petrifying degrees of hope that
are conveyed through the experience of inexorable possibility. This has
made them prone to fear and despair. Those suffering from diseases of hope
are frequently attracted to symptom designs that can constrict the scope of
options, even if this means a reduction in the actual quantity of hope. Ad-
dictions work quite well in this regard since they reduce the vast expanse of
hope to the simple matter of repeating actions in response to a perceived
demand.

This leads to another strategic advantage of an addiction, namely, its
ability to respond to modernity’s loss of ritualistic pathways to therapeutic
dissociation. An addiction offers an obvious absorption point that invites
obsessive repetitions that can foster dissociative disengagements from feel-
ings of emptiness and boredom. This also helps to fill the existential vac-
uum left by the modern person’s loss of the social other. In key respects,
addictions can be understood as transcendence techniques that respond to
chaos that is encountered at the existential level.53 This can be illustrated by
examining the modern drug addiction problem.

The Cultural Context of Drug Use

Drug abuse is so rampant that some social analysts fear it could under-
mine the integrity of the culture itself. This idea is based on the close con-
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nections between drug abuse and a number of social problems, including
crime and violence, psychopathology, the breakdown of the family, and
the sizable drain on the economy. Thousands of lives are destroyed each
year by people who have fallen prey to drugs of an ever increasing variety.
Some of these drugs are not thought to be addictive or excessively danger-
ous to the user. Others are so blatantly destructive that the person becomes
a virtual slave to the drug and the degrading life-style that often character-
izes its use.

Although it may be tempting to view drug-related disorders as prob-
lems that befall certain vulnerable individuals, it quickly becomes appar-
ent that cultural factors are involved. For example, the decline of traditional
religion is frequently cited as a determinant of substance abuse. Drug use
can easily become a compensatory strategy to deal with deficits in the area
of transcendence and ritual. Even the experience of ecstasy was once lo-
cated in the realm of religion. As religion wanes, drugs can substitute as a
vehicle for ecstatic experience.

We tend not to think of substance abuse as an existential disorder, but in
many ways it is a result of the inability of many moderns to meet certain key
existential needs. This socioexistential phenomenon is also a consequence
of culture’s failure to fulfill certain traditional roles. Historically, culture
mediated altered states of consciousness for the benefit of the individual
and society. When this role is enacted successfully, culture has the potential
to structure unreality as well as reality. But it will be seen that cultural fail-
ure in this role shifts the management of unreality to the individual; it is at
the level of the individual that pathological drug use can occur.

Western people have become self-righteous and moralistic with regard
to drugs. There seems to be a general consensus that drugs are undesirable,
and even evil; the widely held view is that consciousness altering drugs are
unhealthy. On the other hand, we assume that, in order to be totally healthy,
we should avoid all drugs that could distort consciousness. This general at-
titude causes the drug user in our culture to feel deviant and villainous.
Such feelings are reinforced by laws that make many types of drug use ille-
gal. In actuality, we have lost sight of the place of drugs in the cultural lives
of human beings.

Drugs have been with us from a very early point in our history. They
have the potential to be healthy when employed in a suitable cultural con-
text, in rites of passage, initiation rites, and various religious rituals. Con-
sciousness altering drugs have been a valuable feature of all functional
cultures, but drugs play a much different role in traditional societies than in
modern ones. When one thinks of drugs as they are consumed in the West,
one generally gets a picture of drug abuse. Since drugs have always had a
role in human behavior, it is essential to distinguish between drug use and
drug abuse.
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Today we have a large amount of drug abuse, which distinguishes us
from premodern cultural settings. As the anthropologists Marlene Dobkin
de Rios and David Smith have demonstrated, drug abuse does not exist in
intact traditional non-Western societies. They describe traditional cultur-
ally regulated drug use:

Plants are used to reaffirm a society’s mapping of the supernatural,
permitting individuals to partake of such beliefs, both visually and
emotionally. The use of plant hallucinogens for the reduction of pri-
vate anxiety, the dampening of personal problems, or as a general es-
cape from social pressures, occurs only rarely except in the face of dire
acculturative stresses. For the most part, drugs are used in a
magico-religious context of ceremony, either to celebrate or contact
the realm of the supernatural, heal illness, diagnose its causes and de-
termine its prognosis, divine the future, or promote social solidarity.54

Dobkin de Rios and Smith emphasize the near universality of culturally
controlled drug use, asserting that this pattern of usage is historically in-
compatible with drug abuse:

Data on nonindustrialized societies show that drug use is a means to a
socially approved end, such as contacting the supernatural, either to
control its forces, or else to place oneself at the mercy of forces seen to
be more powerful than man. Generally, drugs have been used to con-
firm the integrity, values, and goals of a culture. In most cases, drug
use is controlled by ritual rather than legal means. The individuals
who utilize such plants do so only after periods of careful apprentice-
ship or guidance, with specific expectation of visionary content. . . .
Drugs are rarely taken by the lone individual for personal, introspec-
tive quests. . . . In all cases, where members of a society merely lounge
around and indulge in a plant brew or snuff, we tend to find
Euroamerican influences, cultural disorganization, and concomitant
problems of alienation and alcoholism present.55

When cultures are fit and acting in the service of existential needs, they
automatically encourage patterns of drug use that have the effect of reduc-
ing the risk of drug abuse. These patterns involve the majority of people,
who, within clearly specified cultural guidelines, become drug users but
not abusers. Upon hearing the case that Western culture is largely to thank
for drug abuse, some people might point to the many non-Western cultures
that have serious drug problems. For example, high rates of substance
abuse can be observed in what remains of native American Indian culture,
Australian Aboriginal culture, and various cultures of the Amazon region
of South America, but these are examples of cultures that have been de-
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stroyed largely as a result of their contact with the West. Prior to that influ-
ence, few if any of these cultures suffered significantly from drug abuse.
Yet, like endless similar cultures, they had long-standing traditions of de-
ploying reality-distorting drugs for prosocial purposes.

The use of psychoactive plants is nearly a cultural universal, but when
this practice is ritualized collectively it is unlikely to foster abuse.56 Intact
cultures possess a knowledge of the benefits of drug-related pathways to
altered consciousness, as well as a wisdom that leads them to incorporate
drugs (typically of the hypnotic variety) into the techniques that construct
the reality of its people. Western culture stands out as an exception to this
universal cultural characteristic. However, although the anthropological
findings on this subject are compelling, questions arise about our ancient
need for reality altering drugs, as well as the optimal methods by which
drugs are introduced into people’s lives.

Drug Use, Reality, and Transcendence

Reality transformation is most effective if it is a group enterprise that
produces agreed-upon beliefs. This is why we see that in all workable cul-
tures consciousness altering techniques are patterned into the culture and
thereby made available to all members of the group. When this occurs in a
sanctioned cultural context, alternative constructions of reality are shared
by members of that culture; in contrast, in contemporary Western culture
drugs are used by individuals to improvise reality alternatives on a private
(or small group) basis.

One of the earliest of all cultural discoveries was that of drugs as a simple
and efficient method by which to foster a state of dissociation. Typically,
this is combined with music of a highly hypnotic nature (e.g., drumming,
gonging, chanting). In the dissociative state, the person becomes
hypersuggestible and highly responsive to cultural suggestions, making it
possible for reality to be reconstructed in any number of ways. In the
premodern world, all this usually took place in a religious context. Some re-
ligious conservatives in the West may be expected to renounce the intimate
historical connections between drugs and religion, but the evidence is over-
whelming in this regard. It is only our eroded religious techniques in the
West that mislead us into thinking that religion can and should be a
drug-free enterprise.

Ihsan Al-Issa elaborates on this fact in a discussion of the historical use of
drugs by culture in promoting and directing hallucinations.57 He shows
that human beings are naturally inclined toward hallucination. This is a
feature of cognition that, for thousands of years, has been exploited by cul-
ture, usually in order to connect its members to the spiritual realm. Thus we
must come to terms with the normality of hallucination. Even in rational
Western culture, around 40 percent of the general population have had
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some sort of hallucinatory experience, although hallucinations are not en-
couraged and people are offered no socially approved techniques by which
to interpret hallucinatory experiences.

Culturally constructed reality is usually designed as a strategic blend of
fact and illusion. Hallucinations are structured by institutionalized prac-
tice, with the aim of elevating members above strictly this-world under-
standings. This mechanism has allowed people, quite literally, to “see” (i.e.,
hallucinate) and be part of an expanded and positively biased reality. These
hallucinatory ventures are generally an extension of the religious, spiritual,
or magical beliefs of the culture. Once more, the actual techniques usually
entail the managed use of hallucinogenic drugs. The goal is to merge reality
and illusion, and even to convince people of the reality of illusion, or the re-
ality of the transcendent world.

As an example, Al-Issa refers to an account of culturally regulated drug
use by the Cahuilla Indians of California to achieve strategic hallucination
during a traditional religious initiation ceremony. The drug in this instance
is datura. It is widely used in the non-Western world and renowned for its
powerful hypnotic effects:

Datura enabled him to glimpse the ultimate reality of the creation sto-
ries in the Cahuilla cosmology. The supernatural beings and aspects
of the other world that he had been told about since childhood were
now brought before his eyes for the ultimate test—his own examina-
tion. He has seen them. They are real.58

The description reveals how the cultural orchestration of drug-induced
hallucinatory experience has the effect of bringing alive traditional spiri-
tual spheres and tattooing them in the minds of members. When used cor-
rectly, the chemical road to the supernatural is clearly demarcated and its
travelers rarely deviate from the expected visions that are rooted in cultural
suggestion. Acelebration ensues when the initiate “sees,” experiences, and
communicates with the formerly unknown reality and achieves maturity.
The experience itself is usually so powerful and socially significant that it
leaves an indelible mark on the spiritual sojourner. No doubt remains
about the reality of illusion, and other-world understandings take a legiti-
mate place in consciousness. This is so much the case that even during
times of extreme stress, the person rarely needs to repeat the actual drug in-
gestion in order to escape reality. Members are imprinted permanently
with the cognitive skills that can compete effectively with reality.

It is also worth considering the historical interface of hallucination,
drugs, and culture, and its important mental health implications. In cul-
tures that facilitate hallucination (e.g., with dissociative drugs), there is a
markedly lower number of “psychiatric” hallucinations. On the other
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hand, when a culture fails to govern hallucination, we find much higher
rates of hallucination that are deemed to be abnormal. Al-Issa explains:

Encouraging individuals to fantasize in non-Western societies does
not only provide them with a comparative basis on which to make
clear distinctions between reality and fantasy, but it also enables them
to discriminate culturally sanctioned imagery and hallucinations
from other experiences. It is possible that in these cultures the high
frequency of reported hallucinations may not be because more of
them occur, but because culturally sanctioned hallucinations come
more often into the public domain through self-description. Indeed,
positive attitudes tend to facilitate social control by reinforcing com-
monly shared hallucinations and extinguishing those that are indi-
vidual and idiosyncratic. Thus, there is a high frequency of only
culturally sanctioned hallucinatory experiences.59

Understandably, cultures that suppress the natural hallucinatory ten-
dency have an overall lower rate of hallucinatory experience. This is be-
cause hallucinations are themselves viewed by such cultures as strange,
unnatural, and a sign of mental dysfunction. The only reason that cultures
such as our own regard hallucinations as weird and unwelcome is that they
have been vanquished from collective experience and relegated to the do-
main of abnormality. Socially managed hallucinatory experience has a
valuable and long-standing role in normal human development.

An absence of normalized hallucination may actually indicate culture
failure. When a culture is still capable of utilizing humans’ predisposi-
tion to hallucination, one witnesses only very small amounts of psycho-
pathological hallucinations. With cultural disintegration, there is a shift
from traditional socially sanctioned hallucinatory experiences to individ-
ual ones that are likely to be labeled pathological as a result of their lack of
consensus.

Bantu culture in Africa serves to illustrate this shift. It was a traditional
practice of Bantu culture to promote hallucinatory experiences that en-
abled members to “hear” and learn from the voices of departed relatives.
As this cultural practice has waned as a result of exposure to Western cul-
ture, an increase has occurred in the number of hallucinations wherein the
source or identity of the voice is unknown.60 These more closely resemble
what we in the West term psychopathology since they have become detached
from cultural traditions. In such a context, individual hallucinators are not
protected from the label of madness. They are blocked from access to nor-
mal hallucinations that function as avenues to worlds that elude rational
processes.

Many moderns are deprived of direct contact with a cohesive culturally
constructed world of fantasy, illusion, and imagination. During times of
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crisis, they find themselves unable to reshape reality according to enduring
cultural prescription. Escapes from reality are usually without structure, as
in the case of self-directed drug taking. As a culture departs from the busi-
ness of shared unreality, its members experience deficiencies in coping
skills and personal resources. With few exceptions, they are constantly at
risk of overexposure to real-world crises. This is why, as we saw earlier,
moderns are psychologically and emotionally frail. Even the slightest of
life’s importunities can precipitate psychological trauma. It is little wonder
that drugs are so close at hand in Western culture, in which people are liter-
ally forced to write their own prescription for reality transcendence and ex-
istential equilibrium.

Cultures that mediate effectively in the generation of unreality some-
times only need to make very limited use of drugs when the procedures are
carried out in a meaningful and historically grounded context. This can in-
volve a single event wherein drugs are employed in order to let the initiate
make contact with the spiritual or supernatural world. The experience is of-
ten so powerful that the person remains permanently convinced of the
truth of the revelations that were accessed via the drug. In other cultures,
one can see periodic recourse to drug-related rituals and ceremonies that
act as booster sessions, again with the goal of reinforcing a positive bias of
reality.

But all this does not mean that we should romanticize premodern cul-
tures and direct our existential yearnings toward the past. Instead, mod-
erns are forced to nurture themselves existentially, and to improvise with
regard to transcendence and meaning. Each individual must engage inner
creativity in order to live under the threat of what has been described as the
existential absurdity of modernity.61 There are inevitable problems with indi-
vidual-based modes of reality transformation, as exemplified by modern
patterns of drug abuse. But the future will continue to see wayward, and
frequently self-destructive, existential solutions that must be dealt with by
mental health professionals and social policymakers.

ONTOLOGICAL INSECURITY AND RAREFIED BANALITY

I once saw an interview with Sam Spiegel, the veteran movie producer.
What struck me most about the various comments he made was the high
degree of disdain he seemed to have for the public. At one point, he said:
“I’ve lost the joy of making movies. The audience today is a bunch of ga-
loots. People don’t read anymore. They listen to noises. They have become
impervious to nuance and beauty.”62

In American yearnings, Richard Rapson recounts a personal experience
involving the intellectual degeneracy of the modern world. While watch-
ing television one day, he was overcome with the sense that he had entered
some sort of nightmare that was devoid of all intelligence and substance.
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Rapson turned off the television, but the nightmare did not go away. In-
stead:

I turned off the TV, hoping to escape yet another nightmare. But
America itself seemed to have become the nightmare; a land of mass
idiocy, a frivolous, trivial citizenry, a value system reducing every-
thing, even the self, to a commodity. So many celebrities were no more
than manufactured personalities, hardly different from Suds and
Cuds and Bud. Capitalism, sports, entertainment, politics, advertis-
ing, patriotism, television, and the showbiz personality had become
so intertwined that reality could no longer be identified. What was
this phenomenon? Where had it come from? Where was it taking this
society?63

Although social analysts have described the modern death of mind and
the prevailing consensus of stupidity, we do not usually consider intellec-
tual decline as a major contributor to our existential crisis. Yet some observ-
ers have begun to pay attention to the intellectual crisis that characterizes
modernity, pointing out the psychosocial pitfalls of this form of domina-
tion.64 Whereas banality was formerly a matter of disdain or curiosity, it has
achieved a new status whereby moderns now turn to it for clues and an-
swers about their existence. Rarefied banality is the backbone of the new
social utopia that cajoles the modern person.

By design, consumer society gravitates naturally toward anti-
intellectualism. It is generally successful in sanctifying banality and induc-
ing members to gear their lives to this level of experience, but it does not
prevent all its members from being confronted by their own lack of sub-
stance. A significant proportion of moderns find it a stressful battle to sus-
tain themselves on a steady diet of exalted banality. This has given rise to a
new type of existential uneasiness that can be traced to cerebral
understimulation, and to alienation from an intellectual stage upon which
to address the larger questions of life. Some people become sufficiently ad-
verse to cultural banality that they embark on a continual, albeit unsystem-
atic, psychospiritual journey that can afford them some answers.

Ontological insecurity is generated whenever the person is unable to an-
swer the big existential questions.65 These answers were once contained in
traditional ontological frameworks that delivered reasons for being and for
participating in the world. The actual size of the existential question has de-
creased, and the locus of the answer has been subsumed by the dynamics of
consumption. In many respects, the intellect has become a commodity.
There is no more commitment to the intellect, and to intellectual develop-
ment, as there is toward the other consumables that litter the mental land-
scape of the modern consumer. Rather, we hear many references to the
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modern assault on the intellect that is a feature of the dumbing down phe-
nomenon of the contemporary era.66

There are lots of statistics to support the argument that the intellect has
declined to the extent that existential disturbances could arise. For exam-
ple, survey research shows that 50 percent of American university students
spend less than 2 hours per week in the university library, and 25 percent
spend no time whatsoever in the library. Of those surveyed, 80 percent
never bought any books except those used in the classroom, and only 10
percent read more than the bare minimum for their classes. This research
also found that 40 percent of the books sold at university bookstores in
America were comic books.67

Surveys of the actual goals of university students reflect a shift from in-
tellectual and personal development, and toward material prosperity. In
1970, 80 percent of students surveyed indicated as a goal “the development
of a meaningful philosophy of life.” When the same survey was carried out
in 1989, that percentage had fallen to 41 percent. During this same period,
those who cited as a goal “to be very well off financially” increased from 39
percent to 75 percent. These shifting goals are mirrored by changing pat-
terns of university study. For example, the percentage of students majoring
in business-related subjects nearly doubled from 1970 to 1989, while the
percentage majoring in the social sciences declined by nearly 50 percent.

Higher education has also suffered from a commercialization trend that
has made universities little more than supermarkets of information that
teach knowledge-by-numbers. In his book The University in Ruins, Bill
Reading writes that, among other things, the university is supposed to
keep alive the collective cultural conscience and the ideals contained
therein.68 Instead it finds itself operating as a profit-oriented business and
catering increasingly to whatever forces will increase its marketability.
Rather than a scholar with adjunct motives related to personal growth, the
modern student has become a consumer of educational services. Another
of the seven social sins proclaimed by Mahatma Gandhi was “education
without character.” It would appear that modern education has become
more than a little sinful in this regard.

Knowledge, truth, and meaning have established a new bond with the
tenets of consumer culture. Education has been taken over by the forces of
market discipline and has redefined itself in terms of its capacity to gener-
ate wealth.69 It has become system-centered, rather than student-centered,
and geared toward the production of formulaic dealers and manipulators
whose primary attribute is that they are economically acceptable.70 More-
over, many of our manipulative dealers are not even coming away with the
most basic learning skills. For instance, one 1996 national survey showed
that 60 percent of high school graduates in America read at or below the
seventh-grade (12 years old) level.71
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The trend toward dumb education has seen a countertrend toward
home education. Anumber of research studies have shown that home edu-
cated children are 5 to 10 years ahead of their school-trained peers. It is not
surprising that one and a half million American children are being edu-
cated entirely by their parents. The home education movement has been a
direct response to the educational pathologies that are of growing concern
to parents.

Some of these pathologies are summarized by John Taylor Gotto, a for-
mer New York city teacher and winner of many teaching awards, who de-
scribes the growing number of children in our classrooms who are passive,
dependent, and cringing in the face of new challenges. Frequently this is
disguised by aggressiveness and hostility, but it cannot hide what he terms
the “vacuum without fortitude” that lies inside.72 Our children are devel-
oping an indifference to the adult world. In previous ages, the younger gen-
eration was enthusiastically occupied with a study of the adult world, but
more and more young people display very little tendency to grow up, and
that characteristic may explain their lack of interest in the world around
them. Educational observers also mention the declining levels of inquisi-
tiveness, and the atrophied attention spans, of modern school-aged chil-
dren.

We also hear about the burgeoning numbers of schoolchildren who dis-
play cruelty to each other, have little or no compassion for misfortune, and
show contempt for anyone who appears vulnerable. A high percentage of
children cannot handle genuine intimacy but rather seem inclined toward
an artificial secret self consisting of borrowed pieces of television behavior
that enables them to keep others at a distance or to manipulate others effec-
tively. As a consequence, it is becoming difficult for them to forge meaning-
ful relationships as they grow older. In this regard, modern educational
philosophies and practices provide fertile soil for existential loneliness and
social alienation.

Our schools are also having the effect of instilling children with strong
materialistic inclinations. Grades have become a type of currency that re-
wards students on the basis of their suitability for consumer society. Indi-
vidual teachers may wish more than this for their students, but they are
hampered by the larger educational context, which has devalued critical
thought and the guiding ideals that are intended to convey wisdom and to
promote character development.

Instead of aiming at the whole person, contemporary educational ap-
proaches have become overspecialized and unable to offer true education.
According to E. F. Schumacher, a truly educated person is one who is in
touch with the center, the existential focal point that the person employs in
order to consolidate an orderly system of ideas about the self and world
that, in turn, help to regulate the content and direction of one’s energies.73

When in touch with this center, people have the ability to coordinate intelli-
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gently their various urges, impulses, and aspirations. They have the basis
on which to clarify and comprehend their inner convictions, but most mod-
ern education methods preclude teaching people about their central con-
victions. The outcome is often confusion, contradiction, and life-style
orientations characterized by motivational imbalances.

Psychologists have had surprisingly little to say about possible ways to
revive our current educational system. It is possible that we are ignoring
the existential suffering of millions of people who have been made dumber
than they want to be, or were designed to be. This is not to say that moderns
have actually become one-dimensional and barren of substance. On the
contrary, the cultural neglect that has led them to repress their intellectual
needs is crying out for creative release. The restoration of key aspects of the
intellect may be a task of future mental health workers. Otherwise, the
death of the mind phenomenon may continue to exert existential stress and
reveal itself in previously unknown pathologies of the intellect. It may add
still further to the ontological destitution of the modernist.
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CHAPTER 8

Mental Health and the
Physical World

Human identity has many inputs. One of these is the physical space in
which we find ourselves. We often hear, for example, how the physical
landscape of a country molds some of the characteristics of its people. An
environment such as outback Australia exerts certain personality and
characterological influences that are different from the physical landscape
of inner city Detroit. Although a host of other factors contribute to the over-
all identity structure of the person, physical space is a key consideration.
Our sociospatial identity, as it is sometimes called, is shaped by the physical
environment at the local, intermediate, and global levels. This chapter fo-
cuses on aspects of the modern physical world that have implications for
mental health and general well-being. It also explores features of modern
consciousness that determine the ways in which we treat and mistreat the
environment. We might begin by considering the worldwide population
shift toward urban living.

URBANIZATION, INDUSTRIALIZATION, AND MENTAL
HEALTH

When we think of cities, our attention is often dominated by statistics re-
lated to size or population. Indeed, some of these are astonishing, espe-
cially with regard to the rapidly expanding megacities. For example,
Tokyo, Bombay, Mexico City, and Shanghai each have a population ap-
proaching 30 million. Some of the most explosive growth is taking place in



the developing world, where there are now almost three hundred cities
with populations in excess of 1 million. At the moment, approximately 40
percent of people in the developing world live in cities. In the developed
world, this percentage is 75 percent.

A city is far more than a mere quantity of people, or an assemblance of
physical materials that constitute its surface appearance. It is also a com-
plex interaction of values, routines, and interests that operate in a diverse
set of contexts.”1 In acknowledging the human dimension of the city, one
should also point out that city life offers certain advantages over that in
other settings. Many people are attracted to urban centers for the opportu-
nities and sources of stimulation that they provide. Some individuals could
not imagine life outside the city. They speak of the commercial, cultural, in-
tellectual, and ethical options that only exist in larger urban settings. Cities
offer freedoms, excitements, and services that are difficult to find in rural,
semirural, or small town locations. They enjoy improved communications
that can enhance efficiency and speed decision making. Cities usually offer
a greater quality of health care and a wider range of medical services.

Mental health professionals have become concerned, however, about
the exceedingly rapid rate of growth of many cities (e.g., pollution, crowd-
ing, noise, anonymity, erosion of community life, public transport frustra-
tions, infrastructure collapse) and the psychological problems that this
creates for its inhabitants. They have pointed out that certain basic needs
(e.g., security, relatedness) cannot always be met under such conditions. A
number of critics are speaking of the impersonal, indifferent, and
self-absorbed quality of our burgeoning cities.

The fact that crime is positively correlated with city size is another rea-
son for concern. Research shows that crime rates are nearly twice as high in
large cities as in nonurban areas. For major crimes this difference is even
greater.2 Studies on the relationship between aggression and urbanization
demonstrate that people react more violently in urban settings, in part as a
result of the individual’s perceived lack of control over the situation.3 More
generally, urban life often entails a buildup of aversive conditions that turn
people in on themselves and neutralize the many advantages of city living.
The inward orientation of urban life helps to explain the research showing
that a much lower percentage of urban residents, when compared to their
nonurban counterparts, reciprocate a simple social greeting.4 Although it
may be unrealistic to make token social gestures to all of our fellow urbani-
ties, the accumulated unconscious effects of the perceived indifference of
others are fear, aloneness, and distrust.

As a social process, urbanization has introduced a number of significant
changes. These include the erosion of primary group relationships, the
weakening of kinship ties, and the diversification and dilution of tradi-
tional social functions.5 Urban life-style structures are associated with lon-
ger working hours, a greater division between home and workplace, and a
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loss of meaning for both work and leisure. They also lend themselves to
stress, burnout, and impaired mental and physical health. The urban way
of life can impose so much complexity, and make so many additional de-
mands on time and energy, that the overall quality of life for the individual
and family is reduced.

Before one can ascertain the mental health consequences of urbaniza-
tion, it is necessary somehow to circumscribe and define this process.
Sometimes it is understood in terms of increases in the size of city popula-
tions. This often involves an analysis of population distributions, such as
the ratio of rural to urban, or the percentage of the overall population living
in urban settings. But there are also a range of social and economic dynam-
ics to consider as part of the urbanization process. The following definition
of urbanization captures the complex of factors that are involved.

Urbanization is a dynamic process and product that emerges from the
complex interaction of population (size, density, and heterogeneity),
spatial-geographical (i.e., location, climate, terrain), historical, cul-
tural, economic, and political forces for socioenvironmental forma-
tion (i.e., societal differentiation, segmentalization, marginalization,
stratification, and segregation) with resulting patterns of psycho-
social adjustment and adaptation.6

One of the simplest ways to gauge the positive or negative impact of ur-
ban living is to ask urban residents whether they enjoy living in a city. One
discovers that the majority of people in large urban centers would prefer to
live elsewhere. In one nationwide survey in America, for example, only 33
percent stated a preference to live in a large city.7 Two-thirds of those sur-
veyed indicated that they would rather live in a smaller town. These and
similar findings demonstrate that, even though most people now live in cit-
ies, most of those individuals do so out of some set of compromises. Yet the
discontent generated by urban life has brought about some degree of de-
mographic reversal as some people seek a higher quality of life in rural and
small town settings. In a related way, suburbanization is sometimes seen as
a compromise between the practicalities of urban life and the desire for a
small town location.

Often the drive to escape large urban centers has to do with an urge to re-
claim a sense of community, belongingness, and shared commitment. One
extensive research survey found that 50 percent of Americans were actively
involved in the “search for community.”8 Among the frequently cited ex-
planations for their quest was the need to compensate for the negative ef-
fects of urban living. The researchers concluded that urbanization (as
measured by city size, density, and heterogeneity) had the effect of weaken-
ing people’s overall sense of community.
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The consequences of urbanization may be more apparent in certain vul-
nerable populations. For example, research on the mental health of chil-
dren from low-income urban settings demonstrated that many cities
around the world have infrastructure deficiencies that deprive children of a
number of vital services and opportunities.9 When living conditions deteri-
orate, stress is generated, extended families begin to disintegrate, less em-
phasis is given to the promotion of prosocial behavior, and more tolerance
is shown toward deviant actions.

The actual statistics on child poverty in urban settings are cause for great
concern. For example, the percentage of American children living in “poor
neighborhoods” increased from 3 percent to 17 percent from 1970 to 1990.
Child poverty rose from 18 percent to 27 percent from 1969 to 1989. Inner
city children have an increased likelihood of growing up on public assis-
tance, and a greater dropout rate.

Research reviews dealing with the mental health of children from
low-income urban families reveal a worrying picture. Children from these
settings have been shown to have higher rates of depression, delinquency,
violence, aggression, behavior problems, maltreatment, and trauma-re-
lated disorders. Some doubt remains about the etiological connections be-
tween urbanization and mental health for children from low-income
families. To some extent, the effects found may indicate the tendency for in-
ner city locations to attract individuals with a variety of problems, includ-
ing mental health ones, but this argument does not seem sufficient. It
appears that there are multiple stressors inherent in low-quality city set-
tings that translate into urban stress as well as a variety of psychological
disturbance.

On the other hand, some factors and conditions are able to minimize
the negative input from urbanization. A number of these are family-
related, such as the robust kinship ties, strong religious and spiritual orien-
tations, and ethnic awareness that can be found in many African American
families. Other factors include an emphasis on education, the promotion
of self-respect, and the availability of safe structured activities of urban
children.

In an attempt to delineate the psychological impact of urbanization,
psychologists have begun to study the dynamics of socially toxic neigh-
borhoods. This has involved the identification of neighborhood struc-
tures that are especially toxic to mental health. Research in this area
reveals, for example, that nearly 20 percent of children in some neighbor-
hoods experience so much disturbance from environmental stress that
they require psychotherapy.10 When these results are compared to the
findings of similar studies conducted two or three decades ago, it becomes
clear that children, as well as adults, are at increased risk of environmental
stress and its effects. Adding to the toxicity of many modern urban environ-
ments are the availability of guns, exposure to violence, potential lethality
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of childhood interactions, presence of drugs, and precarious family and
marital relationships.

The effects of urbanization have been grouped into four broad catego-
ries.11 As can be seen, each of these involves a number of factors that exert
an influence on social and psychological health.

Environmental: Noise, air pollution, toxins, visual pollution, sensory
overload, population density and distribution, traffic congestion, ur-
ban sprawl, contagious diseases

Sociological and economic: crime, violence, gangs, migration (rural to
urban), housing, crowding, marginalization, segmentalization, pov-
erty, unemployment, industrialization, absence of community

Psychosocial: social structure, homelessness, life complexity, family
disintegration/divorce, rapid social change, acculturation/assimila-
tion, social drift, cultural disintegration, cultural confusion/conflict,
secularization, social stress

Psychological: quality of life, sense of coherence, powerlessness, mar-
ginality, alienation, rootedness, fear, anxiety, identity, isolation, loneli-
ness

The sheer number of urban life variables underscores the importance of
developing additional research programs in this general area. This would
allow us to learn a great deal more about contemporary patterns of mental
disturbance. One factor that is becoming especially problematic for mil-
lions of urban residents is pollution.

Pollution: Emotional and Cognitive Responses

When we think of urban pollution, it is usually the impact on our physi-
cal health that comes to mind first. Environmental pollutants of all sorts
contribute to pulmonary, immunological, and neurobehavioral diseases.
The field of environmental medicine is a rapidly growing area of practice
that strives to assess, diagnose, and treat environmentally induced disor-
ders and to seek ways to control and prevent the environmental factors that
cause these disorders. The scale of the problem is immense. For example, it
was recently estimated that 1.2 billion people worldwide are exposed to
levels of sulfur dioxide that exceed the health guidelines of the World
Health Organization. It was also estimated that 1.4 billion people daily
breathe air that contains harmful levels of smoke and suspended particu-
late matter.12 Vast numbers of individuals live in urban environments that
force them to inhale dangerous carcinogens, including chromium, nickel,
arsenic, asbestos, benzene, and radon. The effects on the physical health of
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the affected people are well documented, but less attention has been paid to
the indirect effects of pollution on psychological well-being.

The disadvantages and suffering stemming from air pollution can be
found at the behavioral, cognitive, and emotional levels. At the behavioral
level, air pollution can deter people from spending time outdoors, partici-
pating in recreational activities, and enjoying the psychological benefits of
physical activity. If tasks are performed in a polluted surrounding, the
quality and enjoyment of the performance can be hindered. When it comes
to employment, many people do not enjoy the luxury of being able to avoid
pollution, even on days when the dangers are especially high. This is espe-
cially true in the developing world, where urban pollution is a fact of life.
Yet many of those exposed are aware of the risks and live with the depress-
ing knowledge that their health is deteriorating daily.

Research relating air pollution to human task performance shows that
prolonged exposure to various air pollutants can decrease visual acuity, in-
terfere with sensorimotor balance, impair time estimation, diminish atten-
tion span, disrupt memory and problem-solving ability, and reduce overall
work capacity.13 There are a number of moderating variables, such as the
perception that the pollution is controllable and individual differences in
adaptability and environmental stress tolerance, but the fact remains that,
for far too many people, air pollutants carry a high cost in terms of psycho-
logical well-being.

Aresearch team led by Stephen Jacobs looked specifically at the relation-
ship between air pollution and depression.14 They surveyed Eng-
lish-speaking and Spanish-speaking residents of the Los Angeles metro-
politan area and obtained measures of depressive symptomatology and ex-
posure to air pollution. The results showed that perceived air pollution was
a significant predictor of depression when combined with one or more
other stressful life events. This study controlled for other factors (e.g., so-
cioeconomic status, prior psychiatric status) that could have contributed to
depression scores.

A study carried out in Santiago, Chile, sought to determine whether
high levels of air pollution could increase level of anxiety.15 Air pollution,
and awareness of a lack of antipollution measures, had the effect of increas-
ing anxiety levels. This may be one of many manifestations of the rising tide
of ecological psychopathology.16 It also lends support to those who are calling
for a psychiatry of the environment that focuses on many of the disorders
that are being created by urban and industrial factors.17

The modern industrial age has seen greater numbers of human-made
catastrophic events that expose people to enormous amounts of pollution.
Sometimes this happens in industrial locations; at other times it occurs in
areas previously unaffected by pollution. Whatever the case, the effects go
well beyond damage to the physical environment. For example, research-
ers examined the psychological, cultural, and social impacts of the infa-
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mous Exxon Valdez oil spill that took place in Valdez, Alaska, in 1989.18 In
the course of studying thirteen Alaskan communities, they found a clear
dose-response relationship on a number of social and mental health vari-
ables. As exposure to the oil and the disruptive cleanup procedures in-
creased, there were declines in traditional social relations with family,
friends, neighbors, and work mates. Problems such as drinking, substance
abuse, and domestic violence became more common. After the spill, there
was a greater frequency of depression, posttraumatic stress disorder, and
generalized anxiety disorder. Alaskan natives and women were especially
prone to psychiatric disorders in the postspill period.

The researchers concluded that pollution disasters, such as that caused
by the Exxon Valdez, have just as much effect on the psychosocial environ-
ment as they do on the physical environment. Among other questions, fu-
ture research will need to determine whether the effects of such disasters
are permanent, or whether the victims somehow find ways to adjust. This
and related issues will become more important as hyperindustrialization
increasingly creates the conditions under which these dreadful events can
occur.

Noise Pollution

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, excessive noise is the most com-
mon complaint of community residents, reflective of widespread annoy-
ance, frustration, and resentment. It has been estimated that noise levels in
our cities have increased by 30 decibels in the past 30 years. Evidence also
indicates that noise levels continue to rise at a worrying rate. In Sydney,
Australia, 40 percent of households encounter noise pollution. In Hong
Kong, 80 percent of households are affected negatively by noise. Although
noise tends to be overshadowed by other urban predicaments, it consti-
tutes a serious problem that must be addressed. Ignorance and apathy ex-
plain some of the tolerance for auditory regression, but there is also active
resistance at the institutional level since the goal of noise control may con-
flict with the goals of profit and growth.19

Victims of noise pollution tend to feel that they are helpless to deal with
the problem. They often perceive the noise itself as an indication of prog-
ress. Although most inhabitants of noise-affected areas would like relief, it
is common for them to see the scale of the problem as too large for
remediation. For these reasons, the majority of noise sufferers do not make
active efforts to alleviate the situation.

Noise, unlike sound, is a psychological concept that implies a negative
response by the exposed person. Thus it is not surprising that the literature
tends to indicate that excessive amounts of noise have negative psychologi-
cal consequences.20 Noise is one of the most salient features of the increas-
ingly urban world, but only a small amount of research has focused on the
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direct psychosocial consequences of this element of modern living. The
studies that have been done demonstrate that high levels of noise can inter-
fere with vigilance and multisource tasks and cause a deterioration of effi-
ciency on arithmetic, reaction time, and clerical tasks.21 One well-known
study was carried out at a New York City school that was located adjacent
to noisy elevated railway tracks.22 Researchers who compared the aca-
demic achievement of children located on the quieter side of the building to
that of children in the more noise-affected side found that academic
achievement was significantly worse for students in the noisy classrooms.

Some research involved the artificial introduction of noise into a class-
room setting in order to assess the effects of elevated noise level on scholas-
tic performance.23 In one study, researchers amplified traffic noise outside a
large university classroom. The effect was that students participated less
and showed a diminished attention span when compared to that of a
no-noise control group. A similar study increased ambient noise level in
classrooms of fifth and sixth graders. The result was an impairment of vi-
sual motor skills, auditory discrimination, and visual discrimination. Aca-
demic deficits have also been reported from schools that are in the flight
paths of large aircraft.24 Improvements in academic performance resulted
when noise-affected classrooms were renovated in order to reduce level of
aircraft noise.

Arecent study of chronic noise exposure measured psychophysiological
stress indicators in children (aged 9–11) before and after the opening of a
new international airport in Munich, Germany.25 After the airport became
operational, a significant increase was found in the resting blood pressure,
as well as the epinephrine and norepinephrine levels, of the children. These
rises were interpreted as indications of environmental stress resulting from
exceedingly high levels of aircraft noise. It has been suggested that the per-
formance impairments associated with noise in schools are the cumulative
result of an interference with the teaching-learning process. Difficulties
arise when students and teachers struggle to hear each other. It may also be
that noise has direct negative effects on information-processing ability, in
part the result of hyperarousal.

Children living in noisy apartment buildings have been shown to suffer
from deficits of reading ability, puzzle-solving ability, and auditory dis-
crimination.26 Results showed that these deficits persisted even when the
children were removed to quieter settings. Evidence exists that high noise
levels in the home hamper the cognitive development of young children.
An inverse relationship was found between scores on a Piagetian test and
reported levels of home noise. Especially poor results were obtained from
children living in homes that did not offer a means for children to be iso-
lated from the sources of noise.27

Studies on the effect of noise on social behavior have found that high lev-
els of ambient noise reduce people’s sensitivity to one another.28 They be-
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come less willing to offer assistance to those in need, to offer aid to those
who have had minor accidents, or to give directions to someone who is lost.
Research also found that noisy settings reduce the likelihood of casual so-
cial interaction and promote distorted and oversimplified perceptions of
complex social relationships. Noise has the effect of diverting the person’s
attention to the most prominent situational cues, ignoring a range of more
subtle cues, such as interpersonal ones. Social impairments may also relate
to negative emotion generated by the noise. In a different sort of study, con-
ducted in low-income urban areas, high levels of noise were found to be as-
sociated with increased numbers of arrests and a disinclination to look
after the yards of houses.29

The aftereffects of noise pollution have also been shown to affect a num-
ber of human abilities.30 Research shows that prior exposure to high levels
of noise lowers frustration tolerance and impairs performance on certain
tasks (e.g., proofreading). These types of studies demonstrate that the
poststimulation effects of noise are comparable to those found in research
employing electric shock and other unpleasant modes of stimulation.

Urban development has seen the forced relocation of considerable
numbers of city residents. Some research has assessed the psychological
and social costs of forced relocations that were due to new road and rail
construction. The effects included depression, disrupted emotional ties
with neighbors and community, and early death in the elderly.31

In light of the many negative effects of excessive noise on cognition, per-
formance, and affect, one would expect to find similar results for direct
measures of mental disturbance. Here again, much more research is re-
quired to give a complete picture of the mental health consequences of ex-
cessive noise, but the available studies on this topic already indicate noise
as a significant contributor to a number of psychological problems. Re-
search from industrial settings has shown that prolonged exposure to ex-
cessive noise is associated with increased anxiety and emotional stress, as
well as a greater frequency of argumentativeness, emotional lability, and
mood fluctuations.32 Interpersonal conflicts were found to be more com-
mon in the noisiest parts of steel plants.

A number of studies have found higher rates of psychiatric admissions
in communities that are badly affected by noise pollution.33 This line of re-
search has been criticized for failures to use appropriate control groups, but
replication studies have also found a connection, albeit a modest one, be-
tween noise levels and rates of psychiatric admissions. Higher rates of
mental hospital admissions were found in the maximum noise areas
around Los Angeles International Airport. In this case, the effect was a very
small one. It is undoubtedly the case that many other factors contribute to a
situation wherein a person would require admission to a psychiatric insti-
tution. One could also argue that the rate of psychiatric admission is too ex-
treme a measure to ascertain the more subtle psychological effects of noise.
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Yet, despite the shortcomings of available research, there are ample signs
that prolonged exposures to high levels of noise can result in negative emo-
tional, cognitive, and social outcomes.

HOMELESSNESS: A MODERN SIN

Homeless individuals have become a prominent feature of the urban
landscape. All sorts of emotions are conjured up as urban residents pass by
these unfortunate people who lack the most basic of all needs, namely, shel-
ter, but indifference has come to dominate our experience of the homeless.
Our ability to adapt to this human tragedy may explain the relatively small
amount of time, energy, and money that is being spent on solutions. With
some exceptions, mental health professionals have paid little attention to
this problem.

Even the most conservative statistics reveal homelessness as a social pa-
thology that exists on a large scale. Although the numbers are difficult to
gauge, it is estimated that there are between 600,000 and 3 million homeless
people in the United States alone. For New York City, the estimates vary be-
tween 35,000 and 70,000. Los Angeles has approximately 30,000 homeless,
whereas Chicago has around 25,000.34 The number of homeless in the
United Kingdom has been estimated at 121,000, up from 80,000 in 1984, but
down from a peak of 140,000 in 1990. This does not take into account the
large numbers of “hidden homeless.”

The problem of homelessness extends far beyond the social policy
changes of the mid-1960s that brought about mass deinstitutionalization of
the mentally ill; even so, this development is the most widely held explana-
tory account of the homelessness phenomenon. Although changes to men-
tal health policy undoubtedly contributed to the problem, other evidence
tells us that this is not a sufficient explanation. For example, even though
many homeless people suffer from mental disorders, research shows that
the majority of homeless individuals are not mentally disturbed.35

The likelihood of someone’s becoming homeless has increased as a re-
sult of housing market changes that have occurred in many modern cities.
A process of urban revitalization has led to a shortage of low-cost housing
and forced some residents to seek cheaper and more modest housing. At
the bottom end of this trend, we find a group of vulnerable people who can-
not afford housing of any kind. In support of this explanation, statistics
from the United States show that the quantity of cheap rental units declined
from 17.9 million in 1970 to 6.4 million in 1980.36 This particular type of
housing shortage poses a serious challenge for vulnerable poor people. Not
all of them are able to resolve it, and some of them become homeless.

A related factor contributing to homelessness is the intensifying compe-
tition for space in the dilapidated neighborhoods that were once the habitat
of skid row and homeless people. City planners often target the most de-
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cayed urban areas for beautification. These are home to considerable num-
bers of vulnerable low-income, mentally ill, and elderly people. Once
revitalization work begins, the quantity of low-cost accommodation de-
clines. In New York City, for example, the number of inexpensive sin-
gle-room-occupancy buildings decreased by 80 percent from 1970 to
1982.37 Whereas many displaced residents make the adjustment, once
again the more vulnerable ones run the risk of becoming homeless.

Substance abuse has also been implicated in the problem of homeless-
ness. One study found that 39 percent of young homeless people drank the
equivalent of 3.5 pints of beer once or more per week, but this was no more
than the figure of 40 percent for unemployed males, aged 18 to 24.38 It was
also found that 64 percent of the homeless sample had taken drugs “at some
time in the past,” but most were only casual users. Thus substance abuse is
not a sufficient explanatory factor in youth homelessness. It must be re-
membered that homelessness is highly stressful and that some additional
substance abuse can be expected for this reason alone. Among the young
homeless, the most common pattern of substance use one finds is casual ex-
perimentation, rather than prolonged and habitual use.

Other factors have also been identified in an effort to understand the
homelessness phenomenon. These include unemployment, crime, mort-
gage problems, sexual abuse, and family breakdown, but the most disturb-
ing question that dominates our academic curiosity is related to our
collective reluctance to put an end to homelessness. Despite the innovative
efforts of some cities, the fact remains that the problem of homelessness
largely has been ignored. The financial costs of a solution could be ab-
sorbed very easily by wealthy nations such as the United States. They do
not have the excuse of poverty, which creates an additional obstacle in
many developing countries.

In trying to comprehend our lack of collective will on this count, we need
to delve into the beliefs and attitudes of modern Western culture. John
McMurty lists a number of social commandments that make up the unify-
ing belief system of contemporary global culture.39 As the building blocks
of our global market doctrine, they constitute an overall value program
that orders normality, determines cultural prescriptions, and dictates social
policy. Obedience to these commandments is equated with survival in the
market. The specific social commandments are: human justice and liberty
reside in the freedom of money exchange; the money-price system is an
ideal system by which to distribute services and goods; profit-maximiza-
tion is the optimal vehicle for social and personal well-being; accelerating
consumer desire is good; the pursuit of maximal income and wealth is nat-
ural and good; there should be no limits to the conversion of life into salable
commodities; and those who have only labor and service to sell are obliged
to do so if a prosperous and free society is to be maintained.
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These social commandments help to establish overriding guidelines and
expectations, and to specify punishments for various types of violations.
Most adherents of the new global order embrace these principles to the ex-
tent that punishments for disobedience are construed as logical and justi-
fied. It has been observed that our present capitalistic structures entail faith
in the compensatory logic of the cosmos.40 Those who invest themselves
properly in the system will be compensated in a just manner. Areverse sort
of logic extends from this brand of faith, namely, that those who are not
compensated adequately have not made the sacrificial investments that en-
title them to justice. The homeless fall into this category. They have of-
fended the moral order of the universe, and consequently they are liable for
punishment. Poverty, physical suffering, starvation, and even death are
part of the social shock treatment that our marketing faith demands, and by
which its disciples abide. In a sense, homelessness is deemed to be a sin of
disobedience that warrants ongoing penance.

According to McMurty, the meaning of life in modern consumer culture
revolves around the value inversion of increasing money demand for those
making investments. It entails a social value program that establishes hu-
man worth in terms of how much money is assigned to their lives, but it
also introduces a sort of cognitive slippage into our present mode of cul-
tural consciousness:

We have come to a point where people, societies, and the planet itself
have been so subjugated to the rule of the money-sequence of value
that the most life-invasive and morally grotesque consequences of its
system of reasoning appear rational and impeccable to its logic. Only
what fits the market’s value metric is computed by it or deemed “eco-
nomic.” The global market sequence of choices and exclusions may
be a socially instituted insanity.41

These social organizing principles make it easy to turn away from the
plight of the homeless, especially since they are not economic. A first step
toward rectifying the problem would entail cultural deprograming aimed
at eradification of the implicit assumption that these people have done
something wrong or that someone must be economic in order to earn dig-
nity and respect. In addition to learning more about the specific characteris-
tics of the homeless, mental health professionals need to concentrate on the
underlying process of victimization that keeps the problem alive.

TOURISM: ENVIRONMENTAL, SOCIAL, AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES

The topic of tourism may seem out of place in a chapter devoted to men-
tal health and the physical world, but tourism is having profound effects on
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the physical environment, as well as the way in which people are beginning
to perceive the world. In the latter instance, one could even say that our in-
creasingly touristy world has implications for psychological well-being.
The social meanings of the dramatic upsurgence of tourism are still not
fully understood. In many ways, tourism is another manifestation of the
theme of consumption in modern Western culture, as tourist activities are
consumed in much the same manner as other more tangible commodities.

Various attempts have been made to categorize tourist activities accord-
ing to other underlying motivations. In one of these, five tourist modes
were identified: recreational, in which the tourist is motivated by relaxation
and recreation in order to restore feelings of well-being; experiential,
wherein the tourist seeks meaning aesthetically in the lives of others; diver-
sionary, in which the tourist strives to escape boredom and to cope with
alienation; existential, which sees tourists who are “exiled” from their own
homes and cultures and crave orientation by forging relations with an alter-
native culture; and experimental, in which the tourist is motivated to sample
alternative life-styles in distant locations.42

Another typology employed the actual objectives and content of the
tourist activity. In that case, tourism was classified into five categories: eth-
nic, whereby the tourist experiences exotic and indigenous cultures; cul-
tural, which permits the tourist to encounter vanishing yet familiar
life-style patterns; environmental, which puts the person into contact with
novel settings and locations; recreational, which allows explorations in new
forms of activity and morality; and historical, which involves a symbolic
journey into the glories and adventures of former ages.43

The vast majority of the literature tends to extol the fruits of this industry.
We hear accounts of job creation, influx of foreign exchange, increased GDP,
improvements to infrastructure (e.g., roads, electricity, communications,
water supply), increased public services, and new cross-cultural education
contacts. Tourism is also heralded for its ability to preserve indigenous cul-
tural traditions. There is ample truth in these claims, but there is another
side to the tourism onrush that gets less attention. As tourism is growing
more rapidly than any other industry worldwide, we must consider the
cost of this development.

One serious cost that must be addressed is the ecological degradation
brought on by megatourism ventures. Many societies lack the socioeco-
nomic infrastructure required to deal with environmental changes brought
on by the sudden encroachment of tourism. The damage caused to the host
environment is often so severe that much of the aesthetic appeal of the loca-
tion is destroyed. More importantly, the environment and ecosystem them-
selves are often damaged beyond the point of repair. What the tourist then
sees is the aftermath of insensitive economic development that has done ir-
revocable harm to the original setting. Whether or not this reality registers
with most tourists is another matter. Acertain percentage of tourists remain
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oblivious to the environmental damage that made their tourist activities
possible. Yet a growing number are becoming aware of the environmentally
ruinous nature of many types of tourism. Even if they do not verbalize this
observation to themselves, a faint awareness of this fact discolors their expe-
rience and inclines them toward more ecofriendly tourism consumption.

The trend toward ecotourism has allowed some regions to preserve en-
vironmental balance while still exploiting the commercial benefits of tour-
ism. At the same time, the tourism industry is incapable of providing the
degree of oversight and regulation that can safeguard the integrity of the
environment.44 Despite many innovative ecoprojects, tourism develop-
ment continues to account for massive amounts of environmental damage.

The tourism experience has the potential to be depressing. The services
and facilities in tourist locations cannot hide their primary motivation,
which is to extract money from visitors. Tourists are also confronted by a
commercialized type of hospitality that can promote annoyance and cyni-
cism. In addition, they consume images of places and people that resemble
stage sets. They are exposed to planned, contrived, artificial, overdone, and
unnatural presentations that will play a role in their perceptions of the
world and its inhabitants. People with only limited tolerance for artificial-
ity and contrivance are bound to experience tension. Thirty years ago, one
could travel around France, for instance, and have the distinct feeling that
one was part of a real human and physical environment. In recent times,
however, an annual influx of 60 million tourists has transformed the experi-
ence entirely. Today, even in the most remote regions of France, it is impos-
sible to escape the feeling that this is a world that is all about tourism. The
same situation exists in many other countries.

The depression that some people feel in the role of a tourist has much to
do with a sense of loss. This loss can relate to harm that was done to the
physical landscape, or it can involve cultural damage. In the past decade or
so, cultural tourism has become very popular. A variety of factors may ex-
plain this. For one, some potential tourists are satiated with, and put off by,
the more gaudy and crowded tourist destinations. They may want their
tourist experience to be more than mere travel or leisure. Thus we see
emerging a new breed of tourist who seeks cultural meaning from the tour-
ist adventure. There has been a steady increase in tourist offerings that are
designed to offer cultural adventures. Operators now sell tourist pack-
ages to exotic cultures in locations that were once beyond the reach of ev-
eryone except the most determined travelers. In the travel section of a
newspaper, I recently saw an advertisement that read, “Visit the Head-
hunters of Borneo.” No cultural group, on any continent, is currently safe
from tourist operators.

It is quite revealing to examine the actual motivations of people who
participate in so-called cultural tourism. One study identified the specific
motivations of the large numbers of tourists who visit the hill tribes of
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northern Thailand.45 When asked prior to the tour about their main reason
for visiting the tribes people, only 18 percent reported that it was to visit the
people themselves. Other primary motivations included scenery, escaping
the city, riding an elephant, having a new experience, river rafting, a feeling
of adventure, and hiking. These same individuals were surveyed after their
visits, about what they found to be the most satisfying aspect of their trip.
Only 14 percent said that it was their actual visit with the hill tribe people.
River rafting was cited most often as the best part of the trip. Other aspects
that were satisfying to tourists were hiking, the trekking group, nightlife in
the village, elephant riding, scenery, and drugs.

One observer concluded that hill tribe trekking does not actually repre-
sent cultural tourism in any real way. Instead, tourists tend to move around
in an environmental bubble that insulates them from meaningful cultural
experience.46 This is confirmed by the significant number of hill tribe trek-
kers who stated that they would not return since the trip had been too
touristy, commercialized, and superficial. Some who were downright de-
moralized by the experience expressed negative sentiments about the atti-
tudes and actions of the other tourists. There is an increasing prevalence of
this sort of antitourist position, as the person perceives himself or herself as
a moral exception to the other tourists. In such a cognitive strategy the indi-
vidual enjoys the tourist experience while remaining detached from the
fact that he or she is part of the insensitive group.

Those who defend the trend toward so-called cultural tourism argue
that it helps the natives to maintain their identity and social cohesion in the
face of accelerating global transformation. This sounds like a noble cause,
but it typically relates to the tourist shows that are intended to demonstrate
traditional talents, customs, and skills to the audience. In fact, these are of-
ten exercises in the calculated manufacture of the exotic.47 Sometimes this
situation can be improved, as when tourists stay with local families. Yet the
authenticity of the experience is often lost as locals try to fulfill stereotypes
that drew the tourists in the first place. In general, what starts out as cul-
tural tourism can quickly degrade into a significant debaser of arts, cus-
toms, and cultural identity.48 That too can be depressing for all involved.

Economic benefits of tourism can obscure a number of potential social
problems that accompany cultural tourism. For instance, some locals are
forced to leave their land in order to make way for tourist developments.
This can sometimes be the result even when residents are not forcibly relo-
cated. Local inflation in areas targeted for tourism can be so high that resi-
dents must seek out less expensive areas to live. Environmental damage
stemming from tourism development can also degrade existing subsis-
tence enterprises, with the effect of forcing people off their land.

The highly seasonal nature of tourism can disturb social harmony and
alter the traditional way of life. The agricultural community can be affected
quite seriously in this regard. Large-scale high-standard tourist resorts
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have the worst type and degree of dislocating effects, and also the ones that
yield the smallest relative benefits for locals.49 One often finds that the
rapid introduction of this type of facility does not involve necessary link-
ages with important social and economic sectors, most notably agricul-
tural ones. Such situations, especially when they transpire in poor and
previously undeveloped areas, can lead to an unhealthy overreliance on
the developers.

One group of researchers studied thirty-three components of commu-
nity life as they are affected by tourism.50 These were grouped according to
several categories of community functioning: economic factors, environ-
mental factors, medical services, citizen involvement, public services, and
recreational services. The findings demonstrated that tourism had the
greatest impact on environment, citizen involvement, and public services.
Specifically, it was found that rises in tourism development were followed
by declines in satisfaction with opportunities for citizen involvement. At
the same time, residents attached less importance to citizen involvement as
a consequence of tourism. Increased tourism development was also related
to reported dissatisfaction with access to public services.

Hostility can be experienced by local residents when it becomes clear to
them that they are missing out on the fruits of tourism. It is a myth that all
local people enjoy the economic benefits of tourism. This is especially inac-
curate when it comes to imported tourism operations. Statistics from
small-scale societies show that 70 percent of tourism profits are returned to
the countries of origin of the tourism development.51 The powerful foreign
tourism operations can actually deplete the self-sufficiency of the local
economy in indigenous areas, creating heightened dependency on the out-
side world.

Sometimes a vast network of tourism can be tightly controlled by only a
few large companies. This case has been made with regard to places such as
Hawaii, where active efforts are made to confine tourist spending to outlets
owned by the same company or group of companies. This sort of arrange-
ment leaves very little financial spillage for local small-scale operators.52

Consequently, the locals receive almost no socioeconomic advantage and
inevitably have some feelings of animosity. This may explain why some
studies have found Hawaii to be one of the locations that are affected by res-
ident-visitor alienation.53

Other potential problems with tourism include disrupted kinship sys-
tems, inequality, crowding, increased urbanization, loss of wildlife, prosti-
tution, and crime. Many mediating factors function to determine the
valence of tourism’s influence on local people. Some of these have been
built into stress models that have been devised to explain the impact of
tourism on individual and community health.54 Community stress is gen-
erated when tourism reaches a point of saturation.
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Tourism is often greeted with initial enthusiasm by the local residents.
This is due to expectations that the new industry will deliver revenue and
pleasure and that the tourists themselves will have a genuine interest in the
local people, customs, and life-styles. However, this mood usually deterio-
rates as the volume of tourists rises and the nature of resident-visitor con-
tact becomes more impersonal and commercialized. At this stage, the
novelty begins to wear off, and residents start to become irritated by tourist
demands.55 The original enthusiasm is replaced by apathy and growing
concerns about matters such as inflation, loss of tradition, congestion, and
undesirable alterations to community harmony. The situation is worsened
if the residents are not consulted about these problems and their possible
management. As tourist development progresses even further, community
stress begins to express itself in feelings that the costs of tourism have be-
gun to exceed the benefits. Open antagonism toward the tourist industry
can surface at this stage if residents come to identify tourism as the primary
cause of social and economic adversity. In extreme cases, this can manifest
itself in crime and attacks against tourists.

This pattern is sometimes mitigated by variables related to visitor char-
acteristics, length of stay, nature of destination, economic structure, spatial
distribution of tourism activities, local politics, and strength and integrity
of local culture. Yet we must take seriously the prospect that the cost of tour-
ism can exceed the benefit. Tourism has the potential to affect the mental
well-being of those who have various types of contact with it. These are
some of the factors that researchers will have to consider much further as
tourism continues to expand as a feature of the modern age.

MODERNITY AND ECOLOGICAL SOCIOPATHY

It is hard to avoid the many worsening reports about atmospheric pollu-
tion, ozone depletion, global warming, out of control deforestation, clima-
tic destabilization, loss of biological diversity, ocean degradation, and so
on. Outspoken critics of existing environmental policy proclaim vehe-
mently that we cannot continue to treat the Earth as if it were a business in a
liquidation sale. Being on the verge of total environmental meltdown, we
must instantly turn our full attention to the acutely pathological state of the
human-nature relationship. Yet the most startling aspect of this state of af-
fairs is that the momentum of the destructive forces shows no sign of slow-
ing. Instead, these forces are gathering more strength despite all the
informed voices warning about the disaster that looms. We are left to won-
der whether the human being lacks an overarching mode of intelligence
that operates to safeguard itself as a species.

It may be that the fundamental way in which moderns experience them-
selves and the world is creating the conditions for an environmental holo-
caust, and an associated indifference. Albert Schweitzer predicted that
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because of the incapacity of moderns to foresee and forestall, the destruc-
tion of the Earth is almost inevitable.56 The way in which modernity has re-
shaped our perception of nature has also contributed to ecological ruin.
Nature in the current age bears little resemblance to the relatively unmedi-
ated form that inhabited the premodern mind. The new conception of na-
ture is a thoroughly managed one that mirrors the identity and pathologies
of modern society. With the conceptual demise of primal nature, there has
emerged a highly socialized version that invites aggression and a surreal
indifference to environmental injury.57 Nature, which has come to be expe-
rienced as an arm of human endeavor, and in particular technology, is no
longer inscribed with trust, certainty, nurturance, or fear. Instead, it has be-
come part of the potential payoff for the random fact of our existence.

Being poised in terms of autonomous heroics, the modern self has lost
the ability to perceive its interdependence with social as well as ecological
processes.58 Consequently, many people today experience almost no moti-
vation to attend to issues outside themselves, including those that might re-
late to ecological health. An empty self-contained identity structure is
predisposed to focus attention inward while responding to conditioned
material needs. It is reasonably well adapted to a sociopolitical context that
places greater importance on economic demands than environmental sur-
vival. Likewise, it responds readily to the philosophy of personal increase
that lies at the heart of the existing economic system.

The problem from an environmental standpoint is that an inner-directed
materialistic orientation bears an inverse relationship to ecological aware-
ness, thus creating an ever-worsening set of conditions for planetary
health.59 Once the self was freed from its historical connections to the natu-
ral and social world, economies could evolve into operations that were at
liberty to victimize nature merely for purposes of efficiency. Individual par-
ticipants in this process lack the type of ecological self required to register
emotionally the adverse consequences to the natural world that result from
irresponsible economic activity, thereby giving free reign to the modern
ecological pathologies.60

Rather than regarding people as ecologically oblivious, some social the-
orists see moderns as capable of internalizing the dangers posed to the
physical world and experiencing such ecopathologies as environmental
despair, environmental guilt, and ecological grief. For example, one aspect
of risk-society theory states that the new sets of environmental hazards, as
well as the potentials for an ecological apocalypse, are perceived by mod-
erns as a significant threat.61 More specifically, the perception and/or antic-
ipation of these hazards culminates in ecoanxiety, ecoalarmism, and a
subtle state of preconscious anthropological shock. It is thought that fear
becomes a permanent feature of consciousness as members internalize the
end of nature and realize that they can no longer trust broader social institu-
tions to protect them from this precarious development. The sense of being
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at risk is amplified by the knowledge that the high-consequence environ-
mental risks that threaten them are not within their control.

The actual response of moderns to the experience of environmental risk
has not yet been established. Some have argued that ecoanxiety and other
ecological disturbances do not translate into positive motivation because
the person is suffused with a powerful sense of helplessness. In this case, a
negative fatalism takes over wherein the individual copes primarily by
dimming the awareness of environmental risk. Others have maintained
that environmental anxieties are not acted upon because the person wants
to avoid the terror that would arise from a full acknowledgment of the
problem. It may also be that environmental action is sometimes inhibited
by a fear of appearing unpatriotic or unreligious, especially in
hypercapitalistic settings where unrestrained environmental exploitation
has become an economic and religious right that promises salvation by way
of unceasing consumption.

A slightly more optimistic scenario is that society responds to environ-
mental pathology through a self-critique process that has the effect of alter-
ing patterns of rationality and behavior.62 Although this does not guarantee
an improved environmental condition, nor a resolution of the personal in-
security precipitated by chronic environmental deterioration, the social im-
petus for change at least provides a source of hope. However, there is little
indication that societal self-critique is exerting itself in any meaningful
way.

Environmental Dissociation

Rather than speculate about some collective intelligence that diagnoses
and reacts to environmental threat, it might be more fruitful to seek an un-
derstanding of the heavy inertia that keeps alive our environmental on-
slaught. Without any credible source of ecological wisdom, it is easy for the
individual to slip into a defensive mode designed to contain anxiety, pessi-
mism, and hopelessness. In addition to an identity structure that does not
invite attention to external issues demanding an awareness of interconnec-
tedness, modern consciousness has a large capacity for environmental dis-
sociation. This enables members to perceive environmental risks but
simultaneously to process that information so it stays out of working con-
sciousness and does not activate them either cognitively or behaviorally.
Society then becomes characterized by a collective dissociative amnesia
that involves a complete forgetting of the human-nature relationship, and
of the historical imperative to nurture this relationship in order to safe-
guard the continuity of human existence.

Some of the best exhibitions of environmental dissociation can be seen in
the form of overconsuming celebrities who campaign and raise funds on
behalf of environmental causes. Dissociation allows them somehow to rec-
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oncile their proenvironment messages with their own excesses, and in
some cases with personal life-styles (including private jets) that are the full
embodiment of the environmental crisis. On a lesser scale, most moderns
employ a similar type of dissociative process that permits an ongoing con-
tradiction between their surface cognitions and their manifested behavior.
Self-interest overrules environmental concern in cultural formats that are
barren of social security and philosophically reliant on radical manipula-
tions of nature.

If individuals experience some degree of conscious ecoanxiety, it proba-
bly reaches them by way of a diffuse cultural foreboding that has as its
source an environmentally related threat to economic viability. This threat
has been described by José Prades as contemporary sociogenic global environ-
mental change (CSGEC):

a human-induced bio-geo-chemical process of planetary alteration
which exerts a major pressure on our society, namely by stimulating a
fundamental, increasingly powerful and generalized questioning on
how can the world’s socioeconomic system sustain its development
without compromising irreversibly the geospheric and biospheric
equilibrium necessary to the survival of the human species.63

CSGEC is an undesirable reality that collides with the basic tenets of cap-
italism, in particular the capitalistic assumption that progress will continue
unabated through the unrestricted exploitation of natural and societal re-
sources. As CSGEC becomes an inescapable consideration, economic scope
and efficiency are threatened, and the impression is formed that capitalistic
hope is not without bounds. Divisions within business become more likely.
Anxiety and uncertainty enter into the general socioeconomic system once
CSGEC becomes a source of doubt about the viability of society’s philo-
sophical underpinnings.

As Prades sees it, the only real solution to CSGEC lies in our ability to
move toward a revised cultural model that is distinguished by societal soli-
darity, by which is meant a “compulsory functional interdependence which
links and integrates the forces and the resources of every human society.”64

As the requisite vocation of the human being, this construction could com-
pete with individualistic capitalism in forging new respect for ourselves as
part of the larger ecosystem.

It may be that despite people’s seeming inattentiveness to the environ-
mental crisis, a preconscious awareness of environmental calamity is hav-
ing a generalized effect on their outlook toward life. For instance, surveys
of schoolchildren show that global ecological destruction has edged out
nuclear war as the greatest perceived threat. Even if this problem does not
lead to mental health problems as such, it contributes to the existential cri-
sis affecting increasing numbers of modern people. For the first time in his-
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tory, we must live with the toxic knowledge that the entirety of human
existence, and all future prospects, are unsafe.

Some interesting research from Canada found that positive perceptions
of the health of the environment are associated with feelings of security, op-
timism, and confidence.65 On the other hand, negative perceptions are re-
lated to feelings of fear, discouragement, and frustration, but the overall
findings, which were based on the responses of university students,
showed that there was only a slight dissatisfaction with environmental
conditions and with governmental policies toward the environment. This
serves to confirm that most people do not have the magnitude of concern
that would propel them to action. Any inclinations to make
proenvironmental life-style changes are intercepted by intractable cultural
values that are incompatible with ecological concern.66

John McMurty writes that the environmental crisis has been allowed to
proceed unchecked because of the assumed truth and desirability of the
market’s regulating principles. It reaches a closed metaphysical loop that
prevents reality from “kicking back” and gives people the misapprehen-
sion that any potential problems with this otherwise ideal system are exter-
nal to them and not cause for deep concern.67 Environmental
irresponsibility has become socially sanctioned by economic indoctrina-
tions that exalt the growth of consumption. The legitimacy of this form of
collective irresponsibility is furthered by large corporations that deliber-
ately ignore ecological realities for the sake of trumping up more profit.68

Exemplifying Environmental Sociopathy and
Consumer Trance

In order to illustrate environmental sociopathy by large corporations,
we could consider the current American craze regarding sport utility vehi-
cles (SUVs). By contrast to cars, these expensive and heavy
four-wheel-drive vehicles emit up to 75 percent more pollution, consume
33 percent more fuel, and require considerably more energy and natural re-
sources for their manufacture. Over the past decade, the use of SUVs has
caused Americans to waste an extra 70 billion gallons of gasoline, which
translates into a vast quantity of unnecessary air pollution. The claim that
this waste is unnecessary originated in various surveys that revealed that
close to 90 percent of SUV drivers had never taken the vehicle off-road, pre-
sumably the whole idea of the SUV. Despite all the costs to the person and
the environment, sales of SUVs have risen sharply over recent years. In
1997 alone, nearly 2 million new SUVs found their way onto American
roads. The sales of these vehicles have also increased greatly in many other
countries that have contracted the environmentally hostile SUV virus.

Keeping in mind that people today are exposed regularly to reports
about environmental destruction and the need to reduce energy consump-
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tion, we must wonder what possesses millions to purchase SUVs. The an-
swer takes one back to the big corporations that are more than willing to
cultivate the false need for SUVs for profit purposes. In this regard, much
larger profits are made on the sale of SUVs than on ordinary passenger ve-
hicles. In the course of denying to consumers the serious environmental
impact of SUVs, advertisements are designed to convey the impression
that SUVs are a means by which we can reunite with nature. They hope that
consumers will respond to their misleading message that SUVs can actu-
ally restore some of the lost human-nature relationship. This approach has
been highly successful in masking the truth about SUVs as a destroyer of
nature.

We usually think of the 1950s and 1960s as the era of the oversized ineffi-
cient automobile, and we look to the wide range of new smaller cars as evi-
dence for improved attitudes about the automobile’s effect on the
environment. In actuality, however, the average fuel efficiency of all per-
sonal vehicles in the United States has been decreasing steadily since 1985.
Somehow automobile manufacturers have managed to realize the “bigger
and better” profit strategy, while pacifying the public with the illusion of
proenvironmental trends in the car industry. This raises the question about
the apparent inability of modern consumers to resist appeals for over-
consumption.

Although environmental dissociation helps to explain this phenome-
non, another factor is the eclipse of intellectual authority and critical cul-
ture. In most simple premodern societies, a critical culture disseminated
actively its wisdom in order to assign proportion to all facets of life.69 How-
ever, when critical culture becomes unsustainable, as it has today, individ-
ual members cannot tap sufficient cultural vision to allow them to assess
themselves critically and to place their behavior in a commonsense per-
spective. They can readily succumb to a severe breakdown of values due to
a deficiency of accumulated wisdom about the interactions of human be-
ings with each other and the physical world.70

In terms of environmental issues, contemporary consumers may have
contact with fragmented facts about the collapsing ecosystem, but none of
this is voiced to them in an organized and convincing way that inspires pos-
itive action. Without an intellectual authority to guide them, they experi-
ence enhanced advertising suggestibility and an exaggerated tendency to
employ fad as a guiding principle.

With regard to the example of SUVs, once they became part of consumer
fashion, the public’s motivation to possess these vehicles took on a
self-sustaining life of its own, which no longer even needed a justification
or rationalization. The SUV trend is unquestionably a manifestation of eco-
logical madness, but entranced individual participants are unable to ascer-
tain their own role in the process. Any tendencies toward self-criticism and
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ecoanxiety are quickly squelched by their perception that their behavior
corresponds to a media norm.

Governments, like corporations, perpetuate consumer trance while
blinding themselves and the electorate to the real ecological dangers. When
consumption falls, borrowing is encouraged through a lowering of interest
rates in order to stimulate consumption. Some token efforts, such as recy-
cling, keep some people pacified and under the impression that things are
being done to improve the environmental situation. In reality, these
minisolutions are probably counterproductive, simply because they gener-
ate the false perception that enough is being done. Thus we fail to see that
virtually nothing is being done, and that the scale and speed of the damage
are increasing all the time. Even if people care at some level, the confidence
they have in their consumer orientation makes them incapable of reading
the crisis accurately or taking seriously the drastic life-style changes that
would be required to improve the situation.

The spread of consumer culture to all the nations of the world is cause for
additional environmental concern. Whereas growth-oriented Western
economies fail to spread their wealth to people in exploited poor countries,
they are adept at indoctrinating them with materialistic drives. With ad-
vances in communication, people across the globe are receiving the mes-
sage that consumption and a life-style devoted to materialism are the best
pathways to happiness and the good life. Of course, without the means to
indulge in their new materialistic urges, they are often destined for frustra-
tion. Many can only watch as their own land and its people are depleted.

In an essay dealing with the “consumerscapes” of the less affluent
world, Guliz Ger and Russell Belk describe consumerism as the main vehi-
cle of cultural interpenetration.71 The effect is to generate discontent and in-
still an insatiable desire for nonessential consumer products. They cite
Romania as an example. The 1989 revolution in that country was due in
large part to consumer frustration and longing. This factor was at least as
important as the political tensions that are often attributed to that revolu-
tion. In the past several years, Romania has been flooded by products from
other countries, which have greatly activated consumer desires. Surveys
now reveal that Romanians have become preoccupied, if not obsessed,
with the latest “desiderata” coming out of the West.72 The eagerness to be-
come acceptable consumers can be seen everywhere in Romania. It is not
uncommon, for instance, for a person to smoke a pack of foreign cigarettes
per day, even though those cigarettes take up an entire day of income. The
status involved in consuming the right products is so great that people will
sacrifice their personal and family life.

The fetish for consumer goods that we are selling to less affluent coun-
tries expresses itself in many ways. In some central African locations, one
runs across individuals who are willing to spend a week’s income for a real
(i.e., imported) can of Coke. After it is drunk with great ceremony, the can is
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placed in a conspicuous spot so visitors can admire it and be made aware of
the owner’s status and affluence. To do the same with a locally produced
bottle of Coke would not have the same effect. The same process that is fuel-
ing their materialism is also increasing their tolerance for destructive envi-
ronmental practices that can satisfy their new desires.

Continual expansion is an imperative of the modern economic system. A
type of natural selection ensures that only the fastest-growing companies
survive. As they grow, more technology and natural resources are used,
placing an ever increasing strain on the environment. In a short span of
time, our growth principle has contributed greatly to our present ecological
crisis.

TOWARD ECOLOGICAL MODERNITY

Not everyone is convinced that we still have the degree of cultural unity
needed to mobilize a humanistic industrialism and a society of sane con-
sumers. Research shows that the lifting of awareness about environmental
destruction has done nothing to reverse the process. On the contrary, the
environment continues to deteriorate. In one large study, twenty-one indi-
cators of environmental quality were assessed for changes, from 1970 to
1990, in nine industrialized countries. Among the indicators were air qual-
ity, water (including groundwater) quality, acid rain, chemical pollutants,
municipal and nuclear waste, size of wetlands, and land quality. The results
showed that, over the span of two decades, overall environmental quality
deteriorated significantly in all nine countries. The percentages of decline
in the different countries were as follows.73

Denmark -10.6%
Netherlands -11.4%
Britain -14.3%
Sweden -15.5%
West Germany -16.5%
Japan -19.4%
United States -22.1%
Canada -38.1%
France -41.2%

What the modern world does not have is a cultural-economic system
that offers moral direction with regard to the physical world in which we
live. In his later years, B. F. Skinner wrote at length about the unfolding eco-
logical crisis, and possible ways to intervene in order to offer ourselves
some hope for the future. His essay “Why We Are Not Saving The World”
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refers to modern people collectively as “The Uncommitted” who are doing
far too little to make a difference.74 It is not nearly enough simply to teach
our children to enjoy themselves in less environmentally damaging ways.
The problem is so deeply ingrained that psychologists must begin to recon-
struct core features of contemporary culture. Although this sounds like a
nearly impossible task, it may be our only hope. As we approach the eco-
logical point of no return, such measures may begin to appear practical and
unavoidable.

Some social psychologists have begun to identify the areas of research,
evaluation, and social policy formation that could help to avert environ-
mental disaster. Overpopulation is consistently pinpointed as a crucial fac-
tor that contributes to, and magnifies the size of, all environmental
problems. In addition to addressing the overpopulation crisis, psycholo-
gists must devise ways of preventing people from receiving the types of
mass media communications that shape environmentally destructive atti-
tudes. As one of many possibilities, they could employ political and corpo-
rate persuasion techniques designed to introduce regulation requiring the
broadcast media to set aside a certain amount of time for purposes of edu-
cating the public about environmental problems and their solutions.75 The
media could also be used to punish corporations that do not comply with
specified codes of environmental practice.

In an effort to reshape cultural practices, it may be useful to target spe-
cific organizations that could be influential. Many sectors of the economy
stand to benefit from healthier environmental practices. With small
amounts of innovation, other sectors could also derive advantages from
practices and products that are less harmful to the environment.76 Through
persuasion, such groups could be expected to support environmental re-
forms and to back such reforms in a public, high-visibility way.

It may also be possible to conceive of persuasion methods that can
change certain aspects of our educational system. For example, very little
attention is given to the way we train economists. If it is correct that most
spheres of human behavior are influenced by economic structures, it fol-
lows logically that education of economists should be a top priority. The
graduate training of economists should place more emphasis on human be-
ings and the way they respond to certain economic conditions.77 Likewise,
future economists must be made more sensitive to the ultimate environ-
mental cost of economic strategies and their underlying philosophies. Edu-
cators must find ways to revise the existing method for evaluating
economic success, which rests primarily on profit results and the hawking
of discontent. Economists should learn that economic activity must take ac-
tive account of environmental realities and the rights of all life’s creatures.

Agroup of Gestalt psychologists have sought to extend the principles of
Gestalt psychology in an attempt to slow the pace of environmental de-
struction.78 This approach understands positive mental health as a product
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of connectedness to the body and nature. Conversely, disconnection or
alienation from any of these is thought to impede growth and pave the way
for psychological disturbance. John Swanson describes the efforts of Ges-
talt psychology to make a meaningful contribution to an ecopsychology
aimed at intervening in the current societal abuse of the natural environ-
ment.79 He outlines some of the Gestalt techniques that might be able to in-
crease Earth literacy and to reacquaint oneself with the natural world.
These include exercises intended to rejuvenate dulled senses and to make
the person more alert to sensations originating from the physical environ-
ment. As another strategy, the person is encouraged to develop an aware-
ness of the ways in which hyperindividualism fosters a consciousness
pattern that encourages indifference to the health and future of the external
world. Individuals would even be asked to spend a certain number of
hours per week communing with nature, with the rationale that this could
deepen the emotional bond to nature and consequently reduce the risk of
environmental abuse.

Many of the proposed Gestalt ecotherapy techniques aim ultimately to
encourage the person to define himself or herself more broadly and to per-
ceive the organismic self as inseparable from the natural world. However,
as noble as their intentions might be, Gestalt ecopsychologists have yet to
prescribe how their plan could be deployed in order to affect large numbers
of people. Changing the attitudes and behavior of individuals on a
one-to-one (or even small group) basis will not make a significant differ-
ence with regard to the environmental crisis. The success of any
ecopsychological strategy must be evaluated in terms of its ability to redi-
rect the masses.

Some thinkers maintain that the only hope of resolving the present crisis
is to make the environment the basis for a spiritual reenchantment of the
world.80 This idea is based on the fact that nothing can compare to religion
in moving the masses. The logic is that by resacralizing nature and the cos-
mos, individuals will have the basis for experiencing greater sensitivity to
the environment. In turn, this could lessen their indifference to the environ-
ment and demotivate harmful expressions of their consumer desires.

Although ecological problems may eventually become the existential
framework for the modern world, it may be unrealistic to expect very much
from an environmental religion. It has been claimed that spiritual environ-
mentalism would fail because it would become a religion of rejection that
lacked sufficient meaning and rationale.81 Beyond that, even though we
have the social persuasion technology to move toward an environmental
religion, ethical issues would be confronted all along the way. As total envi-
ronmental collapse threatens to become a reality, however, there may be no
other solution than to employ religious technology in order to impose an
environmental conversion on consumer society.
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On the subject of the relationship between religion and environmental
salvation, it is interesting that a number of visionary environmentalists
have referred to the Amish answer. As one learns about the religion of the
Amish, one cannot avoid the conclusion that it lends itself to a system that,
from an environmental standpoint, is far superior to that of the modern
Western world.82 In fact, no group of people is so environmentally friendly.
Their per capita energy consumption is extremely low by comparison to
that of modern consumers. With the exception of minor manure runoff and
a small amount of diesel generator fumes, they cause very little pollution.
The Amish religion and philosophy of life encourage people to reject con-
sumerism and to turn away from unnecessary technological advances. By
its design, their culture creates conservationists who value thriftiness, fru-
gality, and moderation. To waste is a shameful activity. This is opposite to
our dominant culture, which does almost nothing to discourage waste. The
Amish economy thrives on conservation. Greed, avarice, and rapacious-
ness are considered vices, rather than virtues.

On the human front, the Amish have no poverty, no crime, and almost no
violence. Their rates of mental disturbance and suicide are far lower than
those found outside their culture. Some Amish youths experiment with al-
cohol, but alcoholism is almost nonexistent among adults. Marital conflict
is quite low and marriages never end in divorce. The people themselves are
never subjected to large dehumanizing institutions, such as factories, big
schools, nursing homes, and mental hospitals. The family tends to be a
tightly knit unit that cares for everyone, regardless of age or degree of infir-
mity. They do not have insurance policies since the people are each other’s
insurance.

The Amish have much greater immunity to depression, loneliness,
alienation, meaninglessness, and ennui. They have a strong sense of
belongingness, and each person is keenly aware that he or she has an im-
portant role to play. Their relatedness needs are met as people work to-
gether on most tasks, from the simple act of quilting to the complex process
of barn raising. Their needs for transcendence and a sense of orientation are
satisfied by their religion, which lies at the heart of their lives. Amish cul-
ture may not have the final answer to all of our economic and ecological
problems, but it nonetheless has much to teach us about sane economics
and sustainable environmental practices. However, moving in that direc-
tion would take us directly against the flow of current cultural condition-
ing. It would also mean that we forgo much of the technology, objects,
services, and opportunities that are available to us.

We still do not have a full explanation for the disinclination of moderns
to contemplate environmental issues and to assemble life-styles that are
less damaging to the physical world. Without doubt, the collective mental
health of modern people will deteriorate further as a result of a continua-
tion of environmental dissociation and strategic cultural blindness. Social
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scientists are beginning to explore the potential for cultural consciousness
to stage a major reversal in terms of the environment. A number of them
have been developing the case that ecological modernization is a reflexive
mechanism that has already begun to address the environmental threat.
According to ecological modernization theory (EMT), which dates back to
the early 1980s, economic and cultural structures have the ability to diag-
nose ecological threats and to initiate reconciliatory action.

Offending corporations and businesses have thrown their support be-
hind EMT, for the obvious reason that it allows them to eschew responsibil-
ity for their destructive practices. It shifts the burden of regulation to an
abstract level at which the environment is deemed to look after its own wel-
fare because a healthy environment also means a healthy economy, and
vice versa. Politicians also find themselves attracted to EMT since it gives
them a credible excuse for not making hard environmental decisions that
could cost votes.

At the heart of EMT is the reassuring premise that environmental prob-
lems are self-correcting by virtue of intervening sociopolitical projects. It is
thought that economic institutions learn from their environmental mis-
takes, and that they employ this learning in order to invent more mature en-
vironmental practices and products. EMT does not assume a conflictual
relationship between economic growth and environmental needs. Instead,
it is a conservative procapitalistic model that portrays ecological crises as
responding favorably to market forces.

The mechanisms for this process are the ecological criteria that are en-
tered into the equations for production and consumption.83 If EMT is cor-
rect, our current political and economic infrastructures are able to
internalize these ecological criteria in order to maintain the status quo, but
in a form that is supposedly sustainable from the vantage point of the envi-
ronment.

The locus of the hope professed by EMT lies in the ongoing technologies
that can undo partially the harmful effects of previous technologies. For ex-
ample, if we return to my earlier criticisms of SUVs, an advocate of EMT
would predict that, in time, the socioeconomic establishment would get the
message that SUVs are polluting the environment to a dangerous degree. It
would also be predicted that this diagnosis would be followed eventually
by new technologies that allowed SUVs to operate more efficiently. This
might even lead to the production of superlight mini-SUVs that have the
same fuel efficiency as ordinary cars. The recognition of unacceptable risk
may also incline political bodies to legislate against the source of the envi-
ronmental toxin. Already we see indications that some American states are
prepared to change legislation in order to treat SUVs as passenger cars with
regard to allowable pollution levels. This would reverse the current laws,
which allow them to pollute at 75 percent above the level permitted from
cars.
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Although EMT may be basically correct in claiming that sociopolitical
responses are triggered by ecopathologies as they arise, its advocates do
not comprehend fully either the source of environmental threats or the
level at which change must take place. EMT is naive in assuming that eco-
nomic institutions learn from their ecological blunders and that they acti-
vate the deep changes that could prevent future repeats of the problem. In
reality, even if they participate in the rectification of their damaging prac-
tices, they continue to operate on the same underlying principles of indif-
ference, profit, and growth. Regardless of the degree of ecological harm
done by one project, the next project will bear the signature of the same val-
ues and capitalistic assumptions that gave birth to the previous calamity.

Atrue state of ecological modernity can only develop once changes have
been made to the intrinsic cultural values that forgive environmental disso-
ciation and indifference for the sake of selling something. One of the char-
acters in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman voices what seems to be the
accepted motto of the modern person: “The only thing you got in this world
is what you can sell.”84 Ecopsychologists face the challenging task of dis-
seminating, at the cultural level, a new set of values that can compete with
the indifferentism and salesmanship that are represented so saliently in
modern consumer society.85

Throughout the ages, people of many cultures have found a means to be-
come rich in ways that did not require prodigious destruction of their phys-
ical life support systems. It may be that psychologists need to hurry along
the death of the modern self-as-salesperson, while demonstrating the mer-
its of life-giving orientations that offer more promise from the perspective
of both the environment and mental health. The first step toward an ecolog-
ical modernity that favors mental health may need to be one in which mod-
erns are somehow made to feel more disturbed about the general condition
of the environment. In that conscious state of ecoanxiety, there might lie the
seeds for the radical changes that moderns will be required to make in the
process of locating some harmony with nature.
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CHAPTER 9

The New Mental Health Worker

The modern age, with all its unprecedented challenges and stresses, beck-
ons a new breed of mental health worker who can address the types of
problems that are prevalent today. This person will possess broader vision,
a greater appreciation of macroscopic sociocultural determinants, and a
deeper sense of social justice than those who are emerging from the current
system. The new mental health worker will be more social-minded and
more committed to the accomplishment of changes that will contribute to
the general good of humankind, and all life on our planet.

THE NEED FOR WIDER PERSPECTIVES

It is time to move toward an eventual science of culture that would em-
ploy methods beyond the shortsighted ones currently in use. This would
put us in a better position to conceive of, and implement, the culture-level
changes that could benefit large numbers of people. However, present-day
mental health professionals have been schooled in a system that concen-
trates, in a microscopic way, on factors operating at the level of the individ-
ual and in the local environment. For the most part, our energies are still
being directed toward helping individuals make adjustments either within
themselves or to situational difficulties that draw on personal resources.

Back in 1981, Seymour Sarason wrote an important essay about the way
in which our thinking is imprisoned by individual psychology.1 He saw its
current fixation on the psychology of the individual organism as the pro-



vider of logic for the overemphasis on psychotherapy. Sarason went on to
make a well-reasoned plea for clinical psychology to define itself in more
far-reaching ways than as a profession that could treat individual
psychopathology. He is correct in his analysis that psychology managed to
get things backward as it came to see the individual as a separate entity that
operated outside larger cultural contexts. We ended up with an asocial and
misdirected field that was thoroughly preoccupied by the mythical dis-
turbed individual. In the midst of this preoccupation, psychology largely
forgot about the wider contexts in which these individuals operate.

TOWARD SOCIETAL THERAPY

The enormity of the modern mental health crisis throws into doubt the
value of psychotherapy as the front line of intervention. Epidemiological
research indicates that there is a rising pandemic of psychopathology
across the globe.2 The dimension of this problem is such that there is no pos-
sibility of individual therapists making a significant impact. It is estimated
that, in the United States alone, over 50 million people suffer from a
diagnosable mental/emotional disorder.3 Despite the large psychotherapy
industry in America, only a small percentage of psychologically disturbed
individuals can be expected to be treated by way of psychotherapy.

There is also a tendency to exaggerate the actual number of Americans
who are in therapy at any one time. The California therapy mentality re-
ceives a lot of media attention, which can give the false impression that
Americans generally seek psychotherapy on a regular basis. In fact a vari-
ety of factors (e.g., financial constraints, perceived social stigma, lack of in-
formation) conspire to make individual psychotherapy an unlikely option
for many Americans in need of psychological help. Even if it were possible
to eliminate all barriers to psychotherapy, it has been estimated that the
number of therapists would need to be increased twentyfold to meet the
demand.4

The final proof of the futility of psychotherapy lies in the fact that it does
nothing to reduce the incidence of mental disturbance in the general popu-
lation. On the contrary, despite all the efforts of psychotherapists to medi-
ate in the lives of disturbed individuals, the incidence of psychopathology
continues to increase. This suggests quite clearly that the successful treat-
ment of disturbed individuals does not have the overriding effect of slow-
ing the development and transmission of mental disturbance. One reason
for this phenomenon is related to the fundamental structures of the psycho-
therapy process itself, very few of which are designed to deal with social
and cultural pathology.

In its present form, psychotherapy is a conservative enterprise that per-
petuates the same values and aspirations that create the need for therapy. It
makes little sense to foster adjustment to pathological social and economic
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systems. Psychotherapists today lack the wider theoretical perspectives
that permit them to identify the etiological determinants that lie within the
accepted assumptive worlds of their patients. The fact that most therapists
share the toxic social assumptions of their patients reduces the chances that
these will become part of the treatment focus.

Mainstream clinical psychology embraces a status quo that acknowl-
edges individualism and consumption as prescriptions for positive mental
health. At the very least, it does not actively challenge the psychological
risks inherent in capitalistic constructions that predispose members to-
ward alienation, loss of self, meaninglessness, and general disorientation.
Rather than seeking to rekindle communitarian values and to reconnect
people to social resources, psychotherapy accepts the validity of the
self-serving autonomous human being who thrives on self-fulfillment, per-
sonal choice, and individual achievement. Therapy consultation rooms
continue to echo with the message that we best treat ourselves by making
sure that all our private needs, urges, and wishes are satisfied without com-
promise or sacrifice. In this way, however, it has the adverse effect of magni-
fying the underlying interiority that creates social and intrapsychic
problems for the person. It also contaminates further the individual’s val-
ues, while making it more difficult to access sources of solidarity.

Existential and Philosophical Counseling

As part of their efforts to rise above therapeutic individualism, the next
generation of psychotherapists must take account of the new patterns of
psychopathology that are emerging in conjunction with modernity. These
patterns, which derive from cultural deficits and pathologies of various
sorts, require the therapist to become skilled in the practice of existential
counseling: therapeutic intervention that responds to modern dilemmas re-
lated to meaninglessness, alienation, emptiness, deadness, and spiritual
craving.

Existential counselors would understand the emotional anarchy, and
paralyzing loneliness, that prevail when cultural members cannot locate
ontological structures that can frame their experience. They would recog-
nize that the frequent inability of moderns to marshal a useful philosophy
of life has serious implications for psychological well-being. Therefore, ex-
istential counseling will assist in the process of worldview interpretation: the
search for ontological coordinates that help the person to conceptualize the
self and reality.5 It is an adjunct therapeutic system that aids in the confer-
ring of meaning, as well as the translation of life events and experiences.
Existential counselors are prepared to deal with the many metaconcerns
that are ignored by most contemporary therapists. They are able to respond
to the epistemological, metaphysical, and ethical issues that are compo-
nents of the new philosophical maladies.
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An important feature of existential counseling would be the fostering of
awareness of the pathological cultural forces that contribute to existential
disorientation and its related problems. For many clients, this would in-
clude an exploration of materialism as a cultural theme that has led them to
define themselves primarily as atomistic consumers. They would be en-
couraged to construct nonmaterialistic self-definitions that promote
healthier values and more meaningful interpersonal relations. At the mo-
ment, however, our therapy systems are themselves an extension of capital-
istic principles and ambitions.

A CULTURALLY RELEVANT PSYCHOLOGY

Cultural psychology continues to be neglected, as is readily apparent
when one examines the textbooks currently in use. Arecent study analyzed
the content of six introductory psychology textbooks and found that only 3
percent of the material dealt with issues related to culture, ethnicity, or
race.6 The survey found that the majority of clinical psychology textbooks
made no detailed reference to culture and related issues. Some texts do not
even include culture in the index, indicating that all culture-related subjects
are overlooked entirely.

Clinical psychology training programs have also been criticized for fail-
ing to provide adequate education on matters related to culture. Most grad-
uates do not grasp fully the role of culture in the etiology of psycho-
pathology, nor its potential value in treatment. A1994 survey of 106 accred-
ited clinical psychology programs in the United States concluded that
training is inadequate in preparing students to work eventually with di-
verse cultural groups.7 Another study found that only 10 out of 115 clinical
psychology programs were involved in any sort of cross-cultural research.8
Only a slightly higher percentage of these programs had some participa-
tion in research dealing with minority mental health. A mere 5 percent of
student research projects were found to include variables related to cultural
issues. More than one-third of graduates openly acknowledged that their
training had been deficient with regard to ethnic minority mental health,
and cultural psychology more generally. Only a few rare graduates felt
competent to function in a cross-cultural context.

Academic training programs must emphasize assessment and treat-
ment modalities that consider closely each person’s cultural ecology. Re-
search must also develop a cultural language and ethos that can open up
new areas of investigation, involving larger and more relevant questions
than those being asked at the moment. However, it remains the case that
most training programs in professional psychology have a narrow focus, as
well as a decidedly white middle-class bias. In this regard, Western psy-
chology has been described as ethnocentric in terms of its format and con-
tent.9 This particular label seems justified for several reasons, including the
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employment of culture-specific concepts, the development and use of cul-
turally inappropriate assessment devices, a research agenda limited to the
needs of Western society, and treatment approaches that are mired in nar-
row anglophone paradigms.

In trying to create a discipline that is more informed about the cultural
foundations of human behavior, Western psychology must question the va-
lidity of its current status and acknowledge that its current ethnocentric
structures make it of limited utility outside its own small circle. It must
teach its adherents about the limits of its applicability. This should take
place in order that we can progress toward a new multicultural psychology
that can meet the needs of a rapidly changing global community.10

One reason that culture has been neglected concerns the failure of psy-
chology to gear its activities to the wider needs of society. In terms of clini-
cal psychology, the structure of academia and a preoccupation with
private practice have combined to cocoon psychologists from develop-
ments in the outside world. A small amount of energy has gone into cul-
tural awareness programs that were intended to broaden the vision of
clinical psychologists and to awaken them to the needs of diverse cul-
tural groups, but this has had only limited success, in part because
cultural psychologists lack a substantial power base in academic and
training programs.11

Differing value assumptions are another cause of the inability of West-
ern psychology to incorporate culture into its basic propositions and prac-
tices. Western psychology has assumed values related to monoculture, and
its methodologies leave little room for culture as an explanatory mecha-
nism.12 By contrast, the thrust of cultural psychology has revolved around
methods that assume cultural pluralism, as well as the need to explore the
local dimension of issues and problems. The monocultural ideology that
has contributed to psychology’s reluctance to embrace culture stems from
the wayward assumption that Anglo-Saxon culture is somehow superior
to all others. Unwittingly, psychologists organize their thought and prac-
tices in a unidirectional way that corresponds to Anglo-Saxon culture, but
their actual practices usually entail a separation from the whole matter of
culture.

Our inattention to culture can also be explained by the assumption of
psychological individualism, which translates into an emphasis on the
uniqueness, autonomy, self-reliance, intrinsic worth, and freedom of the in-
dividual. It has little to say about the collectivist structures that exist in
many cultures of the world. Likewise, it has almost no voice when it comes
to explaining collectivist themes in Western culture that coexist with the
dominant individualistic ones. In terms of clinical training, students are en-
couraged to employ psychotherapeutic strategies in order to foster individ-
ual self-containment and to amplify the person’s sense of independence,
self-determination, and self-responsibility.13 This type of training locks the
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psychologist into a mind-set and mode of operation that have little room
for cultural considerations.

A number of changes are necessary if our goal is a new mental health
worker with sufficient vision and cultural competence to function in the
global community. Training programs in psychology must make culture a
central aspect of the curriculum. Rather than continuing to encourage cul-
tural detachment, they need to introduce a number of culture-related
courses. Psychology must strive toward a new relevance in the form of cul-
turally sensitive research that asks questions about larger social problems,
such as drug addiction, religious conflict, overpopulation, child abuse,
alienation, undersocialization, and technology-related problems. It must
embark on a course that will revise completely its ideas, policies, and insti-
tutional practices. The roles of the mental health worker that emerge from
this transition will depart radically from those in place at the moment.

Larger Roles of the Mental Health Worker

The time is right for professional psychologists to reconsider their role in
the provision of mental health services and to look forward to new possibil-
ities. It has been pointed out, for example, that there is a declining role for
doctoral-level clinical psychologists.14 Traditional roles that were once the
domain of clinical psychologists are now being taken over by the growing
numbers of master’s-level psychologists, who function in nearly all re-
spects like their doctoral-level counterparts. Approximately six thousand
master’s-level psychologists are coming out of American universities ev-
ery year. Additional mental health paraprofessionals from various sources
are also encroaching on the former terrain of clinical psychologists. In their
expanding role, social workers now perform most of the activities of clini-
cal psychologists. Certain economic factors, such as the preference of health
maintenance organizations (HMOs) for master’s-level psychologists, are
also contributing to the shrinking role of clinical psychologists.

The initial response to this general development was that the clinical
psychology profession became defensive and clung to the status quo. This
continues at the moment, but some thinkers are looking forward to a new
and more productive era for clinical psychologists in which they embrace
new alternatives and a revised professional identity. In fact, it may be an
ideal time for doctoral-level clinical psychologists to work toward a profes-
sional maturity wherein they could become effective with global problems.
In this regard, they could find ways to amplify global awareness of impor-
tant matters such as environmental sustainability, world peace, and wealth
distribution.

Mental health professionals could also have significantly more input on
other global problems, including overpopulation, terrorism, migration,
refugee populations, urban stress, overconsumption, racism, sexism, and
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destruction of indigenous people.15 They could also begin to make more of
a difference in the areas of health, transportation, media-based pathology,
cultural disintegration, spiritual rejuvenation, and ethical advancement.
All of these enable the mental health worker to rise above the constraints of
individual psychology. We must develop a psychology that takes account
of the wider circumstances of people’s lives. The new mental health worker
will seek to know the ways in which cultural forces contribute to, or inter-
fere with, mental health and general well-being. He or she will cultivate the
skills to intervene effectively, not only with individual problems, but so-
cial pathologies whose resolution can benefit the global condition of hu-
manity.

REAWAKENING SOCIAL JUSTICE

Whereas social justice was an issue in the early days of psychology, re-
cent years have seen the evolution of a pragmatic psychology that is not
strongly motivated to promote positive social change. This orientation is
another manifestation of psychology’s inclination to maintain the continu-
ity of the existing sociopolitical and economic system. This approach offers
little hope that psychology will have much to say about large-scale prob-
lems of social injustice or macroscopic prescriptions for needed social re-
structuring. Also, since this asocial and amoral approach is not working in
the West toward the cause of social justice, it is of no value to export this ori-
entation for use in the developing world, which often finds itself in urgent
need of social transformation.

It has even been argued that as stabilizers of the existing social order to-
day’s psychologists are deliberately trained not to see or consider the ideo-
logical, ethical, and moral implications of their practices. On this subject,
Tod Sloan writes:

They have little to do with social transformation in the industrialized
societies, and they tend to support activities that are simply ineffec-
tive in relation to the social order or that merely grease its wheels or
gloss over the emotional wounds that are systematically produced by
an unjust social order.16

Thus, rather than making social justice a top priority, modern psychol-
ogy has functioned in an opposite way to preserve injustice and inequality.
This problem has been addressed at length by Isaac Prilleltensky, who ex-
plains that in the course of embracing the philosophies of individualism
and self-determination, modern psychology finds itself fearful of entering
into the moral space of other people.17 Our moral inertia is so strong that the
mere mention of moralistic intentions would throw into doubt one’s credi-
bility as a psychologist. To rise above this mentality, writes Prilleltensky,
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psychologists must be encouraged to develop a social ethics mentality that
motivates them to intervene on behalf of the vulnerable and disadvantaged
segments of society.

The mental health profession needs to examine its moral obligations as it
searches for ways to contribute in a broader way to human welfare. Our ap-
proaches to knowledge, and our conceptions of our roles and purposes,
must be refined within a meaningful moral and ethical framework. Not
only must psychologists begin to articulate a moral position, they need to
spell out a vision for the realization of these morals. Especially important is
the cultivation of a critical attitude toward the existing social order, and the
way in which newly conceived interventions can contribute to the cause of
a good society.18

The social welfare of the population is a sorely neglected goal of contem-
porary psychology. In the future, this devalued system must give way to
one wherein mental health workers involve themselves actively in research
and practice related to such issues as power inequality, distributive justice,
political values, democratic participation, organizational development, so-
cial policy, human diversity, and the dynamics of oppression.

In place of our present psychological structures, there must be an orien-
tation that has the capacity to assess, and to influence therapeutically, the
macrosystems that mediate in many types of psychosocial functioning. It
would rest on the assumption that psychological problems of all sorts can-
not be separated from cultural, historical, and moral contexts. In addition
to being able to influence disturbed individuals, the new mental health
worker will be a cultural and transcultural activist with sufficient scope of
understanding to prescribe new social and political policies that stand to
improve the general health of large populations. Only by refining our as-
sumptions and practices in these ways can we hope to construct the foun-
dation for an eventual healthy, and truly modern, society.

CONCLUDING COMMENT: CAN WE SURVIVE MODERNITY?

In the opening paragraph of this book, I mentioned Herodotus’s demi-
god of modernity, that nagging deity who denies us rest and contentment.
In closing, we might ask what the human being would actually do with a
truly modern society, if indeed that would ever transpire. Would we have
the collective wisdom to pause at that point, or would we want to fiddle
with it? In all likelihood, what we call modernity is an ever present human
trait that destines us, and possibly dooms us, to change.

When isolating any single change that has contributed to our modern-
ization, one inevitably finds that any benefits are accompanied by costs. In
the distant past, modernity revealed itself in subtle ways that did not
threaten the entire species with an ultimate price. But the passage of time
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has seen types and degrees of change that have added to the stakes our very
survival as a species.

In addition to a lethal environmental madness that we moderns have
unleashed upon ourselves, we are assigning our fate to a new cultural order
that may not pay much heed to our human nature. To survive this particular
modernity, it may no longer suffice to be ourselves. If we have in fact
strayed into a dangerous Age of Insanity, our salvation may require that we
rise above that forever restless part of ourselves that insists on pushing for-
ward to the end. To fend off a final modernity that sees the total undoing of
us and the planet, we may need to revise completely our notions of what it
means to be modern.
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