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The tragedy of the modern spirit consists in that it has

“solved the enigma of the universe,” only to replace it

with the enigma of itself.

Alexandre Koyre, Newtonian Studies
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ONE Introduction

To be sure, the concept of enlightenment must not be too

restricted methodologically, for, as I understand it, it embraces

more than just logical deduction and empirical verification,

but rather, beyond these two, the will and the ability to

speculate phenomenologically, to empathize, to approach 

the limits of reason. . . . Emotions? For all I care, yes. Where

is it decreed that enlightenment must be free of emotion? To

me the opposite seems to be true.

Enlightenment can properly fulfill its task only if it sets 

to work with passion.

—Jean Amery

By words one person can make another blissfully happy 

or drive him to despair, by words the teacher conveys his

knowledge to his pupils. Words provoke affects and are in

general the means of mutual influence among men.

—Sigmund Freud

Studies and critiques of therapy have steadily accumulated for the past
three decades. Although differing in method and outlook, they agree that
the therapeutic persuasion is quintessentially modern and that it is mod-
ern in what is most disquieting about modernity: bureaucratization, nar-
cissism, the construction of a false self, the control of modern lives by the
state, the collapse of cultural and moral hierarchies, the intense privati-
zation of life caused by capitalist social organization, the emptiness of the
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modern self severed from communal relationships, large-scale surveil-
lance, the expansion of state power and state legitimation, and “risk soci-
ety” and the cultivation of the self’s vulnerability.1 Studies of the thera-
peutic discourse alone could provide us with a compendium of the
various themes that make up the sociology (and critique) of modernity.

The communitarian critique of modernity argues that psychology ex-
presses an atomistic individualism that creates or at least encourages the
very ills it claims to heal. Thus, while psychology supposedly addresses
and helps resolve our increasing difficulty in entering or remaining in
social relations, it actually encourages us to put our needs and prefer-
ences above our commitments to others. Under the aegis of the thera-
peutic discourse, social relations are dissolved by a pernicious utilitari-
anism that condones a lack of commitment to social institutions and
legitimizes a narcissistic and shallow identity.2

Commentators such as Lionel Trilling, Philip Rieff, Christopher Lasch,
and Philip Cushman have interpreted the rise of the therapeutic world-
view as marking the decline of an autonomous realm of culture and val-
ues.3 Thanks to consumption and therapeutic practice, the self has been
smoothly integrated into the institutions of modernity, causing culture to
lose its power of transcendence and opposition to society. The very
seductiveness of consumption and therapeutic self-absorption marks
the decline of any serious opposition to society and the general cultural
exhaustion of Western civilization. No longer capable of creating heroes,
binding values, and cultural ideals, the self has withdrawn inside its
own empty shell. In calling on us to withdraw into ourselves, the thera-
peutic persuasion has made us abandon the great realms of citizenship
and politics and cannot provide us with an intelligible way of linking the
private self to the public sphere because it has emptied the self of its
communal and political content, replacing this content with a narcissis-
tic self-concern.

The most radical and probably the most influential critique of the ther-
apeutic discourse has been inspired by Michel Foucault’s historicization
of systems of knowledge. Foucault’s approach to the therapeutic dis-
course is less interested in restoring communities of meaning than in
exposing the ways that power is woven into the social fabric vertically
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and horizontally. Foucault notoriously unleashed a fatal blow to psycho-
analysis by revealing its glorious project of self-liberation as a form of dis-
cipline and subjection to institutional power “by other means.”4 He has
suggested that the scientific “discovery” of sexuality at the heart of the
psychoanalytical project continues a long tradition in which, through
confession, subjects are made to search and speak the truth about them-
selves. The therapeutic is a site within which we invent ourselves as indi-
viduals, with wants, needs, and desires to be known, categorized, and
controlled for the sake of freedom. Through the twin categories of “sex”
and “the psyche,” psychoanalytical practice makes us look for the truth
about ourselves and is thus defined in terms of discovering that truth and
finding emancipation in the search for it. What makes “psy discourses”5

particularly effective in the modern era is that they make the practice of
self-knowledge a simultaneously epistemological and moral act. Far
from showing the stern face of the censor, modern power takes on the
benevolent face of our psychoanalyst, who turns out to be nothing but a
node in a vast network of power, a network that is pervasive, diffuse, and
total in its anonymity and immanence. The discourse of psychoanalysis
is thus a “political technology of the self,” an instrument used and devel-
oped in the general framework of the political rationality of the state; its
very aim of emancipating the self is what makes the individual manage-
able and disciplined. Where communitarian sociologists view the thera-
peutic discourse as driving a wedge between self and society, Foucault
suggests, on the contrary, that through therapy the self is made to work
seamlessly for and within a system of power.

Although this book cannot fail to have implications for the critique of
modernity, I would like to skirt that critique altogether. Whether the ther-
apeutic discourse threatens moral communities of meaning, undermines
the family, oppresses women, diminishes the relevance of the political
sphere, corrodes moral virtue and character, exerts a general process of
surveillance, reinforces the empty shell of narcissism, and weakens the
self does not preoccupy me—although some of these questions cannot
fail to haunt some of the discussion to follow. My purpose is neither to
document the pernicious effects of the therapeutic discourse nor to dis-
cuss its emancipatory potential, tasks that have been masterfully accom-
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plished by many others.6 My intent here is rather to move the field of cul-
tural studies away from the “epistemology of suspicion” on which it has
too heavily relied. Or, to say this differently, I wish to analyze culture
without presuming to know in advance what social relations should
look like. Using Bruno Latour’s and Michel Callon’s sociological ap-
proach to scientific objects, I call on students of culture to adopt two prin-
ciples: the principle of “agnosticism” (taking an amoral stance toward
social actors) and the principle of symmetry (explaining different phe-
nomena in a similar or symmetrical way).7 The point of cultural analysis
is not to measure cultural practices against what they ought to be or
ought to have been but rather to understand how they have come to be
what they are and why, in being what they are, they “accomplish things”
for people. Thus, despite its brilliance, a Foucauldian approach will not
do because Foucault used sweeping concepts—“surveillance,” “bio-
power,” “governmentality”—that have some fatal flaws: they do not
take the critical capacities of actors seriously; they do not ask why actors
are often deeply engaged by and engrossed with meanings; and they do
not differentiate between social spheres, collapsing them together under
what the French sociologist Philippe Corcuff calls “bulldozer”8 concepts,
concepts so all-encompassing that they end up flattening the complexity
of the social (e.g., “bio-power” or “surveillance”). As I hope to show, it is
crucial to make such differentiations. A thick and contextual analysis of
the uses and effects of therapy reveals that there is no single overall effect
(of “surveillance” or “bio-power”). On the contrary, these uses and effects
significantly differ according to whether they take place in the realm of
the corporation, marriage, or the support group (respectively chapters 3,
4, and 5).

If all the critics of the psychological discourse agree that it has “tri-
umphed” and if some remarkable studies now detail what in the thera-
peutic has “triumphed,”9 we still do not know much about how and why
it has triumphed.10 In addressing this question, I part company with the
critical approaches to culture that rely on the epistemology of suspicion in
their systematic exposure of how a cultural practice accomplishes (or fails
to accomplish) a specific political practice. Instead, I argue that a critique
of culture cannot be adequately waged before we understand the mecha-
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nism of culture: how meanings are produced, how they are woven into
the social fabric, how they are used in daily life to shape relationships and
cope with an uncertain social world, and why they come to organize our
interpretation of self and others. As I hope to show, both the analysis and
the critique of the therapeutic ethos take a new aspect when they are not
predicated on a priori political assumptions about what social relations
should look like. Instead, my analysis subscribes to the pragmatic insight
that meanings and ideas should be viewed as useful tools, that is, as tools
enabling us to accomplish certain things in daily life.11

My study of the therapeutic discourse is thus waged first and foremost
from the vantage point of the sociology of culture. Perhaps more so than
for most other topics, the exploration of the therapeutic ethos is an ideal
site for examining “how culture works.” This is true for several reasons.

First, for the student of culture, therapeutic language has the rare
virtue of being a qualitatively new language of the self. Although it relies
upon an age-old view of the psyche, this language has virtually no ante-
cedent in American or European culture. In that respect, it represents a
uniquely pristine possibility to understand how new cultural forms
emerge and how new languages transform the self-understandings that
infuse social relations and action. Recalling Robert Bellah’s insight re-
garding the Protestant Reformation, we may say that the therapeutic dis-
course has “reformulated the deepest level of identity symbols.”12 Such
reformulation is of particular interest to the cultural sociologist, for it
occurred simultaneously through the specialized and formal channels of
scientific knowledge and through the culture industries (movies, popular
press, publishing industry, television). To the extent that the therapeutic
discourse represents a qualitatively new language of the self, it enables us
to throw in sharp relief the question of the emergence of new cultural
codes and meanings and to inquire into the conditions that make possible
their diffusion and impact throughout society. This book can be read as a
fragment in the broader cultural history of introspection, that is, the his-
tory of the language and techniques we use to address and examine our-
selves (through such categories as “desires,” “memory,” and “emotions”).

Second, no other cultural framework, with the exception of political
liberalism and the market-based language of economic efficiency, has
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exerted such a decisive influence on twentieth-century models of selfhood.
Not only has almost half of the entire population consulted a mental
health practitioner,13 but even more critically the therapeutic outlook has
been institutionalized in various social spheres of contemporary societies
(e.g., in economic organizations; mass media; patterns of child rearing; inti-
mate and sexual relationships; schools; the army; the welfare state; prison
rehabilitation programs; and international conflicts). Therapy under many
forms has been diffused worldwide on a scale that is comparable (and per-
haps even superior) to that of American popular culture. Whether it has
assumed the form of introspective psychoanalysis, a New Age “mind-
body” workshop, or an “assertiveness training” program, it has mustered
a rare level of cultural legitimacy across a wide variety of social groups,
organizations, institutions, and cultural settings. The therapeutic discourse
has crossed and blurred the compartmentalized spheres of modernity and
has come to constitute one of the major codes with which to express,
shape, and guide selfhood. Moreover, through the standardization of aca-
demic curricula and the standardization of psychological professions, the
therapeutic discourse transcends national boundaries and constitutes a
“transnational” language of selfhood. If, as S. N. Eisenstadt put it, civiliza-
tions have centers that diffuse and embody ontological visions,14 the ther-
apeutic outlook has become one of the centers of that amorphous and
vague entity known as Western civilization.

Third, perhaps more than any other cultural formation, the therapeu-
tic discourse illustrates the ways in which culture and knowledge have
become inextricably imbricated in contemporary societies.15 As Karin
Knorr-Cetina put it:

A knowledge society is not simply a society of more experts, of technological
infra- and information structures and of specialist rather than participant
interpretations. It means that knowledge cultures have spilled and woven
their tissue into society, the whole set of processes, experiences and relation-
ships that wait on knowledge and unfold with its articulation. This “dehis-
cence” of knowledge, the discharge of knowledge relations into society, is
what needs to be rendered as a problem to be solved in a sociological (rather
than economic) account of knowledge societies. . . . We need to trace the
ways in which knowledge has become constitutive of social relations.16
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Psychology is undoubtedly a body of texts and theories produced in for-
mal organizations by experts certified to produce and use it. But it is per-
haps primarily also a body of knowledge diffused worldwide through a
wide variety of culture industries; self-help books, workshops, television
talk shows, radio call-in programs, movies, television series, novels, and
magazines have all been essential cultural platforms for the diffusion of
therapy throughout U.S. society and culture. All of the above have been
and continue to be central sites of diffusion of therapeutic knowledge,
making that knowledge an essential part of the cultural and moral uni-
verse of contemporary middle-class Americans. This dual status of psy-
chology as simultaneously professional and popular is what makes it so
interesting for the student of contemporary culture; it offers an opportu-
nity to understand how high and popular culture are saturated through
and through by knowledge formations. Indeed, inasmuch as “knowl-
edges have become decisive forces themselves in our economic and tech-
nological development,”17 they constitute an important aspect of cultural
action in contemporary societies. The diffusion of this knowledge took
place through mass media and multiple institutional arenas, in which
psychological knowledge became a way of performing the self, which in
turn explains why it took hold of definitions of the self in such a long-
lasting and gripping way. Knowledge and symbolic systems have come
to shape who we are because they are enacted within social institutions
that bestow authority on certain ways of knowing and speaking and rou-
tinize them so that they may become the invisible semiotic codes that
organize ordinary conduct and structure the interaction rituals of the self.
This assumption informs the main strategy of this book as it examines
how the therapeutic discourse has been incorporated into different insti-
tutional settings such as the corporation, the family, and ordinary prac-
tices of self-help (examined respectively in chapters 3, 4, and 5) and how
it organizes social relations in each one of these spheres.

Finally, the therapeutic discourse is such a good site for cultural analy-
sis because it has traversed the entire twentieth century, only gaining in
strength and scope. How did the cultural structure of therapy survive
and become reinforced throughout the American twentieth century?
What is the process by which a cultural structure persists and endures?

i n t r o d u c t i o n 7
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As Orlando Patterson argues, cultural continuity needs to be explained,
not simply assumed.18 The extraordinary resilience of the therapeutic dis-
course can be explained not only by its incorporation into central institu-
tions of American society but also by the fact that it has been able to
recruit a vast number of social actors and cultural industries (chapter 5).

For these reasons, I believe the therapeutic discourse is an outstand-
ing, if daunting, object of study for the cultural sociologist. The purpose
of this book, then, is not only to document the various aspects of the ther-
apeutic culture but also to track down the emergence of a new cultural
structure, a task that has been too rarely undertaken by sociologists of cul-
ture.

C u l t u r a l  S o c i o l o g y  a n d  t h e  T h e r a p e u t i c

Even if at times cultural sociology may seem to be a hopelessly fuzzy
field, one may identify a number of propositions constitutive of the core
of the discipline. The first is that culture matters a great deal for who we
are. By “who we are” I do not refer to our objectives, interests, or mater-
ial resources. Rather, I refer to the way we make sense of who we are
through actions shaped by values, key images and scenarios, ideals, and
habits of thought; through the stories we use to frame our own and oth-
ers’ experience; through the accounts we use to explain our own and oth-
ers’ failures and successes; through what we feel entitled to; and through
the moral categories we use to hierarchize our social world. Our actions,
narratives, accounts, and moral categories not only help us make sense of
who we are but are central to the way we communicate ourselves to oth-
ers, the way we mobilize their support, what we are ready to defend and
fight for, and how we orient ourselves in the face of ambiguous choices.
As George Steinmetz put it: “Culture is more than a conveyor belt for
deeper, more fundamental, or more material forces.”19 The therapeutic
discourse offers an entirely new cultural matrix—made of metaphors,
binary oppositions, narrative schemas, explanatory frameworks—that
throughout the twentieth century has increasingly shaped our under-
standings of the self and of others. To that extent, it represents an excel-
lent opportunity to demonstrate to sociologists who still need to be con-
vinced the centrality of meaning.20
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The second proposition made by cultural sociology is that meanings
differ in their ability to constrain definitions of reality: some meanings
are more powerful and binding than others.21 Traditionally, the sociology
of culture has been interested in meanings that have had a great deal of
institutional resonance, that is, meanings that are sanctioned by and
enacted within powerful institutional frameworks. (“Individualism” is a
good example of a meaning that has enormous institutional resonance in
the sense that it is enacted in and sanctioned by a variety of institutions.)
The study of culture is usually interested in meanings that are enacted in
and through powerful institutional settings because these meanings are
assumed to be more constraining and because they are most visibly con-
nected to the social order. Contrary to the view (widespread among com-
munitarian sociologists) that the therapeutic ethos privileges an anti-
institutional and narcissistic self,22 I argue that the therapeutic discourse
has mustered an enormous cultural resonance because it has been en-
acted within and through the main institutions of modernity. Far from
instilling an anti-institutional attitude, the therapeutic discourse repre-
sents a formidably powerful and quintessentially modern way to institu-
tionalize the self.23

The third characteristic claim made by the sociology of culture is that
culture does not cause our actions in the same way that the wind causes
a leaf to fall from the tree. Even if many students of culture strive to iden-
tify those cultural variables that have an independent causal power, most
of us working in the muddy field of culture view culture as so entangled
with “the rest” that positivist causal models are, if not undesirable, at
least uneasy. Indeed, what is taken to be the explanatory variable must,
more often than not, itself be explained.24 We may compare the relation-
ship that culture entertains with society to the relationship between the
rain and the soil on which it falls: even if we know that the rain has
caused the soil to be wet, we are, more often than not, left only with
“mud” that cannot be reseparated into soil and water. Similarly, while I
try to trace the historical moment during which the therapeutic discourse
progressively shaped the language of selfhood, it is now virtually impos-
sible to isolate this language from other “master cultural” codes organiz-
ing selfhood, such as that of economic liberalism or contractual law. The
challenge is thus to understand how culture constitutes social relations



without ever being completely autonomous from them.25 The therapeutic
discourse helps make a strong case for the claim that language is central
to the constitution of selfhood in that it is a dynamic means of experienc-
ing and expressing emotions. Language defines categories of emotions,
establishes what an “emotional problem” is, provides causal frameworks
and metaphors to make sense of these problems, and constrains the ways
emotions are expressed, made sense of, and managed.26

The fourth characteristic of cultural sociology is its attempt to system-
atically find connections (which are not reducible to causality) between
meaning and social groups, whether as producers, carriers, or consumers
of meanings. The connection between social location or material interests
on the one hand and ideas, values, and beliefs on the other cannot be
deterministic and mechanistic. However, it is and remains a vital task of
the sociology of culture to identify the social carriers of ideas and sym-
bols, even if this relation cannot be conceived of in a causal and deter-
ministic way. What complicates such an inquiry, however, is the fact that
the therapeutic discourse is a set of linguistic practices with a strong insti-
tutional base (it originates in university departments, research institutes,
professional journals); it emanates from the professional class of psychol-
ogists and has found a particularly receptive audience among members
of the new middle classes and among women; but it is also an anony-
mous, authorless, and pervasive worldview, scattered in a dazzling array
of social and cultural locations (TV talk shows, the Internet, the publish-
ing industry, the private practice of clinicians, business consulting, school
curricula, prison training programs, social welfare services, and a
plethora of support groups). In Lionel Trilling’s words, the therapeutic
discourse has become the “slang of our culture.”27 The therapeutic dis-
course is thus both a formal knowledge system that has distinct bound-
aries and rules of writing, is produced in formal organizations, and is car-
ried through professional networks, especially through “knowledge
producers,”28 and an informal, amorphous, and diffuse cultural system
present in ordinary cultural practices and self-understandings. Although
this book focuses on the latter system, I try to stress the connections
between the two realms.

To these four dimensions defining culture, with which, I believe, most
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sociologists of culture would agree, I offer one or two additional dimen-
sions of my own, unfortunately neglected by the sociology of culture.
Cultural sociology has surprisingly failed to devote serious attention to
what is perhaps the central missing link connecting structure and agency,
namely emotion.

Emotion is the inner energy that propels us toward an act, just as it
endows a particular “mood” or “coloration” to that act.29 Emotion can
thus be defined as the “energy-laden” side of action, where that energy is
understood to simultaneously implicate cognition, affect, evaluation,
motivation, and the body. Far from being presocial or precultural, emo-
tions are cultural meanings and social relationships that are closely and
inextricably compressed together, and it is this tight compression that
gives them their capacity to energize action. What makes emotion embed
this “energy” is that it always concerns the self and the relationship of the
self to culturally situated others. Emotions originate in the subject’s
beliefs and desires and cannot be separated from the ways in which cul-
turally encoded social relationships are lived in and by the self. When
someone says, “You are late again,” whether this provokes shame, anger,
or guilt will depend almost exclusively on one’s relationship to the per-
son who said it. A boss’s remark about being late is likely to be shaming,
and a colleague’s is likely to make one angry, but that of one’s child wait-
ing at school is likely to make one feel guilty. Emotion is certainly a psy-
chological entity, but it is no less and is perhaps more a cultural and social
entity: through emotion we enact cultural definitions of personhood as
they are expressed in concrete and immediate but always culturally and
socially defined relationships. The intense, compact compression of cul-
tural meanings and social relationships also gives emotions their prere-
flexive, often semiconscious character. Emotions are deeply internalized
and unreflexive aspects of action, not because they do not contain suffi-
cient culture and society, but because they contain too much of them. For
this reason, a hermeneutic sociology that aims to understand social
action from “within” must pay attention to the emotional coloration or
intonation of action because that is what actually propels it. Like religion,
the therapeutic discourse offers symbols that create an overriding expe-
riential reality and transform the very nature of action.30 To account for
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such experiential reality, we need to bring in emotions. I therefore sub-
scribe to the view of culture as practice expressed in the words of Richard
Biernacki: “Thinking and feeling are not preparations for action, they are
action.”31 Essential to my approach to culture is the pragmatic claim that
meanings help solve practical problems in which emotional life figures
prominently.

This book examines the way the language of therapy has reformulated
the “deepest level of identity symbols”32 by viewing the therapeutic dis-
course simultaneously as a formal and specialized body of knowledge
and as a cultural framework that orients self-perceptions and concep-
tions of others and generates specific emotional practices. It has become
virtually impossible to disentangle “knowledge” from “culture,” so a
dual approach to the therapeutic discourse is necessary: because it is both
an established body of scientific knowledge conveyed through formal
institutions and a language through which selfhood, identity, and emo-
tional life are shaped,33 it demands that we mobilize and reconcile the
“production of culture” approach (which explains the emergence of cul-
tural material by examining the resources, organizations, and networks
that agents mobilize) and the hermeneutic approach (which views cul-
ture as a set of meanings deeply encoded in conceptions of personhood).

T h e r a p y  a s  a  N e w  E m o t i o n a l  S t y l e

Many will object to my unrestricted use of the word therapeutic, a use that
includes eclectic objects such as the demanding practice of the “talking
cure,” commercial self-help books that are manufactured for quick-fix
mental health, support groups, assertiveness training programs, and the
television programs that provide “one-show” therapeutic counseling.
The objection is serious and demands that we pause to consider whether
the enterprise might include so many eclectic elements that the object of
analysis dissolves.

Akin to religious ideas—which at times may originate in the special-
ized discussions of theologians—concepts that are elaborated in the spe-
cialized and professional arenas of scientists shape our ordinary under-
standings of our social and natural environment. This observation is
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especially pertinent to the science of clinical psychology, which has taken
on the vocation of defining concepts (such as “intimacy,” “sexuality,” or
“leadership”) that are at the interface between specialized institutions of
knowledge and ordinary cultural practices. In suggesting a continuity
between “professional” and popular psychology, I perform the same
move that cultural studies does when it argues that highbrow literature
and popular culture are equally revealing of the social conditions in
which they are produced. Similarly, I argue that the boundary between
specialized psychological knowledge and so-called pop psychology is
porous in that both the professional language of psychology and its pop-
ular version address the self using similar metaphors and narratives.34

This does not mean that I call for a disregard of the differences in the
complexity of different cultural forms or that I am oblivious to the real
differences that separate the painstaking (and costly) therapeutic consul-
tation from the commodified quick-fix advice offered by self-help litera-
ture or workshops. But while we must acknowledge the discontinuities
between the various organizational frameworks in which a language is
deployed, we sociologists cannot accept at face value the “distinctions”
guarded by professional practitioners in a given field. Such distinctions—
between formal and informal knowledge—must be systematically
examined, questioned, and even bracketed if we want to grasp the cul-
tural continuities that exist beyond the established social divisions of
knowledge.

There is another and perhaps more convincing reason justifying the
seemingly cavalier move of blurring the specialized highbrow language
of therapists and the language of popular culture. Starting with Freud
himself (see next chapter), a significant number of professional psychol-
ogists have easily and happily crossed the boundary dividing specialized
knowledge and popular culture and in fact have preferred to be located
at the seam line between the two. For example, in the preface to his
widely read book On Becoming a Person, Carl Rogers, the famous founder
of humanist psychology, framed his enterprise in a way reminiscent of
popular self-help guides: “It is my sincere hope that many people who
have no particular interest in the field of counseling or psychotherapy
will find that the learnings emerging in this field will strengthen them in
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their own living.”35 Other popular books written by prominent psychol-
ogists, such as Aaron Beck’s Love Is Never Enough or Albert Ellis’s A New
Guide to Rational Living, suggest similarly that well-known professional
psychologists wanted to address the wide public as an undifferentiated
mass of consumers of the publishing industry.36 Conversely but symmet-
rically, many popular best-sellers present themselves as transcripts of
therapeutic professional work. Countless self-help books have been writ-
ten by certified therapists who share with a broad audience specialized
insight they have gained in the course of their work, bringing case stud-
ies and even therapy transcripts to their readers.37

In fact, from the very beginning of their profession, American profes-
sional psychoanalysts and psychologists turned to the culture industries
to make their voice heard far and loud. By breaking down the distinction
between the talking cure and the self-help book, I hope to show that the
different cultural realms of professional and popular therapy are united
by a common emotional style.

What is an “emotional style”? In her well-known Philosophy in a New
Key, Suzanne Langer suggests that “every age in the history of philoso-
phy has its own preoccupation. . . . If we look back on the slow formation
and accumulation of doctrines which mark that history, we may see cer-
tain groupings of ideas within it, not by subject matter, but by a subtler
common factor which may be called their ‘technique.’ It is the mode of
handling problems, rather than what they are about, that assigns them to
an age.”38 I call here emotional style the combination of the ways a culture
becomes “preoccupied” with certain emotions and devises specific “tech-
niques”—linguistic, scientific, ritual—to apprehend them.39

An emotional style is established when a new “interpersonal imagi-
nation” is formulated, that is, a new way of thinking about the relation-
ship of self to others, imagining its potentialities and implementing them
in practice. Indeed, interpersonal relationships—like the nation—are
thought of, longed for, argued over, betrayed, fought for, and negotiated
according to imaginary scripts that fill social closeness or distance with
meaning. Thus, as I show in chapter 2, Freud’s greatest impact on culture
has been to reformulate the relationship of the self to others through a
new way of imagining the past (i.e., the personal familial past) and a
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prospective freedom from that past. This reformulation was expressed in
a number of key ideas and cultural motifs that would haunt American
culture at large. Following the research agenda I outlined in previous
studies,40 I suggest that modern imaginings are especially likely to be for-
mulated at sites where expert knowledge systems, media technologies,
and emotions intersect.

The therapeutic emotional style emerged in the relatively short
period from World War I to World War II and became both solidified and
widely available after the 1960s. To be sure, this style drew on residues
of nineteenth-century notions of selfhood, but it also presented a new lex-
icon to conceptualize and discuss emotions and self in the realm of ordi-
nary life and new ways of handling emotional life. Given the extraordinary
ubiquity of the therapeutic discourse, which ranges from professional
treatises to The Sopranos via talk shows and self-help books, it is not easy
to give a precise operational definition of it. I have opted for a conserva-
tive approach and have defined as “therapeutic” the body of claims prof-
fered by certified psychologists and the body of texts in which psycholo-
gists and/or therapy appear and play a role (e.g., The Sopranos, the Oprah
Winfrey talk show, Woody Allen’s movies). The cultural novelty of this
emotional style was most apparent in the realm where it was perhaps
least expected, namely the American corporation. Managers operating in
the increasingly complex structures of the emerging corporate capitalism
were eager to decipher the key to efficient control and thus avidly seized
on a language and techniques that claimed to promote both harmony and
productivity. As chapter 3 shows, psychology has profoundly trans-
formed the emotional culture of the workplace in that it has made men
and women’s emotional cultures increasingly converge into a common
androgynous model of emotional conduct. This process has been equally
at work in the realm of marriage. As I argue in chapter 4, under the influ-
ence of the new models offered by feminism and psychology, marriage
called on women to become autonomous and assertive and on men to
become emotionally reflexive and talkative. In chapter 5, I further argue
that these new emotional models are performed in a gender-blind narra-
tive of identity that is enacted in a wide variety of social sites, such as
support groups and therapeutic workshops. In the final, sixth chapter, I
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examine the effects of psychological knowledge on social structure. If cul-
ture is central to the sociological project, it is because it shapes the very
structure of economic and symbolic resources. Psychology has trans-
formed the resources that actors draw on in competitive arenas of strug-
gle, creating new fault lines between social and gender stratification.

T e x t s  a n d  C o n t e x t s

I study the meaning of the therapeutic outlook by doing what ethnogra-
phers should typically do, namely immerse themselves in their data. But
this immersion has taken the form of a cross-disciplinary dialogue
between historical, sociological, and anthropological methods. With
William Sewell I am convinced not only that “a deeper theoretical en-
gagement between historians and social scientists could be mutually
enlightening” but also that such engagement is necessary if we want to
advance the study of culture.41

Given the overwhelming presence of the therapeutic ethos in contem-
porary culture, these data are dauntingly abundant and dauntingly eclec-
tic. They include a sample of magazines articles written between the
1930s and the 1990s (237 in toto). The magazines were Ladies’ Home Jour-
nal, Good Housekeeping, Cosmopolitan, Redbook, and Parents. I also used an
eclectic sample of popular psychological self-help guides (most of which
were best-sellers), novels, movies, autobiographies, and Oprah Winfrey
talk shows. I read a wide variety of psychoanalytical and psychological
theorists, such as Sigmund Freud, Karen Horney, Abraham Maslow, Carl
Rogers, Erik Erikson, Alfred Adler, Stephen Mitchell, and Elton Mayo, as
well as The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual and various textbooks in clin-
ical psychology. To understand how the discourse of therapy trans-
formed definitions of professional competence (see chapter 3), I con-
ducted fifteen in-depth interviews with men and women working in
corporations in the United States or studying in a prestigious MBA pro-
gram (eight men, seven women) and another three interviews with cor-
porate managers who were retired. To understand how therapy has
transformed intimate relationships and marriage, I interviewed another
fifteen middle-class people, many of whom had undergone extensive
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therapy or who were themselves therapists (chapters 4 and 6); for the
purposes of comparison, I also conducted six interviews with working-
class men who had never undergone therapy. Over five years, I kept a
diary of the turns of expression, stories, and self-understandings of
friends and family that resonated with the therapeutic mode of thinking.
Finally, to form hypotheses about how the discourse of therapy is
deployed globally, I conducted an ethnographic analysis of two work-
shops in Israel, one on “emotional intelligence” and one offered by the
Landmark Education Corporation. I conducted several informal conver-
sations with the participants of these workshops. I also interviewed six
Israeli organizational consultants as well as ten Israeli men and women
who had undergone therapy (seven women, three men). The eclectic
character of these data also indicate that my methods of analysis vary,
ranging from historical to participant observation, to in-depth inter-
views, to the semiotic analysis of texts.

This array of data and methods is not fortuitous, for, as I argue
throughout, culture is located in texts as well as in strategies of action. In
fact, it is impossible to analyze psychological culture without being
struck by the overwhelming importance of textuality in that culture.
Psychology is a cultural formation in which a mass of written texts come
to organize and structure the practices and modes of speech of oral inter-
actions. In that sense, it compels the sociologist of culture to wrestle with
the role of texts in the formation of contemporary selfhood. However, I
do not view these two sites—the textual and the interactional—as equiv-
alent or interchangeable. In fact, I believe that one of the crucial tasks of
cultural sociology is to elucidate the relationship between texts and soci-
ety, and more exactly to understand how and where texts affect action
and how semantics and pragmatics connect to each other, to use Jeffrey
Alexander’s words.42

Most of cultural sociology has skirted or dismissed the question of the
impact of texts on action either by collapsing action under texts (as in
poststructuralism), by viewing action as the mechanistic deployment of
meaning inscribed in objective structures (as in structuralism), or by
deflecting the importance of texts as such. Reception theory, for example,
focuses on the various and varying strategies used by readers to interpret
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a single specific set of texts (a TV program or literary genre).43 In this way,
reception theory implicitly assumes that texts are reducible to or sub-
sumed under their interpretive strategies and that if they have any
impact it consists in activating preexisting meanings, usually reflecting
the social positions of actors. The “production of culture” paradigm
ignores altogether the question of the relationship between texts and
their social effects by focusing on the institutional appropriation of texts
and by viewing meaning as resulting from social power and organiza-
tional structure.

This book would like to bring the problem of the relationship of texts
to action to the forefront of cultural sociology, where texts include both
expert and popular knowledge systems formalized in visual and textual
genres and propagated by the mass media. But how shall we study the
vexed question of the relationship of texts and action? Following
Durkheim’s central insight that the basis of social life is simultaneously
moral and emotional, I understand the self as an inextricable ensemble of
cognitions and emotions.44 Similarly, I argue that texts insert themselves
into action in two main ways: through cognition and through emotions.
As Paul Ricoeur has argued, texts introduce a distance between the
immediacy of experience and the self and, in that distance, codify expe-
rience. Texts are “communication in and through distance,”45 and within
that distance communication becomes formalized, a matter of codes,
conventions, and stable representations. But if texts were only frozen
codes, they could not draw us in. If cultural materials such as novels,
movies, self-help literature, or television programs have any impact on
us, it is not only as hermeneutic devices helping us make sense of our
world but also as cultural devices that tap into, elicit, and channel com-
plex emotional apparatuses (such as indignation, compassion, longing
for love, fear, and anxiety). The significance of the novel, of contempo-
rary advice literature, or of much of media culture lies primarily in their
capacity to draw the reader in through a set of emotional responses. Both
novels and advice literature, each in different ways, offer scenarios
through which actors can cognitively rehearse their emotional experience
and reflect on others’ emotional transactions and expressions. By doing
so, actors make sense of their own (and others’) feelings, subtly prescribe
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rules to manage emotions, and provide a vocabulary and a method of
introspection. This is exactly how psychological texts insert themselves
into action.

My method of interpreting cultural material is motivated by two main
concerns. First, I try as little as possible to read “into” the meaning of
practices, that is, to read “above” the shoulders of social actors. Instead,
I opt for a strategy that refers to the literal meaning of texts (whether self-
help literature, interview transcripts, or actual verbal exchange during
social interactions). In doing so, I am better equipped to pay attention to
the differences between what actors intend to say and the unintended
consequences of their speech (see chapter 3 for an example of this strat-
egy, where the intended meaning and the consequences of the human
relations movement are clearly differentiated). Second, I look for system-
atic patterns and connections between various cultural sites. Although
my analysis does not always make explicit how systematic a finding is, I
have focused only on the repetitive and the systematic and have left out
those elements that seem only loosely integrated into a pattern.

C u l t u r a l  C r i t i q u e  a n d  P s y c h o l o g y

By insisting that the therapeutic lexicon “depoliticizes” problems that are
social and collective, many sociologists have made it difficult for them-
selves to understand why the new middle classes and women have
enthusiastically endorsed the therapeutic discourse—other than by pre-
suming, somewhat implausibly, that theirs is a “false” consciousness or
by presuming that modern societies are governed by a seamless process
of surveillance equally embodied in computerized control of citizens
and in the therapist’s office. Indeed, the therapeutic discourse can only
fall short of satisfying the Marxist or feminist call to become aware of
structures of exploitation. Sociologists’ critiques of psychology obscure
the more challenging question: How can we explain the extent and
power of that discourse without tautologically explaining it by “hege-
mony,” “patriarchy,” “symbolic violence,” or “surveillance”?

I do not ask whether the therapeutic injunction to narcissistic “self-
realization” erodes moral commitments or whether the therapeutic con-
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fession is subjection to power “by other means.” This task has been
accomplished by others, and I prefer to examine the therapeutic dis-
course from the standpoint of what it is called upon to perform, namely
to build coherent selves, procure intimacy, provide a feeling of compe-
tence in the realm of work, and facilitate social relations in general. We
should ask why and how the therapeutic language has come to define
languages of selfhood and what makes it a cultural resource, a way for
actors to devise strategies of action that help them implement certain def-
initions of the good life. This implies, quite simply, that I analyze (and
ultimately criticize) the therapeutic discourse from within its own hori-
zon of presuppositions and claims, a model of critique I have called else-
where immanent critique (see chapter 6).46 Immanent critique must emerge
from a “thick” understanding of people’s desires and goals and cannot
bracket the actual understandings and strategies of lay actors.

I offer the hypothesis that the most successful ideas—as psychoanaly-
sis has undoubtedly been—are those that can satisfy three conditions:
they must “somehow” fit social structure, that is, make sense of actors’
social experience (e.g., rapid economic transformation, demographic
patterns, immigration fluxes, downward mobility, status anxiety); they
must provide guidance about uncertain or conflict-ridden areas of social
conduct (e.g., sexuality, love, or economic success); and they must be
institutionalized and circulated in social networks. I call this approach to
culture “pragmatic” because it argues that ideas and meanings can be-
come dominant not only when they undergo institutionalization but also
when they help us “do things,” that is, cope with and resolve practical
questions. Ideas become successful not only when they can address social
experience and when they become incorporated in what William Sewell
calls “institutional nodes” (sites that yield a high amount of resources,
such as the state or the market) but also when they offer symbolic and
practical ways of action. Successful cultural ideas are thus those that
enable the self to integrate various bits and pieces of its environment in
narratives, frames, and metaphors that “work” in given institutional
contexts.

Following in the footsteps of pragmatism, the sociology of culture
should ask two central questions: which “objective reality” lies behind
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culture and why certain meanings “work.” To be efficacious, a discourse
must accomplish certain things for the people who believe in it and use
it (see chapter 2). A discourse will keep functioning and circulating if it
accomplishes certain things that “work” in people’s everyday lives. A
pragmatist view of culture invites us to inquire about why some ideas are
viewed as true and how they are used in everyday life. To quote William
James: “A new opinion counts as ‘true’ just in proportion as it gratifies the
individual’s desire to assimilate the novel in his experience to his beliefs
in stock. It must both lean on old truth and grasp new fact. . . . The rea-
sons why we call things true is the reason why they are true.”47 William
James invites us here to understand what in “new” ideas makes us call
them true, what makes them convenient and workable tools to address
experiences. Further, as John P. Murphy summarizes James’s thought,
“Ideas verify themselves by their ability to run novel experiences into
funded experience ‘most felicitously and expediently’ (with ‘a minimum
of modification,’ ‘a minimum of jolt,’ ‘a minimum disturbance,’ and ‘a
maximum of continuity’). . . . Ideas are said to verify themselves by medi-
ating between funded and new experiences most felicitously and expe-
diently.”48 Cultural shifts do not occur in the same way as scientific par-
adigmatic shifts, for the former often incorporate and recycle—rather
than reject, as the latter do—old cultural material. Cultural change is
“messy” precisely for that reason: because new ideas, values, and cul-
tural models coexist with, incorporate, and rework preexisting cultural
material. In that sense, culture is always a palimpsest in which the new is
superimposed upon the old. The central question raised in the following
chapters is what the “old truths” and “beliefs in stock” rearticulated by
psychoanalysis and psychology are.
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TWO Freud
A  C u l t u r a l  I n n o v a t o r

What were ducks in the scientist’s world before the revolution

are rabbits afterwards. The man who first saw the exterior of

the box from above later sees its interior from below.

—Thomas Kuhn

In 2006, Newsweek ran a cover story on the enduring legacy of Freud and
asserted that he had been “the great engine of an ongoing middlebrow bull
session that has engaged our culture for a century. Without Freud, Woody
Allen would be a schnook and Tony Soprano a thug; there would be an
Oedipus but no Oedipus complex.”1 How and why did the Freudian out-
look, which after all started as a scientific theory of the mind, become a
pervasive and popular language seized and endlessly recycled by the
commodified realm of mass media? How did psychoanalysis—“Freudian,
neo Freudian, and post Freudian”—become “woven into all aspects of
American life”?2 And what is the process by which this happened? I argue,
perhaps immodestly, that only the combined perspectives of the sociology
of culture and of emotions, with their focus on institutions, meanings, and
inner life, can help us adequately address these vexing questions.3



Robert Wuthnow argues that there are three ways of explaining social
and cultural change: the first bestows importance on the emergence of
new classes; the second views social change as the progressive adapta-
tion to increasing complexity; and the third, the theory of Weberian inspi-
ration, attributes a great deal of power to charismatic individuals.4 While
this list does not exhaust the range of explanations we might provide to
address the question at hand, our starting point must be the charismatic
character of Freud’s enterprise. Before it became a profession, the psy-
choanalytical enterprise was the enterprise of a single individual.

In the contemporary intellectual context of the social sciences, such
claims can be made only in a highly conditional way. Lest we go back to
the infamous era when history was understood as the outcome of individ-
ual actions and decisions, the search for cultural patterns and structures
that has dominated (and continues to dominate) the sociology of culture
usually dismisses the role of innovative individuals in the creation of new
cultural codes.5 Thus, when “inventiveness” is evoked in current sociology,
it usually takes the benign meaning of acting freely, that is, “in a non-
deterministic way.”6 “Inventiveness” has become nothing more than the
ongoing creativity with which actors deploy their intentions and strate-
gies.7 Ironically, while sociologists have focused on the creativity of routine
action, they have also worked toward highlighting the routine character of
(artistic or scientific) “creativity,” typically viewed as the outcome of social
networks, conventions, allocation of resources, and organizational struc-
ture.8 In other words, sociology’s strategy has been to make “creativity”
into an ordinary social activity by subsuming it under the structural, orga-
nizational, or social resources that it mobilizes so that it may become
socially relevant and transformative.9 Yet even if in the American context
the therapeutic persuasion emerged from the tangled history of private
life, from the organization of American medicine, and from newly emerg-
ing cultural industries in search of new messages, we cannot overlook the
fact that a single social actor—Sigmund Freud—dazzled the imagination
of his contemporaries with metaphors and narratives that made a bridge
between the specialized practice of psychology, neurology, psychiatry, and
medicine on the one hand and the realm of popular and high culture on the
other. As Jurgen Habermas put it: “The end of the nineteenth century saw
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a discipline emerge [psychoanalysis], primarily as the work of a single man
[Freud].”10 Sigmund Freud’s theories and their impact on American culture
thus compel us to reexamine the role of creative actors in history, provided
that we understand these charismatic actors not as free-floating agents but
as pointers to emerging social structures and cultural codes.

P s y c h o a n a l y s i s  a s  a  C h a r i s m a t i c  E n t e r p r i s e

Charisma is a property of individuals. According to Weber charismatic
power—contrary to rational or traditional authority—derives from
extraordinary personal powers, such as endurance, strength of will, and
dedication to the welfare of others.11 As one of Freud’s best-known biog-
raphers, Paul Roazen, put it, “Freud was an inspiring teacher, on the
model of a Greek philosopher or a great rabbi. His writings, his lectures,
and his therapy, added to the magnetism and force of his personality,
attracted and retained loyal followers, not only in his own lifetime but
today as well.”12 If psychoanalysis has been frequently compared to a
cult, it is because it revolved closely around Freud’s personality and
demanded from its practitioners total loyalty to the teachings of the mas-
ter. It also issued a body of strict disciplinary rules that kept the wide net-
work of practitioners tightly bound together. As Max Graf wrote about
the early meetings of the psychoanalytical circle in Vienna, “There was an
atmosphere of the foundation of a religion in that room. . . . Freud’s
pupils were his apostles.”13 Or, as another of Freud’s followers, Wilhelm
Stekel (later to become a dissident), put it: “I was the apostle of Freud
who was my Christ!”14 In other words, psychoanalysis was not only a
body of ideas; it was a new creed that revolved around a person who was
able to command discipline as well as love from his followers. Moreover,
if, as Weber suggests, “Charisma knows only inner determination and
inner restraint,”15 Freud would entirely fit the bill. As another biographer
of Freud put it, “Freud possessed an air of disciplined power, of tremen-
dous energy harnessed to a single purpose: psychoanalysis.”16 Through-
out his career he displayed an extraordinary determination to push his
ideas forward, despite early rejections of psychoanalysis, dissensions
within the group, and dramatic ruptures with mentors and colleagues. In
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fact, Freud used these rejections and ruptures to reinforce the cohesive-
ness of his group and his ideas.

Another aspect of the charismatic leader is that people perceive him as
caring for the salvation of others. To quote Max Weber again: “The
charismatic leader gains and maintains authority solely by proving his
strength in life. . . . Above all . . . his divine mission must ‘prove’ itself in
that those who faithfully surrender to him must fare well.”17 Freud’s rev-
olutionary ideas did in fact have one main focus—psychic suffering—
and offered unprecedented techniques to remedy and alleviate such suf-
fering. Charismatic leaders exert a particularly powerful influence if
they assume the role of healers and offer cultural strategies to cope with
suffering. The Freudian enterprise provided a new arena to voice and
discuss suffering and thus in many ways assumed characteristics of a
(folk) salvation religion.

Finally and perhaps most importantly, the charismatic leader has, or at
least is perceived to have, a connection to “some very central feature of
man’s existence and the cosmos in which he lives.”18 Indeed, as I show
below, Freud and the incipient discipline of psychoanalysis tapped into
the key concerns of modern identity—sexuality, the passage from child-
hood to adulthood, and the nature of parenthood. As an interpreter of
Weber, Johannes Fabian, adds, “By defining charisma as the substrate of
processes of routinization/rationalization, [Weber] indicated that an
understanding of cultural change has to focus on the emergence, formu-
lation, and manipulation of ‘Sinn’ [meaning].”19 Freud, as I show below,
provided what was to become the most important cosmology of the
modern self by connecting it to ideals of autonomy, self-knowledge, and
the pursuit of happiness.

Reflecting on charisma, Talcott Parsons further suggests that charisma
is a property that “attaches to men and things by virtue of their relations
with the ‘supernatural,’ that is, with the non-empirical aspects of reality,
insofar as they lend teleological meaning to men’s acts and the events of
the world.”20 In other words, charisma originates in actual individuals
but can at a later point adhere to objects or to ideas. In this view, then,
psychoanalysis itself could become a charismatic object in its capacity to
transform all aspects of everyday life into meaningful events to be deci-
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phered. Not only was Freud a charismatic figure, but psychoanalysis
itself, in its capacity to connect ordinary life to a realm of “supernatural”
symbols, became a charismatic enterprise.

But ideas and meanings, however charismatic, can be diffused only by
being transmitted through an organizational structure (the very process
by which charisma gets routinized). How ideas are diffused and how
actors who receive these ideas are mobilized are crucial for understand-
ing how and why these ideas are incorporated into social institutions.

T h e  S o c i a l  O r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  F r e u d i a n  C h a r i s m a

Scientific knowledge is simultaneously embedded in cultural forms and
cultural organizations that ground it in a specific place and time.21 Thus
we should identify the social identity of the groups of people who
received and processed Freud’s ideas, my assumption being that this is
crucial for our understanding of their acceptance and diffusion.

Sociologists of culture are particularly sensitive to the question of the
location of culture, that is, for whom and by whom an idea is appropri-
ated. Indeed, no matter how much a cultural form resonates with struc-
tural features of society, widespread transmission depends, first and fore-
most, upon organization and institutionalization. Freud’s success in
America was a consequence of his constructing a grand theory in Europe
on a solid organizational structure that made possible the quick diffusion
of psychoanalytical concepts and practices and their appropriation by
key actors in the scientific and cultural establishment. Freud was a
supreme organizer who knew how to institutionalize psychoanalysis
through organizations and social networks.22 Understanding the process
by which ideas are institutionalized is crucial, for only then does a new
conceptual language exert a “powerful influence over the ways in which
people can formulate their desires and work to attain them.”23

Three features of the organizational structure of early psychoanalysis
contributed to the successful inculcation of its influence: the tight cohe-
siveness of a small group of devotees around Freud; the dissension of
some of its prominent members; and the international organizational
structure of early psychoanalysis.
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Between 1902 and 1906, Freud set up “Wednesday evenings,” informal
gatherings designed to maintain close contact among the newly recruited
disciples of psychoanalysis and to generate new ideas. The presentation
of a paper was a semiformal rite of initiation after which a new member
was accepted. Freud encouraged open discussion as well as revelation of
one’s emotions, fantasies, and dreams for interpretation by the group
attending. The Swiss Max Eitingon, the first foreigner to visit the group,
attended the gathering to receive advice in 1907. He later became one of
the most persistent advocates of psychoanalysis in England, thus illus-
trating that the initial core could and did radiate worldwide. The Wed-
nesday meetings maintained and expanded the core of Freud’s follow-
ers.24 Another illustration of the strong cohesion of the psychoanalytical
group was that in 1928 an official curriculum to train psychoanalysts was
created in Berlin, where the same methods of candidates’ discussion of
theoretical and methodological problems relating to their cases recreated
the Wednesday Society. The organization was then emulated all over the
world, undoubtedly an early example of what DiMaggio and Powell
have called isomorphism, or the capacity of organizations to imitate one
another.25 Its command of a wide social network and its adoption of a
core standard practice and curriculum explain why, from the outset of the
psychoanalytical theory, “the Freudian group . . . was both national and
international.”26

In the same year, 1928, the group evolved into a professional organi-
zation, and the Wednesday Society was renamed the Vienna Psychoana-
lytic Society, which in turn set the stage for the first international congress
(in Salzburg), a move that undoubtedly contributed to the dissemination
and expansion of psychoanalysis throughout the world. Forty-two psy-
choanalysts attended, mostly from Austria and Switzerland but also from
the United States, England, Germany, and Hungary.27 The group ex-
panded its scope when the International Psycho-Analytical Association
(IPA) was founded. The international organization was to be an associa-
tion of local (national) psychoanalytic societies, to be directed by mem-
bers approved by Freud. Thus Freud could exert wide-ranging supervi-
sion over the international network of members. It is interesting in this
respect that “psychoanalysis was the only profession to have an interna-
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tional base before local organizations were in place, which permitted the
Freudians to ignore local and national customs.”28

The IPA was specifically geared toward the diffusion of the message of
psychoanalysis. Indeed, creativity can become a social currency only
when it “travels in groups.”29 This is consistent with the sociology of
social networks, which has shown that professional networks are used to
circulate information and knowledge through formal meetings, journals,
and informal networks, all of which were very efficiently used by the
Freudian group.30 Indeed, the IPA met at biannual congresses and en-
gaged in intense communication through mail, sharing ideas, results, and
questions. Not only did colleagues diffuse the precepts of psychoanaly-
sis, but also former patients were charged with the mission of spreading
it across the globe, thus greatly increasing its power and distribution.31

The expulsion of such prominent dissenters as Alfred Adler and Carl
Jung signified that the early organization was determined to establish
unity and retain control over the elaboration of the doctrine and practice
of psychoanalysis.32 Paradoxically, these dissenters further disseminated
the psychoanalytic or psychological worldview, for they accepted and dis-
tributed some of its fundamental premises: that the self could be trans-
formed and shaped by and through the relation with a therapist, that the
psyche was composed of many layers in need of understanding and mas-
tery, and that language played a decisive role in self-making. Because psy-
chologists are caught in the classifications and institutional structures of
their profession, they may not see what the sociologist can see, namely
that despite the violent disputes that alienated Jung, Adler, and Rank from
Freud, they shared with him many assumptions about what constituted
the proper locus for the study, improvement, and transformation of peo-
ple. In the United States, the disputes generated by Karen Horney and
Erich Fromm’s secession contributed only to increase the visibility of psy-
choanalysis and to better establish some of its key concepts. Indeed, these
very struggles helped establish and consolidate the boundaries of the
social field in which they were taking place. These intense and vehement
disputes ended up reinforcing, rather than undermining, the cultural core
and coherence of psychoanalysis as a professional practice.

Dissensions not only strengthened the psychoanalytical core but also
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diffused some basic elements of its message more widely. The dissenters
had the effect of making Freud rely on a small committee of people who
acted both as the guardians of the original faith and as his direct emis-
saries to spread the gospel. Karl Abraham, Ferenczi, Rank, Sachs, Jones,
and Eitingon would all become prominent and fervent psychoanalysts in
their respective countries, thus extending the diffusion of psychoanalysis
through newly constituted social networks.

But these general remarks about the organization of psychoanalysis
still leave unanswered the question of why these ideas were so quickly
adopted on the American continent. Freud’s invitation to deliver lectures
at Clark University in 1909 was as important to psychoanalysis as it was
to American culture, which absorbed avidly, though selectively, some of
Freud’s ideas. As Peter Gay notices, the voyage to the United States
confirmed for Freud that “his movement was now a truly international
affair.”33 Moreover, Freud’s lectures at Clark University “made him
famous overnight.”34 Edith Kurzweil laconically explains this by invok-
ing the American propensity to welcome anything new. However, as
there have been sufficient “new” things that Americans did not welcome,
we should probe further into why American culture was such propitious
terrain for the reception of psychoanalytical ideas.

F r e u d  i n  A m e r i c a

Any attempt to explain the extraordinary resonance of psychoanalysis in
America must account for a variety of simultaneous factors that have to
do with the social organization of medicine in America, its relationship
with psychotherapy, the groups and networks that diffused psycho-
analysis, and, finally, the very nature of psychoanalytical ideas.

The Context of American Psychoanalysis: 
Struggles between Medicine and Spirituality

No country was as receptive to Freudian ideas as America. Many ele-
ments explain this receptivity, but the most visible one had to do with the
fact that “when Freud first set foot on American soil, psychotherapy was
already integrally woven into the fabric of American culture and Ameri-



can medicine.”35 At the turn of the twentieth century, psychology was a
relatively well-established academic discipline. The American medical
establishment was receptive to psychotherapy in a way that did not exist
in Europe. The medical discourse addressed such psychic problems as
neurasthenia, “railway spine,” and hysteria. Along with the medical
interest in and treatment of such disorders, nonscientific practices of
healing were performed, for example, by the mind cure movement, the
Emmanuel movement (initiated by a group of Boston physicians and
Episcopalian ministers), New Thought, Christian Science, and other
groups with strong affinities with spiritualist or religious worldviews.36

America provided a particularly fertile context for the reception of
psychoanalysis because methods of healing “through the mind” were
well established and had been the object of intense public controversies
inside the medical profession before Freud set foot on American soil. In
the opening decades of the twentieth century, the medical profession
fought tooth and nail to snatch mental patients out of the hands of the
clergy and a wide variety of healers of all persuasions, claiming that
these patients would be better cured by conventional medicine. Aca-
demic psychologists were also divided on the status and validity of the
methods of healing used by religious precursors of psychotherapists.37

Like physicians, they accused popular movements such as the Emmanuel
movement of practicing neither good medicine, nor true religion, nor
effective psychology.

The paradoxical result of these controversies was to strengthen the idea
that mental therapies were both necessary and efficacious. “On the eve of
Freud’s historic visit to the United States in September 1909 a substantial
plurality, if not outright majority, of American physicians were now will-
ing to defend vigorously their exclusive right to employ a method that
many in the profession had previously maligned and a substantially
greater number had simply ignored.”38 Indeed, “resistance” to cultural
outlooks can and often does end up strengthening the very outlooks it
opposes because resistance implies “recognition of their centrality.”39 Thus
cultural dominance is not necessarily produced by gaining assent; rather,
it is produced by generating cultural activity around a particular cultural
object, an activity that may well take the form of a controversy.
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In short, because mental healing had been an object of controversy
dividing the religious clergy and the medical profession, Freud’s lan-
guage and categories were received in a cultural context where mental
cure and healing were already visible and significant categories of public
discourse.

The Reception of Freud’s Ideas and Cultural Elites

The immediate context of reception of the Clark lectures—which were
the first encounter between Freud and the American continent—also
played an important role in the immediate diffusion of Freud’s ideas. The
Clark lectures, delivered in 1909, were attended by members of varied
cultural elites who, because of their access to networks and resources,
could spread Freud’s ideas to different arenas of social life. Elites are also
crucial in that they can bestow authority and legitimacy on new ideas.
Whereas in Germany Freud’s theories had been ignored or dismissed, in
the United States members of the academic establishment gave their seal
of approval and scientific legitimacy to Freud’s pathbreaking ideas.
Freud’s Clark lectures were attended by important members of the psy-
chiatric and neurological establishment (such as Stanley Hall, William
James, James Putnam, E. B. Titchener, and Adolph Meyer). The neurolo-
gist Morton Prince, who had used hypnosis, was particularly interested
in Freud’s use of hypnosis to reveal the unconscious. Putnam, a neurolo-
gist who had worked on the idea of the subconscious, was similarly inter-
ested in Freud’s development of the unconscious and in its therapeutic
value. As early as 1904, when already enjoying an unmatched prestige
among his colleagues, Putnam declared the usefulness of psychoanalysis.
His positive evaluation of Freud’s ideas only increased at the Clark lec-
tures, and, given his key status in American neurology, he proved to be a
decisive influence. Like Putnam, Abraham Brill, another physician who
had been trained in Zurich, fulfilled the role of translating, organizing,
and popularizing psychoanalysis both for doctors and for the larger pub-
lic. Adolf Meyer, a famous psychiatrist, was receptive to the idea of
infantile sexuality and found in psychoanalysis material to sustain his
claim that insanity did not result from brain lesions or from inherited pre-
dispositions.40 William James, perhaps the most famous psychologist in
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the United States, attended Freud’s lectures, and although he was skep-
tical about some aspects of psychoanalysis, he was both interested and
hopeful that psychoanalysis might make some breakthrough. Although
his social legitimacy derived mainly from his acceptance among physi-
cians, Freud appealed to other elite groups as well, intellectuals and fem-
inists.41 For example, Emma Goldman, the intellectual and political
activist and leader of the anarchist movement, also attended Freud’s lec-
tures; she emerged even more convinced that women’s sexuality needed
to be liberated. She described Freud’s theory as an irrefutable argument
against the “hypocrisy of Puritanism.”42

As the study of the reception of texts has shown repeatedly, ambigu-
ous texts are more readily incorporated into a variety of points of view,
values, and needs, thus ensuring their success with a wide variety of
audiences. Freud’s lectures lent themselves particularly well to such mul-
tiplicity of interpretations. Thus Freud’s lectures were both sufficiently
broad and sufficiently ambiguous to enable the appropriation of the top-
ics they covered by various sectors of the scientific and cultural American
elites, represented by such institutions as Harvard University as well as
by feminists and radicals. These various fractions of elite groups in turn
could use Freud’s ideas to further their own struggles.

The Medicalization of Psychoanalysis

Americans’ receptivity toward and institutionalization of psychoanalysis
were increased by the fact that it was accepted by the prestigious medical
establishment and even made into an elite medical specialty. This was
because the organizational boundaries of the American medical profes-
sion in the 1920s were far more fluid than in Europe. The profession was
still open to innovation because “its pattern of research and ties to uni-
versities and government were just becoming fixed.”43 Physicians such as
Brill and Putnam were indefatigable in their attempts to promote psy-
choanalysis within the larger public and thus acted as cultural entrepre-
neurs and even proselytizers, promoting and legitimating psychoanaly-
sis. Brill, for example, became a trained psychoanalyst and a very active
spokesman for psychoanalysis by making Freud’s writings available in
English.44 He also lectured to a variety of professional and lay groups. He
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addressed women members of the Child Study Association, the Authors
League, and various artists, philosophers, and militant unionists gath-
ered in the salon of Mrs. Mabel Dodge.45 Brill eventually became the
leader of the psychoanalytical movement in New York.46 Moreover, the
American physician was, in Nathan Hale’s words, a popularizer who
wrote for magazines, for the elite as well as for the general public.47 Thus
it was through medicine that psychoanalysis swiftly acquired legitimacy
and prestige and became diffused through popular culture. This could be
felt as early as 1915, when the widely popular and conservative maga-
zine Good Housekeeping published an article about Freud.

The Organization of American Psychoanalysis

Freud’s extraordinary organizational skills were immediately visible on
the American continent. Freud, Ferenczi, and Jones remained in contact
with their American followers and urged them to establish an indepen-
dent organization. In response, the New York Psychoanalytic Society
was founded in 1911, and then, under Putnam’s direction, the Boston
Psychoanalytic Society in 1914. In a relatively short time, the American
Psychoanalytic Association was founded, rallying several of its dispersed
adherents. This association was crucial in circulating information and in
establishing psychoanalysis organizationally, with resources, networks,
and knowledge. As Magali Sarfati Larson put it, an informal indicator of
organizational strength is “the emergence of a professional association
recognized as representative by the public authorities or by a significant
sector of the public.”48

From the start, American analysts were better integrated into their
society than their European counterparts. Their patients included not
only members of the upper middle class but a greater proportion of fac-
tory workers, secretaries, and artists. The American psychoanalysts also
quickly established their own academic publications such as the Psycho-
analytic Review and the Psychoanalytic Quarterly. Because of the particular
medical history of the United States, which was concerned with de-
nouncing imposters, quacks, and spiritual healers with medical preten-
sions, APA members pushed for uniform professional criteria. For these
reasons, psychoanalysis found propitious organizational terrain in the
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United States. Moreover, when psychoanalysts successfully treated
bombshell trauma during World War I, the profession acquired not only
self-confidence but also more status and legitimacy. The Second World
War would also offer extraordinary opportunities for the establishment
and expansion of psychology when psychologists were massively re-
ruited in areas as diverse as personnel administration, propaganda,
morale, and mental health.49

The disorganization in which European psychoanalytical associations
found themselves during and after World War II enabled the increasing
centrality of the American Psychoanalytical Association. Between 1946
and 1960, “thirteen psychoanalytic societies, eight institutes, and four
teaching centers were officially recognized in the United States. . . . By the
end of the 1960s, the APA reported that its membership included 1302
individuals, twenty-nine local societies, and twenty-one approved train-
ing institutes.”50 After 1945, the number of clinical occupations grew
significantly.51 For example, membership in the American Psychological
Association “grew by more than 1100 percent, from 2739 in 1940 to 30,839
in 1970.”52

The introduction of psychology into university departments helped
constitute psychologists as a professional group. The university enabled
the standardization of psychological knowledge and practice and legit-
imized psychologists’ claim to universal expertise.53 As Sarfati Larson put
it, professionalization is secured by binding together two elements: the
first is a type of knowledge abstract enough to generate both scientific
debate and applications; the second is the market.54 The American case
offered a cogent illustration of this process: psychoanalysis was quickly
institutionalized in a highly professionalized way and leaned on the
powerful profession of medicine to establish its authority. Indeed, for a
significant amount of time only medical doctors were allowed to be
trained in psychoanalysis and were allowed to practice it. In the field of
scientific knowledge, clinical psychology of various persuasions has
increasingly occupied a privileged position, commanding major institu-
tional control of research funds, creating the largest professional associa-
tions in social sciences, and producing large numbers of PhDs.55 After
World War II, because psychology was both a research discipline and a
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profession devoted to the practical improvement of human condition, its
sources of funding grew at an unprecedented rate, thus reinforcing pro-
fessional and intellectual self-confidence.

Psychoanalysis enjoyed not only the authority of a prestigious medical
profession but also wide popularity among the “lay” public. Of all the
social sciences and sciences, psychology was undoubtedly the most pop-
ular, that is, the most attuned to and in touch with the broader public.56

Organizational or institutional perspectives alone cannot explain why
psychoanalysis was so enthusiastically embraced by popular culture and
by the public at large. In the following, I claim that if we want to under-
stand the essence of such popularity we must understand the cultural
meaning of psychoanalysis.

T h e  F r e u d i a n  C u l t u r a l  M a t r i x

Neither a theory of charisma nor a theory of institutionalization alone can
explain the success of Freud’s ideas. This book is committed to the view
that if culture matters, it is because of the ways it shapes and orients the
meanings and interpretations with which we carry on daily life and
make sense of the events that disrupt daily life. Genius, as Stephan Fuchs
put it, “is not the cause but the retrospective outcome of major ruptures
and transformations in culture.”57 However innovative or well orga-
nized, cultural material does not transform social relationships by “inject-
ing” into them—as a needle would—new cultural ingredients. Cultural
change is the meeting point of contingent and creative components of
action and of the recasting of preexisting social problems or structures
into new codes, which, in that very process, change the structure of the
problems addressed. Freud almost single-handedly created a new lan-
guage to describe, discuss, and manage the psyche, but in doing so he
addressed what had become one of the most dominant and problematic
features of modern life, namely the private sphere, thereby transforming
it. Freud formulated new cultural codes that, more than any other cul-
tural system available at the time, could make sense of the transforma-
tions family, sexuality, and gender relationships had undergone during
the second half of the nineteenth century and provide new interpretive
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frames to organize these transformations. Freudian psychological models
spread throughout society, not only because they addressed central prob-
lems of American selfhood, but also because they expressed them in a
hybrid language that combined the tropes of popular healing and myth
with the legitimizing language of medicine and scientific rationality.
Further, they addressed the private sphere, a sphere that was facing new
strains due to the democratization of gender relations. This, in a nutshell,
is the reason for Freud’s uncanny popular success in America.

When inquiring into the Freudian contribution to American culture,
we are immediately confronted with the famous slipperiness and com-
plexity of culture. Freud’s ideas worked at several levels: they confronted
prevalent sexual norms; they offered new narrative models to make sense
of and shape life stories; and they deployed a battery of metaphors to
grasp the nature of human conflict. Freud’s ideas worked simultaneously
at the most formalized level of theory building and at the level of ordi-
nary cognitive templates. I propose to treat these levels together by
invoking the broad but convenient notion of “emotional style,” discussed
in chapter 1. This style can be conceptualized through an understanding
of how the themes, metaphors, binary oppositions, and narrative models
offered by Freud explained human action, offered prescriptions for the
self, and made people imagine their emotions and their relationships in
a radically new way.

To identify the semiotic core of Freud’s ideas, I focus on two key texts:
the five lectures Freud gave at Clark University in 1909 and the Intro-
ductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, published in 1915.58 I chose these two
texts because both provide us with a panoramic overview of Freud’s
ideas and, even more importantly, because he himself intended these texts
to be a platform to popularize psychoanalysis. The Clark lectures—
which marked the introduction of Freud’s ideas into the United States—
contained themes (slips of the tongue, dreams, infantile sexuality, and the
unconscious) already present in two books that Freud had previously
published and that had been more successful with the lay public than
with the medical profession, namely The Interpretation of Dreams and
Psychopathology of Everyday Life.59 But the Clark lectures also anticipated
some of the key themes of the Introductory Lectures. The reiteration thus
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indicates what Freud intended to be viewed as the key ideas to be com-
municated to a nonspecialized broad audience, whether in the United
States or in Vienna. Another reason for focusing on the Clark lectures is
that these lectures constituted American culture’s first serious encounter
with Freud’s ideas. Nathan Hale’s study of the American reception of
Freud confirms that the Clark conferences “launched psychoanalysis.”60

In these five wide-ranging lectures, Freud presented, before an eclec-
tic audience, the major ideas of psychoanalysis, or at any rate those ideas
that would find a resounding echo in American popular culture, such as
slips of the tongue, the role of the unconscious in determining our des-
tiny, the centrality of dreams for psychic life, the sexual character of most
of our desires, and the family as the origin of our psyche and ultimate
cause of its pathologies. In analyzing these dense and rich texts, I try to
understand which image of and program for the self emerge from the
themes, metaphors, norms, values, and ideals contained in these texts
and how the Freudian outlook provided new strategies to bestow mean-
ing on changing social relations and conditions. I am therefore less inter-
ested in “Freudian thought”—of which there are a plethora of excellent
studies61—than in the cultural models of the self that the lectures contain.

What, then, are the key aspects of what I suggest calling the psycho-
analytical imagination, and how did that imagination formulate a new
emotional style?

Focus on Everyday Life

First, both the Clark lectures and the Introductory Lectures aim at present-
ing and making psychoanalysis a science of interpretation that will
simultaneously decipher symptoms and lend meaning to everyday
occurrences. Using themes Freud had already developed in Psychopathol-
ogy of Everyday Life, Introductory Lectures marks the beginning of “a new
science” by presenting what seems to be at face value a banal, unscien-
tific, and microscopic phenomenon: slips of the tongue. We are so thor-
oughly Freudianized that perhaps we cannot appreciate the tour de force
contained in the fact that Freud inaugurated a new science and a new
form of social imagination, not with elaborate theories or spectacular
psychiatric cases, but with what must have seemed to his listeners trifles,
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namely mindless substitutions of words, acts of forgetting or omission.
Freud’s argument is that banal slips of the tongue (parapraxes), confu-
sions, and lapses of memory have a meaning, that is, they serve a pur-
pose and an intention. As Freud put it in his third lecture at Clark Uni-
versity, the parapraxes are “acts and gestures which individuals carry out
without noticing them at all, to say nothing of the fact that they attribute
no psychological importance to them.”62

Freud’s focus on parapraxes is inscribed in the broad cultural shift that
had been in the making since the eighteenth century, the relocation of
identity and selfhood in the realm of everyday life. As defined by Charles
Taylor, everyday—or ordinary—life “designate[s] those aspects of hu-
man life concerned with production and reproduction, that is, labor, the
making of the things needed for life, and our life as sexual beings, includ-
ing marriage and the family.”63

In focusing on such banal occurrences, Freud radicalized the broad
cultural shift to everyday life, but he did so by bestowing on it a new and
unprecedented “glamor.” If everyday life is the realm of what Stanley
Cavell calls the “uneventful,”64 the Freudian outlook would resolutely
make that realm full of events worthy of notice, attention, interpretation,
and memory-work. Freud suggests that the uneventful and banal realm
of daily life is the most significant site where the self is made and
unmade. His cultural move is thus very clear: it consists in making the
un-meaningful, the trivial, and the ordinary full of meaning for the for-
mation of the self.

The significance of this is obvious in light of the fact that up until the
eighteenth century there was no moral discourse in which everyday life
appeared as a realm worthy of significance and investigation.65 Everyday
life was the realm of domesticity and femininity and could not provide
worthy ideals with which to fashion the self. In that sense, Freud repre-
sented Marx’s perfect cultural counterpart: where Marx located human
value and struggle within the realm of labor, Freud located it in the realm
of domesticity. Freud thus provided new cognitive tools and schemas to
think of and imagine selfhood in the domestic sphere and, more broadly,
to make the realm of daily life the supreme arena for the formation of the
self.
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Focus on the Family

In this new imagined cultural space, which took everyday life as its
background and as the very stage on which the dramas of the self would
be played, the nuclear family now occupied a central place. In the psy-
choanalytical imagination, the family is the point of origin of the self, the
site within which and from which the story and history of the self can
begin. Where the family had hitherto been a way of “objectively” situat-
ing oneself in a long chronological chain and in the social order, it now
became a biographical event symbolically carried throughout one’s life
and uniquely expressing one’s individuality. Further, it became the cause
and foundation of one’s emotional life. It is ironic that at the same time
that the traditional foundations of marriage began to crumble, the family
came back to haunt the self with a vengeance, but this time as a “story”
and as a way to emplot the self. The family played a role that was all the
more crucial for the constitution of new narratives of selfhood, as it was
both the origin of the self and the institution from which the self had to
be liberated.

Thus, as has been frequently noticed, the psychoanalytical discourse is
first and foremost a family narrative. In that sense, the origins of its suc-
cess must be found in the structure and contradictions of the nineteenth-
century family. Asking why Freudian ideas became so successful in
America, the social historian John Demos offers an explanation that is all
the more interesting for taking into account the stylistic features of the
psychoanalytical discourse.66 Demos locates the history of the psyche
within the family, and his explanation positions the dramas of the psyche
within the triangular structure of the Oedipus complex. Suggesting that
Freud was so successful in America because of the fit between Freudian
language and the transformations in the American family during the sec-
ond part of the nineteenth century in the United States, Demos presents
a model of the family that he dubs “the hothouse family.”67 The hothouse
family that emerged in America around that time was characterized by a
decrease in birth rate, an ensuing greater age gap between parents and
children, a clearer demarcation between parents and children, a special-
ization of gender roles, and an intensification of the emotional bonds
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between mothers and children. The specialization of roles inside the fam-
ily and the marked generational gap had the consequence of making par-
ents more structurally and emotionally distinct from children. The “cou-
ple” emerged as a functional unit that assumed a role clearly demarcated
from the rest of the family. Moreover, women were increasingly defined
as mothers because so much of the work they had done inside the home
was now executed by outside industries, thus increasingly making their
role an emotional one.68 Finally, because middle-class families brought up
their sons with the hope that they would raise the family’s social posi-
tion, competition between sons and fathers was structurally embedded
in the middle-class family. Thus the structure of the family became more
triangular and emotionally intense and featured a built-in competitive-
ness between fathers and sons.

The above family structure preceded the rise of psychoanalytical dis-
course proper but was strikingly resonant with its key narrative, the
Oedipus complex. The Oedipus narrative naturalized the fact that iden-
tity was now formed around the family, that family bonds were intensely
emotional, and that family relationships were inherently ambivalent in
that they mixed love and competitiveness. Moreover, it naturalized the
fact that gender distinctions had become rigidified—increasingly defin-
ing women as mothers and men as actors whose primary identity was
outside the home. In Demos’s view, psychoanalytical discourse mirrored,
captured, and adequately described the triangular structure of the
middle-class family and its dense emotional texture.69 The cultural nar-
rative of Oedipus could be appropriated by culture because of its “fit”
with the preexisting structure of the hothouse family. In that sense, it
became simultaneously a model of and a model for the family, a descrip-
tive language mapping the position of the self in the new family and a
prescriptive language suggesting how the self should understand its
relationship to the family.

Salvation Narrative

Another of Freud’s major contributions to culture consisted in offering
new ways of emplotting the self while relying on an older and more fun-
damental narrative of selfhood. In her study The Religious and Romantic
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Origins of Psychoanalysis, Suzanne Kirschner argues that psychoanalysis
quickly gained recognition not only among the practitioners of mental
health but also among the wider public because it fit with “culturally con-
stituted views regarding desirable attributes and capacities of the per-
son.”70 In Kirschner’s view, Freudian narratives of selfhood resonated
with an age-old and enduring narrative of Western culture, the narrative
of salvation. This narrative had been reworked in Protestant narratives of
the self and in the Romantic version of religious-biblical narratives. The
biblical narrative has four characteristic features.71 First, it is linear and
finite, with a sharply defined beginning, middle, and end. Moreover,
rather than being continuous, its key events are unforeseen and make a
significant and dramatic difference in the protagonists’ lives. Second, the
biblical narrative deems the present to be imperfect and wanting and thus
looks toward the future: it displays an eschatological direction, with the
story striving toward the best possible end (through divine design). Third,
the biblical narrative presents a dilemma: Given that God is just and
omnipotent, why do the virtuous suffer and the wicked prosper? Finally,
the characters of the biblical narrative are God, mankind, and the soul,
and the soul is at the center of dramatic developments and conflicts.72

These primitive narrative templates are present in what Kirschner
calls the “developmental psychological narrative of the self” propounded
by psychoanalysis.73 The narrative continuity is not merely formal but
also substantive, in the sense that the narrative itself spells out the mean-
ing of life, the importance of suffering, and the evil character of certain
aspects of creation. The psychological narrative of development views
such events as “separation, loss, disappointment, frustration, imperfec-
tion, and reactive or innate destructiveness” as “evil.”74 The ends of the
developmental trajectory are individuation (a process by which one
develops both autonomy and authenticity) and intimacy (associated with
“play, healthy narcissism, and creativity”).75 Against the background of
such narrative of salvation, the Freudian cultural matrix offered a new
way of saving the self through the twin cultural categories of pathology
and normality.

In the two texts examined here, Freud presented psychoanalysis as the
science of the psyche in general, whether sick or healthy, and not simply
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as a method to cure mental diseases. This becomes most apparent when
Freud discusses dreams: “Dreams are themselves a neurotic symptom,
which, moreover, offers us the priceless advantage of occurring in all
healthy people. Indeed, supposing all human beings were healthy, so
long as they dreamt we could arrive from their dreams at almost all the
discoveries which the investigation of the neuroses has led to. Dreams
have become a subject of psychoanalytic research: once again ordinary
phenomena, with little value set on them, and apparently of no practical
use—like parapraxes, with which indeed they have in common the fact
of occurring in healthy people.”76 Both dreams and parapraxes have in
common the “little value” placed on them and their occurrence among all
ordinary and even healthy people. Freud thus performs a very important
move: he connects the realm of the “everyday” with the concept of
health, which will quickly become an ideal. Even more significantly, he
links in a single etiological chain health and pathology, thus establishing
a body of knowledge with the aim of addressing both pathological and
healthy people. This is why dreams are of such cardinal importance to
Freud’s cultural edifice; as he puts it in the Introductory Lectures, they
show “the greatest similarity and internal relationship to mental illness
but, on the other hand, they are compatible with complete health in wak-
ing life.”77 In the same way that Freud suggests that ordinary occurrences
found in every normal person are the stuff of which pathology is made,
he shows that sexual perversion is far closer to normality than his con-
temporaries thought it to be. Freud simultaneously locates identity
within the realm of everyday life and blurs the distinction between
pathology and normality.

Thus Freud locates the psychoanalytical project of the self in the realm
of everyday life, yet proceeds to defamiliarize this realm. By presenting
the slight disturbances of everyday life as contiguous with extreme
pathologies, Freud ushers in an important change in the perception and
categorization of both normality and deviance. Freud claims that the
realm of ordinary life is contiguous with the most severe psychic disrup-
tions of everyday life and that “normal” and “abnormal” mental devel-
opment proceed along the same pathway.78

Freud uses the same theoretical and rhetorical strategy when dealing
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with homosexuality, only there it is reversed. “Unless we can understand
these pathological forms of sexuality and can co-ordinate them with nor-
mal sexual life, we cannot understand normal sexuality either. In short, it
remains an unavoidable task to give a complete theoretical account of
how it is that these perversions can occur and of their connection with what
is described as normal sexuality” (emphasis added).79 Freud’s argument is
that homosexual impulses are present in every neurotic person and that
the choice of someone of the same sex as an object of love is a very fre-
quent occurrence. “The claim made by homosexuals or inverts to being
exceptions collapses at once when we learn that homosexual impulses are
invariably discovered in every single neurotic.”80 Theoretically, Freud
added, there is little difference between normal (i.e., heterosexual) sexual-
ity and homosexuality, even if in practice there remain some differences.

The above strategy had one major effect: it abolished the distance
between normality and pathology and made “normal” and “pathologi-
cal” behavior the two simultaneous objects of this new science. As Philip
Rieff rightly observed, Freud’s “dictum that ‘we are all somewhat hyster-
ical’ [and] that the difference between so-called normality and neurosis is
only a matter of degree, is one of the key statements in his writings.”81

Historically, we may qualify Freud’s method as having had a dual
impact: it made everyday life a glamorous project to be painstakingly
achieved, yet it simultaneously queered everyday life. As defined by
sociologist Steven Seidman, to “queer” is “to make strange or ‘queer’
what is considered known, familiar, and commonplace, what is assumed
to be the order or things, the natural way, the normal, the healthy, and so
on.”82 By linking perversion and normality and placing them on a con-
tinuum, Freud destabilized a key cultural code regulating the boundary
between normality and pathology, a move that had momentous conse-
quences for ordinary narratives of the self (see chapter 5).

The straight line that Freud repeatedly drew between “normality” and
“pathology” put the notion of (emotional) “health” and “normality”
squarely at the center of culture. Normality, Freud argued, was a highly
precarious state, the end point of a complex and rather infrequent process
of maturation. As Peter Gay suggests in his biographical and philosoph-
ical portrait of Freud, “What everyone is used to calling ‘normal’ in sex-
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ual conduct is really the end point of a long, often interrupted, pilgrim-
age, a goal that many humans may never . . . reach. The sexual drive in its
mature form is an achievement” (emphasis added).83 Freud’s extraordinary
cultural achievement was both to enlarge the scope of the normal and of
the pathological and to problematize normality. Contrary to Foucault’s
claim that the nineteenth-century psychiatric discourse instituted a rigid
boundary between the normal and the pathological,84 I suggest that the
Freudian discourse incessantly blurred it and made normality a highly
elusive cultural category.

As cultural categories, “health” and “normality” differed from tradi-
tional moral categories (e.g., “sexual purity”) in an important way. Tradi-
tional moral categories work by providing strong classificatory systems,
that is, drawing boundaries between prohibited and commendable
behavior and by providing relatively unambiguous normative prescrip-
tions (e.g., “premarital sex is impure; abstinence, self-control, and virgin-
ity are pure”). The categories of health and normality, on the other hand,
lacked a clear signified and did not function in a system of symbolic
boundaries that clearly delineated desirable and undesirable behavior.
What made “normality” such a powerful cultural category was that its
referent and signified were left unspecified. Because the categories of
psychological health and pathology lacked clear empirical referents, they
shaped behavior not by ascribing a clear normative content to it but
rather by not ascribing any. In other words, at the same time that “health”
and “normality” were posited as the goals toward which narratives of
selfhood should be shaped, the very conceptual structure of psycho-
analysis prevented ascription of clear cultural content to these two cate-
gories, with the result that they were able to accommodate any and every
individual or behavior. If the boundary between neurotic and healthy
behavior was irremediably blurred (after psychoanalysis all of us became
neurotic overnight), then all desires and actions might signify a prob-
lematic, immature, conflicted, and neurotic psyche.

The above analysis illustrates something important for the sociology
of culture. Ideas may be particularly forceful precisely when they do not
have a clear empirical content and when they work negatively, that is,
when their meaning derives not from what they prescribe but from the
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incessant play of oppositions they create. Mental health was significant
not as a norm in itself but for the variety of neuroses and dysfunctions it
would create a contrario. To posit “health” as the end goal of the psyche
was to create a contrario a large reservoir of dysfunctions. Some cultural
terms are more Derridean than others because they function exclusively
by virtue of the negative contrasts they generate. Health and normality
were powerful in this way because they were negative cultural categories.

Hermeneutic Stance

The Freudian refusal to isolate normality from pathology, and the
Freudian claim that the two were irremediably contiguous, entailed a
hermeneutic of suspicion vis-à-vis ordinary conduct. Indeed, what made
dreams and parapraxes so worthy of Freud’s attention was that they
were endowed with a meaning to be patiently and painstakingly uncov-
ered. The examples he gave in his Introductory Lectures, he claimed, made
it probable that “parapraxes have a sense, and they show you how that
sense is discovered or confirmed by the attendant circumstances.”85 If
parapraxes made sense, it was because beneath the seemingly ordinary
character of everyday life they were invested with meaning: “Thus neu-
rotic symptoms have a sense, like parapraxes and dreams, and, like them,
have a connection with the life of those who produced them.”86 Indeed,
the essence of psychoanalysis lay in the activity of sense making and
meaning making, which Freud had embraced at the very inception of his
collaborative work with his early mentor Joseph Breuer. As he said, “I fol-
low Breuer in asserting that every time we come upon a symptom we can
infer that there are certain definite unconscious processes in the patient
which contain the sense of the symptom. 87

The Freudian outlook calls on us to act as the interpreters of our own
lives by acting in everyday life as (lay) psychoanalysts. “For him [the
psychoanalyst] there is nothing trifling, nothing arbitrary or accidental in
mental activity.”88 In taking this stance, Freud widened the sphere of reli-
gious hermeneutics or, rather, transposed it to the realm of ordinary life
through metaphors that had a resonance with earlier forms of religious
hermeneutics. “If it was possible for parapraxes to have a sense, dreams
can have one too; and in a great many cases parapraxes have a sense,
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which has escaped exact science. So let us embrace the prejudice of the
ancients and of the people and let us follow in the footsteps of the dream-
interpreters of antiquity.”89 Freud’s injunction to engage with the riddles
of ordinary life was all the more effective in that he deliberately dignified
with the rhetoric of science the popular tendency to attribute supernat-
ural meaning to dreams. As he asserted in his third Clark lecture: “Even
today the lower strata of our society do not make the mistake of under-
estimating dreams; like the ancients, they expect dreams to reveal the
future.”90 Making everyday life the object of hermeneutic suspicion was
intimately connected to Freud’s tripartite model of the psyche. For Freud,
repression of instinctual desires could destroy the ego’s capacity to assert
its authority. The remedy was to seek the hidden sources of the conflict
and thereby to discover the conditions under which the ego could
recover its power. This search for the “unconscious” sources of conflict
was, from a cultural standpoint, highly productive in the sense that any-
thing and everything could become meaningful. Since one did not need
to be conscious and aware of a feeling for it to play an important role in
one’s psychic life, almost endless possibilities for interpretation of the self
(and others) were opened up.

The Freudian concepts of “resistance” and “denial”—which would
enjoy extraordinary success in the popularization of psychoanalysis—
helped create a new narrative of selfhood in which precisely what people
did not think about, talk about, or do would define the narrative crux of
self-identity (see chapter 5). In this way, any behavior or emotion—or
lack thereof—could be a mark of neurosis and hence in need of interpre-
tation (and transformation). Exuberance or shyness, chatter or silence,
sexual promiscuity or sexual abstinence, arrogance or humility would
now equally entail a need for self-interpretation. In other words, resis-
tance and denial enabled the generation of meaning even (and perhaps
especially) when one refused to impart that meaning. Through these
hermeneutic rules, Freud offered not only new narrative forms but also
an ongoing process of narrativization of the self set in motion by an inces-
sant project of self-interpretation. Past and present events, spoken or
unspoken problems, figures of the past and current relations would now
all be connected in a seamless narrative of identity in which the self
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would seek its lost “origins,” neuroses, and secret desires. The process of
telling the story of one’s self would be the process of exercising a new art
of personal memory, transforming the past into a ghost that perpetually
haunts, structures, and explains the present.

In his Clark lectures, Freud advanced another idea (absent from his
“European” writings) that created resonance between the hermeneutic of
suspicion and a powerful American narrative of selfhood, namely the
meritocratic and voluntarist narrative of self-help. Toward the end of his
fifth and final lecture, Freud offered a highly American version of what it
meant to look for and find the lost self: “The energetic and successful
man is he who succeeds by his work in transforming his wishful fantasies
into reality.”91 In this way the Freudian quest for a lost self could subtly
ally itself with the quest for social success. By the alchemy of tautology,
emotional health would be read into social success; conversely, lack of
social success could point to a lack of emotional maturity, an idea that
Abraham Maslow and others would elaborate upon (see chapter 5).92

This connection between the ideal of success and emotional health would
provide a powerful narrative frame that would become intensively com-
modified by the culture industries.

I would argue, then, that the Freudian ideal of health did not normal-
ize conduct, as has sometimes been asserted. Rather, it pathologized con-
duct and made psychological hermeneutics—the suspicion that deep
meanings are hidden in the self—a routine feature of social action.

Focus on Sexual Pleasure

A cultural model is all the more likely to guide behavior if it pertains to
social arenas that are riddled with uncertainties. As Ann Swidler and oth-
ers have argued, periods of flux and uncertainty generate increased ide-
ological activity.93 The Freudian outlook was a form of “ideological activ-
ity” focused on the family, and it was especially intense because his ideas
dealt with social institutions, behaviors, and norms that were undergoing
deep transformations and about which little guidance was available. The
Freudian language could help make sense of new cultural anxieties
related to the transformation of sexual relations, gender identities, and
the formation of identity. As William Sewell suggests, at certain historical
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moments there arises the “possibility of a disjunction between” what
Clifford Geertz has called the “model of” and “model for” aspects of
symbols, and this disjunction “opens up for actors a space for critical
reflection about the world.”94 Indeed, accelerated social transformations
and new forms of social experiences can make languages of the self obso-
lete. This is so because the world can resist our interpretations of it, and
the fit between a given language and culture can also be put into ques-
tion. A new language can emerge when there is a loosening of the fit
between social structure, social experience, and cultural accounts of expe-
rience. This “loosening” was nowhere more felt than in the realm of
sexuality.

Discussing the bourgeois family, Peter Gay suggests: “No other class
at any time was more strenuously, more anxiously devoted to the appear-
ances, to the family and to privacy, no other class has ever built fortifica-
tions for the self quite so high.”95 Throughout the nineteenth century, the
range of authorized sexual behaviors had narrowed (“petting,” for exam-
ple, which had been allowed in the early 1800s, became unacceptable). By
the 1870s, some popular marriage manuals advocated female frigidity as
a virtue and sexual coldness as a desirable condition.96 Yet in Peter Gay’s
words, the nineteenth century was also the century of the “discovery of
the self”: confessional autobiographies, self-portraits, diaries, letters, and
sentimental and self-referential literature all pointed to a vast interest in
the nature of inwardness and subjectivity.97 The middle-class family
favored introspection and an intense emotional life. The result was a
peculiar cultural tension between emotivity and rigidity, self-control and
self-exaltation. The tension between these two cultural and emotional
idioms was particularly felt in the realm of sexuality as an increasing ten-
sion between prevalent models of restrained sexuality and a new search
for sexual expressiveness.

As the declining birthrates throughout the nineteenth century suggest,
there was an increasing separation between sexuality for reproduction
and sexuality for its own sake—erotic sexuality.98 In both sets of lectures,
Freud reflected these transformations as he offered the important dis-
tinction between sexuality that aims at reproduction and sexuality for the
sake of pleasure. In providing a grand narrative of the relationship
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between individual pleasure and collective restraint, Freud’s ideas made
a forceful case against sexual restraint. “The significance of Freud, Ellis,
and other twentieth-century theorists involved more than their advocacy
of sexual expression. The shift from a philosophy of continence to one
that encouraged indulgence was but one aspect of a larger reorientation
that was investing sexuality with a profoundly new importance. . . . The-
orists attributed to sexuality the power of individual self-definition.”99

But Freud was significant not only because he questioned sexual self-
control but also because he put erotic sexuality squarely at the center of
selfhood by making it the inner, secret, and true engine of action. The dis-
entanglement of sexuality for pleasure and sexuality for reproduction
had been already discussed and promoted by such writers as Havelock
Ellis, whose works Freud was familiar with. Freud, however, offered
what no other sexologist of the time could provide, an all-encompassing
narrative of self in which sexual pleasure was legitimized and turned
into the primary site of the formation of the psyche as a whole.100 Indeed,
the two sets of texts discussed offered key notions through which narra-
tives of selfhood would be rewritten. These notions were infantile sexu-
ality, sexual conflict, the denial of sexual desires, and the idea that the
sexual instinct was a structural aspect of civilizations and of their
development.101

Against some feminist critiques of Freud, I would argue that what was
new and appealing about Freud’s ideas was his treatment of gender and
his legitimation of women’s sexuality.102 As the enthusiastic endorse-
ment of Freud by the feminist anarchist Emma Goldman and the play-
wright and activist Lillian Hellman suggests, there was a basic affinity
between Freud’s ideas and the politics of sexual liberation. Even if he
would later declare pleasure and “civilization” to be incompatible, with
the latter necessarily overpowering the former, Freud frequently encour-
aged freedom from sexual repression and the search for pleasure.103

Fuller Torrey, in his book Freudian Fraud, (disapprovingly) quotes Freud
as having encouraged a woman to leave her husband for her psychoan-
alyst—Horace Fink. Freud subsequently justified his advice by saying: “I
thought it the good right of every human being to strive for sexual grati-
fication and tender love.”104 This sentence can be read as justification of
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the patriarchal power of (male) psychoanalysts over (women) patients,
but given the cultural context in which it was pronounced it makes more
sense as a justification and even encouragement of women’s sexuality,
even if that entailed a rejection of the normative requirements of the insti-
tution of the marriage.

Freud’s view of the psyche and of the libido transformed cultural def-
initions of masculinity and femininity in that it androgynized sexual
identity. By claiming that the psyche of boys and girls is sexual, by posit-
ing similar basic mental processes that lead to neuroses, by claiming that
both men and women had homosexual impulses,105 Freud contributed to
simultaneously sexualizing women and bringing them closer to their
male counterparts. In this way, the Freudian imagination not only sexu-
alized identity but also expanded the scope of the realm of possible sex-
ual identities for men and women. If the psyches of both men and
women contained homosexual tendencies, then heterosexuality itself
became contingent, a matter of choice rather than destiny.

Rational Method of Self-Knowledge

Finally, as I have argued elsewhere,106 cultural ideas are most likely to
become popular when they reconcile social contradictions. The extraor-
dinary success of psychoanalysis may be explained by the way in which
it seamlessly combined, and in this way reconciled, two central and con-
tradictory aspects of modern selfhood. First, the self was now turned
inward, in search of its authenticity and unique individuality within the
confines of private life. Second, the self was summoned by the culture
and institutions of modernity to be rational.

From the preceding analysis, it should be clear why psychoanalysis
became the privileged site for the expression of the inner self as well as
a site that encouraged introspection, a focus on feelings, and most of all,
a search for the lost and true self. Less emphasized but no less important
is the fact that psychoanalysis is a rational method that enjoins self-
knowledge through the use of a detached gaze on oneself in a process of
self-examination that ultimately bestows freedom and self-mastery.107 As
Jeffrey B. Abramson asserts, Freud “put great store on the morality of the
honest and autonomous will.”108 If repression was a problem, it was
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because it “isolated instinctual desires from reason.”109 As in the Socratic
project, the purpose of therapy is to create conditions in which the ratio-
nal ego might take control of psychic life. As Steven Marcus suggests, on
one level psychoanalysis may be regarded as a “culmination of the par-
ticular tradition of introspection which began with the adjuration of the
oracle at Delphi to ‘Know thyself.’ This rationally governed method of
self-examination takes as its principal object of scrutiny everything within
us that is not rational—our affects, our instinctual strivings, our fears,
fancies, dreams and nightmares, our guilt, our endless reproachfulness,
our sexual obsessions, our uncontrollable aggressions.”110 Marcus even
suggests that by going back to the Greek myth of Oedipus Rex Freud
brings the “organic line of cultural evolution” to a decisive conclusion.
Thus, far from being antithetical to the ethic of rationality, psychoanaly-
sis underwrites it. What triumphs in Freud’s thought is a particular his-
torical project of disengaged reason that takes the self, the inner life, and
the emotions as objects of scrupulous scrutiny and investigation.

T h e  R o m a n c e  o f  P s y c h o l o g y  a n d  P o p u l a r  C u l t u r e

The themes and styles of reasoning evoked above were avidly seized by
American popular culture for two main reasons: they addressed new
uncertainties and anxieties pertaining to the self, and they helped estab-
lish and consolidate the themes and genres of emerging media indus-
tries. Psychology penetrated the realm of popular culture through three
main arenas: advice literature (in books and in magazines), film, and
advertising.

Advice Literature

Psychologists took on (and were willingly granted) the right and the
authority to speak on a wide variety of social problems about which they
claimed expertise. But they differed from other experts (such as lawyers
or engineers) in that, as the century unfolded, they increasingly assumed
the vocation of guiding others in virtually all areas, from education and
child rearing to criminal behavior, legal expert testimony, marriage,
prison rehabilitation programs, sexuality, racial and political conflict,

F r e u d 51



economic behavior, and soldiers’ morale.111 From the outset of their pro-
fessional careers, psychotherapists addressed a broad public and in that
process transformed the concepts that had been forged in the specialized
arenas of academia, professional associations, and journals. That process
of “popularization” made their status ambivalent, oscillating between
that of experts and moral guides. As experts they were endowed with
technical and neutral knowledge, while as moral guides they would
instruct others on the values that should shape their behavior and feel-
ings. Advice literature emerged from the unique duality of their roles and
provided the key for psychologists to enter the market.

In the 1920s, advice literature, like the movies, was an emerging cul-
tural industry, and it would prove to be the most enduring platform for
the diffusion of psychological ideas and the elaboration of emotional
norms. Advice literature combines a number of exigencies. First, it must
be, by definition, general in character: that is, it must use a lawlike lan-
guage that confers authority on it and enables it to make lawlike state-
ments. As T. S. Strang, David Strang, and John Meyer suggest, “The dif-
fusion within cultural categories is accelerated and redirected by their
theorization. By theorization we mean the self-conscious development
and specification of abstract categories and the formulation of patterned
relationships such as chains of cause and effect.”112 Because theorization
expresses ideas in a general and decontextualized way, it makes them
better able to fit a variety of social contexts, individuals, and needs.
Psychological advice could be diffused widely precisely because it took a
theoretical and general form, speaking about the universal laws of the
psyche. Second, if advice literature is to be a commodity consumed on a
regular basis, it must vary the problems it addresses. Third, if it wants to
address various segments of readership, with differing values and view-
points, it must be amoral, that is, offer a neutral perspective on problems
having to do with sexuality and the conduct of social relationships.
Finally, it must be credible, that is, proffered by a legitimate source.
Psychoanalysis and psychology were gold mines for the advice industry
because they were wrapped in the aura of science; because they could be
highly individualized (fitting any and all individual particularities);
because they could address a wide variety of problems, thereby enabling
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product diversification; and because they seemed to offer the dispas-
sionate gaze of science on tabooed topics. With the expanding market of
consumers, the book industry and women’s magazines avidly seized a
language that could accommodate both theory and story, generality and
particularity, nonjudgmentality and normativity. While advice literature
does not have a straightforward impact on its readers, its importance in
providing a vocabulary for the self and in guiding the perception of one’s
social relations has been insufficiently acknowledged. Much of contem-
porary cultural material comes to us in the form of advice, admonition,
and how-to recipes, and given that in many social sites the modern self
is self-made—drawing from cultural repertoires to take a course of
action—advice literature is likely to have played an important role in
shaping the public vocabularies through which the self understands
itself.

Movies

Hollywood became a central cultural arena to propagate the image of the
psychologist, some of the central concepts of psychoanalysis, and thera-
peutic narratives of self. Hollywood producers and movie makers were
interested in psychoanalysis, often undergoing therapy themselves.
Fuller Torrey quotes Otto Freidrich in City of Nets: A Portrait of Hollywood
in the 1940s: “Hollywood was full of neurotic people who wanted the
meaning of their lives explained to them and who had lots of money to
pay for the explanations.”113 For example, David Selznick, the enormously
powerful movie producer who contracted Hitchcock, underwent psy-
choanalytical treatment. Probably as a result of his analytical treatment,
he conceived of doing a movie with Hitchcock based on psychoanalyti-
cal ideas (Spellbound). Based on the novel The House of Doctor Edwards (by
Francis Beeding), the film script was written by Ben Hecht, who was also
undergoing an analytical cure. Hitchcock’s famous movie presented to a
wide audience the notion of the unconscious, the importance of dreams,
the mechanism of repression, and the importance of language in the ana-
lytical cure.

But the impetus for introducing psychology and psychoanalysis in the
movies had to do with the fact that the movie industry was looking for
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recipes and formulas to improve their emotional grip on the audience. As
early as 1924, the moviemaker Sam Goldwyn solicited Freud’s services
(to be handsomely rewarded with the hefty sum of $100,000) to assist him
in writing “a really great love story.”114 The social historian Eli Zaretsky
recounts that in the following year, “Karl Abraham, Hans Sachs, and
Siegfried Bernfeld were approached by Goldwyn and by the German
film producers UFA for help in making a psychoanalytic film.”115 The film
Secrets of the Soul was produced by G. W. Pabst with Goldwyn’s financial
backing.

It is not difficult to offer explanations as to why psychiatrists and psy-
choanalysis were so avidly used by cinema. As Karin Gabbard and Glen
Gabbard have eloquently summarized, therapists as movie characters”
can conveniently provide the forum for exposition and character devel-
opment. They can also supply the legitimation of actual themes, the ratio-
nalist contrast to supernatural ‘truths,’ the secular salvation of troubled
souls, the romantic interest for misunderstood individuals, the convincing
explanation for mysterious behavior, the commonsense solution for
domestic crises, and the repressive opposition to free-spirited heroes.”116

Psychoanalysis was particularly suited to the movies because it could
generate new visual symbols117 (e.g., so-called phallic symbols), help
introduce interesting variations to well-known genres (e.g., the psycho-
analyst becomes the detective, and the clues to be deciphered are dream
fragments), give added psychological depth to characters (as when the
psychoanalyst interprets a character’s psyche), and bestow on the movie
a new (fantastical) aesthetic through dream sequences. Alfred Hitchcock
was not the first in the history of the cinema to utilize psychoanalysis, but
he was certainly the first to have so thoroughly developed it, both visu-
ally and thematically.118

Advertising

Psychologists were present in the realm of advertising in two main ways:
they served as advisers to the new profession of advertising and helped
advertisers package products as bundles of meaning that could tap into
the unconscious desires of consumers. Moreover, advertisers used psy-
chological themes to justify the sale of their products. For example, in
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1931 an advertising campaign for Wrigley chewing gum suggested that
the gum provided “a facial work-out [that] alleviated the stress and anx-
iety of modern living, restoring mental composure and personal well-
being.”119 Advertisers used psychological themes and fears to promote a
wide array of commodities. But commodities were also promoted in
more positive ways, as having the power to help realize the hidden
potentialities of the self on which psychologists were increasingly becom-
ing the experts. As Kathy Peiss put it in her study of the history of cos-
metics in America at the turn of the twentieth century: “A woman, who
fails to update her looks, destroys those potential personalities that psy-
chologists tell us are lurking behind our ordinary selves. Psychoanalytic
terms began to course through the trade press. Those ‘who are conscious
of their poor appearance’ suffered from an inferiority complex, one psy-
chiatrist judged. But help was literally at hand, industry spokesman
Everett McDonough promised, for ‘many a neurotic case has been cured
with the deft application of a lipstick.’”120 Peiss further suggests that
advertisers of beauty products often used and referred to such notions as
the “unconscious” or “self-confidence” to describe their work:

In this way, the simple act of putting on lipstick or foundation became even
more aligned with therapeutic claims than it had been in the 1930s. Psychol-
ogists and social scientists weighed in, warning women that too much paint
reflected the unresolved psychodynamics of childhood, a misplaced effort 
to attract father and attack mothers. One psychiatrist called makeup female
pathology, a form of “extreme narcissism” through which women “reduced
themselves to a symbol of the genitalia.” In one article on “mentally healthy
beauty care,” stories of average women using cosmetics were illustrated
with photographs of patients in mental institutions, both groups gaining 
a psychological lift through makeup. Advocating a “middle road,” psychia-
trists advised each woman to use all the cosmetic aids possible to create the
appearance of her real self.121

After the war ended, the psychological view of cosmetics found fresh
ground. As Peiss posits, movies, advertising, and advice literature all
suggested that the return of men—husbands or boyfriends—from the
front was bound to traumatize women and to expose them to difficult
“inner conflicts.” The response of the cosmetic industry to this psycho-
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logical crisis was to offer an escape into a world of beauty.122 In short, the
three main emerging cultural industries—self-help literature, cinema,
and advertising, each for its own intrinsic reasons—seized on psycho-
analysis to establish and codify their mode of action in culture.

C o n c l u s i o n

To become binding and to generate new practices of knowledge, self-
observation, and self-transformation, a language must be enacted within
and by powerful social institutions. As Bourdieu and Foucault have dif-
ferently but equally persuasively established, a discourse becomes pow-
erful when it is located within and emanates from social institutions that
bestow on it their power and legitimacy.123 A discourse will become per-
formative, that is, carry its own capacity to name and transform reality,
when the bearer of the discourse is a representative of the “symbolic cap-
ital” accumulated by the group that he or she represents.124 Psychologists
are representatives of a complex group at the crossroads of multiple
identities and roles: “scientific” experts whose speech derives its author-
ity from the institutional and economic power of science; representatives
of a form of knowledge sanctioned by and incorporated in programs of
the state; and popular leaders with a traditional charismatic authority to
heal and to care for the “soul.” Thus their authority is engendered within
various social arenas. Psychologists not only drew the contours of a new
science of the mind but also claimed to understand the relationship
between the individual and society, to have deciphered the mysteries of
religious faith and of mass political movements such as fascism, and to
deliver the techniques and the guidelines for sexual fulfillment, success,
and happiness.

What is most interesting, however, is not the psychologists’ extraordi-
narily successful quest for power but the fact that the therapeutic dis-
course has become a cultural form, shaping and organizing experience,
as well as a cultural resource with which to make sense of the self and
social relations. Psychologists became powerful legislators of various
domains of social life because they offered symbolic “tools” and cate-
gories with which to address the ambiguities and contradictions of
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modernity. These symbolic tools and categories combined the old and the
new, thus enabling both cultural innovation and continuity. I would sug-
gest that what has made psychologists the arbitrators and guides of the
soul in so many institutional manifestations is that they have performed
massive “cultural work.” Cultural activity is particularly intense during
“unsettled periods,”125 a vague term that includes such diverse phenom-
ena as the collapse of traditional social roles and role uncertainty, the
demise of established patterns of life, the multiplication of values, and
the intensification of social anxiety and fear, all of which can explain why
individuals search for ways to explain the behavior of others and shape
their own behavior. The twentieth century was marked by much greater
normative uncertainty, generating intense ideological and cultural work,
a significant part of which has been the prerogative of psychologists, at
least in the American context.

Psychology commanded an extraordinary amount of institutional res-
onance that could in turn organize cultural practices around a common
cultural core. Culture is most powerful when it provides what Ann
Swidler calls a “line of action” that attaches meaning to the self.126 Cul-
ture influences action by shaping the selves, skills, and worldviews out of
which people can build life strategies. In the next chapters I explore this
basic insight, examining how the Freudian and therapeutic semiotic code
of selfhood was appropriated in diverse institutions and used to shape
new strategies of action.
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THREE From Homo economicus 
to Homo communicans

What an enormous price man had to pay for reason, serious-

ness, control over his emotions—those grand human preroga-

tives and cultural showpieces! How much blood and horror

lies behind all “good things”!

—Nietzsche

The impact of capitalism on social relations has been the central puzzle of
classical sociology, with most of the founders of the discipline agreeing
that capitalism posed a serious threat to our capacity to create meaning
and maintain social relationships. Cultural sociology has ambitiously
undertaken the task of unraveling the tangled points of intersection
between the material and symbolic constituents of action and has
exposed a far more complicated picture than that painted by early soci-
ologists. As Jeffrey Alexander suggests, “Because both action and its
environment are indelibly interpenetrated by the non-rational, a pure . . .
rational world cannot exist.”1 Where the concepts of “commodification”
and “rationalization” assumed that the capitalist economy impoverished
social relations and subsumed them under instrumental rationality writ
large, cultural sociologists have argued that economic transactions are



embedded in cultural meanings and that interpersonal emotional trans-
actions, far from being inimical to the market, can be facilitated by it. For
example, in a series of groundbreaking works, Viviana Zelizer has shown
that monetary transactions and intimate relationships are co-produced
and mutually sustaining and that there is no simple opposition between
particular concrete relationships and so-called impersonal exchange,
between rational and so-called irrational action.2 Moreover, as the anthro-
pologist Marshall Sahlins has powerfully argued in his Culture and Prac-
tical Reason,3 in contemporary capitalist societies the economy is the main
site of symbolic production and is a major source of metaphors and nar-
ratives to think about the social world. This chapter builds on such
insights but tries to go three steps further. First, it shows that under the
aegis of psychologists who started to massively intervene in the Ameri-
can corporation from the 1930s onward, the deployment of rationality
inside economic organizations counterintuitively went hand in hand
with an intensification of emotional life. Second, the chapter argues that
psychologists, acting simultaneously as professionals and as producers
of culture, have not only codified emotional conduct inside the work-
place but more crucially made “self-interest,” “efficiency,” and “instru-
mentality” into valid cultural repertoires. Finally, the chapter argues that
in becoming cultural repertoires of action, “self-interest” and “efficiency”
actually generated and organized new models of sociability, most notice-
ably the model of communication. Psychological cultural frames drew
from and merged with the cultural matrix of the market and thus came to
orient the self, provide it with strategies of action, and, perhaps more cru-
cially, shape new forms of sociability.4 Building on the works of Frank
Dobbin, John Meyer and Brian Rowan, and Walter Powell and Paul
DiMaggio, I argue that “rationality,” “calculation,” and “efficiency” are
not impersonal economic imperatives; rather, they function as cultural
repertoires shaping professional identity and definitions of professional
competence. This is because the cultural motives of self-interest and
instrumental calculation have been historically intertwined with the lan-
guage of psychology, a language that foregrounded and codified emo-
tions, self, and identity. Psychologists, entering and acting within eco-
nomic organizations, used and combined their own professional scripts
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(in which the reflexive management of emotions was paramount) with
scripts directly derived from the market, such as rationality, productivity,
and efficiency. Thus this chapter makes a number of claims. One is that
“rationality” and “self-interest” are not pregiven self-evident categories
of social action; rather, these categories were painstakingly codified and
promoted by psychologists. That is, it took an enormous amount of cul-
tural work on the part of psychologists to convince workers and man-
agers to act according to their interests. Moreover, far from being
opposed to emotions, the categories of self-interest and rationality were
closely intertwined and coterminous with them. Psychologists offered
models of rationality at the same time as they elaborated models of emotional-
ity. Finally, far from corroding sociability—the models and practices by
which people forge and maintain social bonds—rationality and self-
interest, here conceived as cultural frames, reorganized social and hier-
archical relationships inside the corporation and ultimately redefined
power within it.

Throughout the twentieth century, under the aegis of the therapeutic
discourse, emotional life became imbued with the metaphors and ratio-
nality of economics; conversely, economic behavior was consistently
shaped by the sphere of emotions and sentiments. The rationalization of
emotions created its own converse, which could be characterized as the
“emotionalization of economic conduct.” This reciprocal process points
to a broader cultural process that I dub emotional capitalism.5 In emotional
capitalism emotional and economic discourses mutually shape one
another so that affect is made an essential aspect of economic behavior,
and emotional life, especially that of the middle classes, follows the logic
of economic relations and exchange (see chapter 4). Market-based cul-
tural repertoires shape and inform interpersonal and emotional relation-
ships. Knowing how to forge and maintain interpersonal relationships
becomes central to how economic relationships are thought of and imag-
ined. What I call emotional capitalism is a cultural process through which
new scripts of economic relationships are formulated and intertwined
with interactional-emotional scripts, as illustrated by the prevalent cul-
tural frames of “cooperation” and “teamwork.” These scripts, born of the
professional language of psychologists and of the corporate language of
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efficiency, have reshaped the ways actors conceptualize horizontal and
vertical hierarchies, power, and even, to a limited but definite extent, gen-
der relations. Nowhere has this reciprocal influence of psychological and
economic discourses been more apparent than in the key cultural motif of
“emotional control.”

E m o t i o n a l  C o n t r o l  i n  

t h e  S o c i o l o g y  o f  O r g a n i z a t i o n s

While emotions have often been absent from economic sociology, they do
appear in the sociology of organizations, though in a negative form,
under the heading of “emotional control.” Studies of the corporation
have consistently found that the twentieth-century American workplace
demanded a much stricter control of emotions than its predecessors, the
nineteenth-century shop floor or factory. C. Wright Mills’s White Collars
and William Whyte’s Organization Man were among the first works to
draw sociologists’ attention to the new emotional requirements of eco-
nomic organizations.6 Inspired by the disquieting Weberian vision of the
domination of faceless bureaucratic structures, these (and other subse-
quent) studies suggested that in the course of the twentieth century large
corporations exerted a new kind of pressure on their employees to “man-
age” their inner life and emotions. Arlie Hochschild’s seminal study of
airline flight attendants extended this line of thought by suggesting that
a considerable amount of emotional control (“emotional work”) goes into
attendants’ interactions with passengers as they are encouraged to adopt
the company’s ideology regarding how they should feel in a variety of
situations.7 Hochschild suggested that women working in the service
industries were the most likely to become “emotional laborers,” workers
who had to repress their emotions in order to sell the image of their com-
pany. In a similar vein, Gideon Kunda’s study of the culture of a “high-
tech” corporation argued that modern corporations exert “normative
control,” attempting to control the “minds and hearts” of their employ-
ees.8 According to Kunda, contemporary corporations have deepened
and broadened control in the sense that it has been extended from behav-
ioral to emotional performance. To give a last and significant example: in
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their rich and nuanced account of the long history of attempts at anger
control in America, Carol and Peter Stearns suggest that the U.S. corpo-
ration has successfully suppressed anger but that this in turn threatens
“individuality” and spontaneity and marks the ultimate victory of “face-
less bureaucracies” dominating our lives.9

In these accounts, emotional control is a variant of social and economic
control. Hochschild, Kunda, and the Stearns all suggest that emotional
control has a strong cultural affinity with the sphere of capitalist eco-
nomic activity, not only in the Weberian sense that it is a precondition for
the rational and dispassionate pursuit of gain but also in the sense that it
reflects contemporary modes of social control inside the capitalist work-
place. All authors assume that emotional control was enforced because
actors passively accepted the organization’s authority. Most sociological
accounts presume a somewhat direct relationship between the social and
economic power to issue commands on the one hand and individuals’
exercise of emotional control on the other. In this view, individuals are
(somewhat incoherently) both passive recipients of orders and sophisti-
cated actors who can wear masks and lie to others and to themselves
about their “true” selves. Moreover, implicitly contained in these studies
is the idea that emotional self-control represses the truly “human ele-
ment” of interactions because it inscribes economic rationality at the
very center of relations inside the organization. This view has been com-
plemented by feminist perspectives on organizations, which have argued
that the ideal of rational self-control consecrates attributes of male iden-
tity and excludes women by rejecting care-oriented and emotionally
expressive female styles of management.

My approach here significantly differs from all of the above. First, I
argue that we cannot understand the emergence of the emotional norm
of self-control inside the American workplace without understanding the
broader models of social competence with which self-control has fre-
quently been associated. Indeed, one element consistently overlooked by
the sociology of organizations is that emotional control figured in our
moral vocabulary long before the emergence of capitalism and that it has
come to stand as an extended metaphor for self-mastery, self-possession,
and moral autonomy, all marks of a properly groomed selfhood.10 Being
able to control one’s bouts of anger, lust, or depression is not simply the
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effect of the “commodification of emotion” (as Hochschild and others
argue); it is an essential element of social competence writ large. As
Erving Goffman astutely observed:

During any conversation, standards are established as to how much the indi-
vidual is to allow himself to be carried away by the talk, how thoroughly he
is to permit himself to be caught up in it. He will be obliged to prevent him-
self from becoming so swollen with feelings and a readiness to act that he
threatens the bounds regarding affect that have been established for him in
the interaction. . . . When the individual does become over-involved in the
topic of conversation, and gives others the impression that he does not have
a necessary measure of self-control over his feelings and actions . . . then the oth-
ers are likely to be drawn from involvement in the talk to an involvement in
the talker. What is one’s man [sic] over-eagerness will become another man’s alien-
ation. [emphasis added]11

One might argue that Goffman takes for granted and naturalizes what
are in fact highly gendered emotional attributes of masculinity. But such
a view itself reproduces the pernicious and erroneous stereotype accord-
ing to which women have little or no control over their emotionality.
Goffman refers here to a (relatively) gender-blind form of social compe-
tence shared and endorsed by men and women, even if its modalities
vary from one gender to the other. Moreover, the exercise of such com-
petence cannot be easily distinguished from the repressive self-control
that sociologists of organizations have analyzed.12 Following Norbert
Elias’s thesis in his monumental Civilizing Process, we may view emo-
tional control as the result of the modern (i.e., since the seventeenth cen-
tury) differentiation of functions and of networks of interdependency
that thus orient the self toward a greater number of social interactions. As
these interactions increase in frequency and variety, the individual is
compelled to adjust his or her conduct to an increasing number of others,
thus making the self more self-regulated and predictable.13 According to
this view, emotional control has become a dominant way of shaping
one’s emotion, not only because it is a form of corporate control and
because it naturalizes male identity, but also because it mobilizes forms of
social competence made more necessary by the multiplication and
lengthening of chains of social interactions.

Finally, while all sociologists of organizations and of emotions (Elias



included) treat emotional control as a monolithic category, I argue that
there are many different forms of emotional control, for the simple reason
that emotional control draws primarily on culturally shaped conceptions
of the self. The flight attendant’s self-control is a far cry from, say, the
Stoic’s ataraxia. As I show in the following analysis, the therapeutic self-
control advocated in economic organizations is characterized by its mix
of rationality and emotionality, by its very capacity to make emotions
central to the self, and by its inclusion, rather than exclusion, of women’s
point of view. Such a historically new form of emotional control does
point to a transformation of the mode of control inside the organization,
but, as I argue, this transformation is distinctly different from the one tra-
ditionally envisioned by sociologists of organizations.

T h e  P o w e r  o f  C o n t r o l  a n d  t h e  C o n t r o l  o f  P o w e r

The period from the 1880s to the 1920s has been dubbed the golden age
of capitalism, during which “the factory system was established, capital
was centralized, production standardized, organizations bureaucratized,
and labor incorporated in large firms.”14 Most conspicuous was the rise
of the large-scale corporation, employing thousands and even tens of
thousands of workers, thus making corporations bureaucratically com-
plex and hierarchically much more integrated.15

In his seminal study on the rise of the corporation, Reinhard Bendix
has suggested that during the nineteenth century managers’ rhetoric
was a mix of self-help (inspired by religious Puritanism) and (Spencer-
ian) theory of the “survival of the fittest.” Managers were managers by
virtue of their merits, and these merits could not be questioned. Similarly,
those who were in subaltern positions lacked, by definition, physical,
moral, and intellectual qualities.16

As the volume and pace of industrial production began to swell, the
sheer mass of work and workers that were to be supervised grew.17 As
they grew, the organization became faced with what it saw as the increas-
ing complexity of managing people who had to produce efficiently and
quickly. From the increasing number of workers and the need to disci-
pline them emerged a managerial class who were neither owners nor
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workers and who viewed themselves as vested with the social mission of
increasing production by managing workers, who were viewed as basi-
cally stupid, immoral, dependent, and the main source of society’s ills.
Against the backdrop of labor unrest and in an atmosphere of antago-
nism between workers and capitalists, Frederick Taylor’s theory of sci-
entific management promised to secure material wealth and social har-
mony. Taylor’s aim was to remove the “cause for antagonism,” and to
that end, as he famously claimed, a “revolution in mental attitude” was
demanded.18 He asserted that “the man at the head of the business under
scientific management . . . [must be] governed by rules and laws which
have been developed through hundreds of experiments just as much as
the workman, and the standards which have been developed [must be]
equitable.”19 Taylor has been frequently pilloried for inventing an inhu-
man system of management ultimately serving capitalists’ interests. But
from a cultural standpoint the reverse is true, for his use of science served
to undermine the traditional basis of legitimacy of leadership and to
establish the foundation and perceived need for psychologists’ interven-
tion, which would in turn attempt to codify and formalize the “human”
element in the corporation. Thus, instead of regarding success as self-
explanatory (success being the proof that a man was deserving in the first
place), Taylor’s theories suggested that the duties of managers needed to
be (re)examined.

This had the effect of subtly changing the definition of what consti-
tuted a good manager. Beginning with the well-known program of intel-
ligence tests in the army during World War I, the individual worker came
to be considered a conglomerate of traits that could be measured and
tested. It did not matter whether these traits were considered innate or
acquired. As Bendix puts it, what mattered was that tests were all that
mattered and that they could be used to evaluate workers. By the 1920s
American employers and managers had turned their attention to the atti-
tudes and feelings of employees. “By so doing they were inadvertently
questioning the basis of their own authority.”20 As long as they had
regarded success as a sign of merit, no further justification of industrial
leadership was necessary. But Taylorist views of management suggested
that failures were not an unavoidable outcome of inherent and inborn
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incompetence. Instead, the causes of failures had to be investigated and
prevented through the development of appropriate managerial policies.
As Bendix has suggested, there was a subtle but significant change in the
image of the worker: from a person who had to be taught virtue and
proper manners, he had become an object of scientific scrutiny and inter-
rogation whose aptitudes and attitudes had to be tested.21 In that process,
the definition of success and leadership also changed: while in the nine-
teenth century success had been a self-evident sign of one’s social supe-
riority, which was then self-justified, leadership gradually became a more
elusive category, a quality to be proven rather than a quality inevitably
and tautologically bestowed. This in turn implied a new degree of uncer-
tainty regarding what constituted a good manager. Compared to its pre-
decessors, the religious or Darwinian legitimation of leadership, man-
agement theory seems to have created a process of collective scrutiny and
questioning, thereby creating new social forms of uncertainty and anxi-
eties, which in turn would generate new forms of organizational control.
The new cultural anxiety about the nature of the good worker and the
idea that the deployment of adequate knowledge could help find solu-
tions to improve workers’ performance constituted the backdrop for the
growing intervention of psychologists inside the corporation.

P s y c h o l o g i s t s  E n t e r  t h e  M a r k e t

By the 1920s, 86 percent of all wage earners were employed in manufac-
turing.22 Even more conspicuous was the fact that, as Yehouda Shenhav
notes, the American firm had the largest proportion of administrative
workers worldwide (eighteen administrative workers for each hundred
production workers).23 The expansion of firms went hand in hand with
the consolidation of management theories that aimed to systematize and
rationalize the production process. Indeed, the management system
shifted the locus of control from traditional capitalists to technocrats.
Using the rhetoric of science, rationality, and general welfare to establish
their authority, technocrats claimed that the interests of both the employ-
ers and the employees would presumably be met. Shenhav views this
transformation as the seizure of a new form of power by engineers who
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acted as a class of professionals. A new ideology of management was
imposed that conceived of the workplace as a “system” in which the
individual would be eradicated and general rules and laws would be for-
malized and applied to the worker and to the work process. In contrast to
capitalists, who had frequently been portrayed as greedy and selfish,
managers in the new ideology of management emerged as rational,
responsible, and predictable and as the bearers of new rules of standard-
ization and rationalization.24 Yet if until the 1920s the engineers’ rhetoric
of the workplace as system prevailed,25 soon afterward psychologists ini-
tiated another discourse that paid a great deal of attention to individuals
and to their emotions.26 At the same time that corporations were trying to
figure out how to maximize the production process and make it more
efficient, psychologists were struggling to establish themselves as a pro-
fessional group and thus offered a competing lexicon for making sense of
problems of productivity.

Under the impetus of John B. Watson’s innovations in behavioral psy-
chology, experimental psychologists had been solicited by managers to
find solutions to the problem of discipline and productivity inside the
corporation.27 World War I provided a great impetus for psychologists.
Psychologists, some of whom were inspired by Freudian psychodynamic
views, proved particularly successful in their work with the military,
helping recruit soldiers or heal war-related trauma. It was during the
Great War, under the leadership of Robert Yerkes, that psychologists
developed group intelligence tests and what would come to be known as
personnel psychology.28 Yerkes proposed ways of screening recruits for
mental deficiency and assigning selected recruits to army jobs. He also set
up committees of psychologists who investigated soldier motivation,
morale, physical incapacity and related psychological problems (“shell
shock”), and discipline. In 1918, in the aftermath of efforts by military
intelligence officers, psychologists, and doctors, the Morale Section of the
Training and Instruction Branch was established. Its purpose was to
“stimulate and maintain military morale.”29 This unit eventually built a
nationwide network of ties with both the military and civilians. The
Morale Branch established official connections with such groups as the
Young Men’s and Women’s Christian Associations, the Knights of Colum-
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bus, the Jewish Welfare Board, the American Library Association, the
Commission on Training Camp Activities, the Committee on Education
and Special Training, and the Bureau of Public Information.30 These con-
nections suggested that the work on morale had spread beyond the army
and that, whether by mimetic or normative isomorphism, it was spread-
ing to the nation at large. In the 1920s, doctoral degrees specializing in
industrial psychology began to be offered at U.S. universities,31 in turn
suggesting that industrial psychology was one of the first branches of
psychology to be institutionalized.

Given psychologists’ success in the army, managers were hopeful that
psychologists could replicate their success inside the corporation. Psy-
chologists were asked to come up with tests to identify and hire workers
with high productivity. To that end, psychologists produced a battery of
tests to find out whether intelligence was correlated with productivity.
The results consistently suggested that the relationship was so trivial as
to be insignificant. However, psychologists did find that character traits
such as honesty, loyalty, and dependability were significantly related to
productivity.

Elton Mayo was one of the first in a long list of management theorists
to provide guidelines for shaping the identity that managers sought.
However, Mayo must be given a place of honor in any account of man-
agement theory because “there can be few disciplines or fields of research
in which a single set of studies or single researcher and writer has exer-
cised so great an influence as was exercised for quarter of the century by
Mayo and the Hawthorne studies.”32 Despite the wide theoretical gap
separating the work of experimental psychologists and Elton Mayo’s rev-
olutionary theory of human relations, there was continuity between the
two bodies of work in that Mayo essentially suggested that personality
was paramount to success in the corporation. As the historian of man-
agement theory Daniel Wren writes, “The outcome of the Hawthorne
[Mayo’s] groundbreaking research was a call for a new mix of manager-
ial skills. These skills were crucial to handling human situations: first
diagnostic skills in understanding human behavior and second, inter-
personal skills in counseling, motivating, leading, and communicating
with workers. Technical skills alone were not enough to cope with the
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wrong behavior discovered at the Hawthorne Works.”33 If the skills in
human relations were skills in handling persons as persons, then success-
ful management depended substantially on managers’ ability to under-
stand others and to handle human relations in general. Managers would
now be evaluated not only according to their skill and technical compe-
tence but also according to diffuse and imprecise criteria such as “having
the right personality,” “knowing how to handle human situations,” and
“knowing how to resolve conflict.” However, where experimental psy-
chologists had viewed moral qualities such as “loyalty” or “reliability” as
important attributes of the efficient personality, Mayo’s famous Haw-
thorne experiments (conducted from 1924 to 1927) paid historically un-
precedented attention to emotional transactions per se, for their main
finding was that productivity increased if work relationships were char-
acterized by care and attention to workers’ feelings. In place of the
Victorian language of “character,” Mayo used the amoral and scientific
language of psychology to conceive of human relations as technical prob-
lems to be alleviated by proper knowledge and understanding.34 In other
words, because American corporations were struggling to increase their
productivity and because they delegated the solution to this question to
people who had been trained in the emerging science of psychology, a
new cultural category emerged: that of the “human relationship.” Like
no other group, psychologists made “human relationships” into a cul-
tural category and into a problem.

In this respect, what is perhaps most interesting is that in Mayo’s first
experiments at General Electric the subjects were all women. Unbe-
knownst to himself, Mayo’s initial findings were highly gendered. An
analysis of the cases addressed by Mayo is instructive both of the ways in
which his approach to work conflicts was influenced by a psychological
worldview and of the ways in which the problems he unraveled among
women workers were gendered. One example from his report states, “One
woman worker . . . discovered during an interview that her dislike of a cer-
tain supervisor was based upon a fancied resemblance to a detested step-
father. Small wonder that the same supervisor had warned the interviewer
that she was ‘difficult to handle.’”35 Two other women workers were
offered a transfer to another and better section. But, as Mayo observes,
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to accept would mean leaving their group and taking a job in another
department: they refused. Then representatives of the Union put some
pressure on them, claiming that, if they continued to refuse, the Union
organizers “might just as well give up” their efforts. With reluctance, the
girls reversed their decision and accepted the upgrading. Both girls at once
needed the attention of an interviewer: they had liked the former group 
in which they had earned informal membership. Both felt adjustment to a
new group and a novel situation as involving efforts and private discontent.
From both much was learned of the intimate organization and common
practices of their groups, and their adjustments to their new groups were
eased, thereby effectively helping to reconstitute the teamwork in those
groups.36

As a final example:

The interviewer was able to establish that a woman’s performance was suf-
fering because her mother had pressured her to ask for a raise. She talked
her situation out with an interviewer, and it became clear that to her a raise
would mean departure from her daily companions and associates. Although
not immediately relevant, it is interesting to note that after explaining the
situation to the interviewer she was able to present her case dispassionately
to her mother. . . . The mother immediately understood and abandoned pres-
sure for advancement, and the girl returned to work. This last instance illus-
trates one way in which the interview clears lines of communication of emo-
tional blockage—within as without the plant.37

Notice how these analyses put interpersonal relationships and emo-
tions at the center of the cultural imagination of the workplace. But they
also point to the ways in which women experienced the workplace.
Because their social role was primarily defined as that of breadwinner, it
is doubtful that many men would have felt torn between a raise and their
friends or that they would have preferred to give up the former over the
latter. If the question of how to form and maintain social bonds inside the
corporation became a key motif for Mayo and subsequent theorists, it is
because his initial findings were (unknowingly) gendered, reflecting
women’s emotional culture, in which nurturance, care, display of affec-
tion, outward expressions of support, and linguistic communication were
central to social identity and to the performance of social bonds. Mayo’s
subsequent experiments with men only further confirmed his views that
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gentle supervision and an atmosphere of trust were conducive to higher
productivity.

Mayo’s very method enabled the “discovery” that work relationships
had an essentially human, interpersonal, and emotional character. Indeed,
few have noticed that Mayo’s interview method had all the characteristics
of a therapeutic interview except the name. This is how Mayo defines his
method of interviewing:

Workers wished to talk, and to talk freely under the seal of professional con-
fidence (which was never abused) to someone who seemed representative 
of the company or who seemed, by his very attitude, to carry authority. The
experience itself was unusual; there are few people in this world who have
had the experience of finding someone intelligent, attentive, and eager to lis-
ten without interruption to all that he or she has to say. But to arrive at this
point, it became necessary to train interviewers how to listen, how to avoid
interruption or the giving of advice, how generally to avoid anything that
might put an end to free expression in an individual instance. Some approxi-
mate rules to guide the interviewer in his work were therefore set down.
These were, more or less, as follows:

1. Give your whole attention to the person interviewed, and make it evident
that you are doing so.

2. Listen—don’t talk.

3. Never argue; never give advice.

4. Listen to:
(a) what he wants to say
(b) what he does not want to say
(c) what he cannot say without help

5. As you listen, plot out tentatively and for subsequent correction the pat-
tern (personal) that is being set before you. To test this, from time to time
summarize what has been said and present for comment (e.g., “is this
what you are telling me?”). Always do this with the greatest caution. . . . 

6. Remember that everything said must be considered a personal confidence
and not divulged to anyone.38

I do not know a better definition of a therapeutic interview. Because
Mayo was using the conceptual tools of psychology, he could elicit a form
of speech that was essentially private and emotional. Moreover, because
the subjects of his milestone experiments were women, he inadvertently



initiated a process in which the emotional attributes of women were
incorporated into the workplace, which was then still largely dominated
by the male workforce. Thus if, as many feminists have claimed, mas-
culinity is implicitly inscribed in the instruments of classification and
evaluation inside the workplace, surely Mayo’s findings are an example
of the reverse, namely the inscription of femininity in seemingly “uni-
versal” claims. Mayo used a “female method”—based on speech and on
the communication of emotions—to unravel women’s problems, that is,
problems that had a fundamentally interpersonal and emotional nature,
and applied them to highly gendered male organizations. In so doing,
Mayo had initiated a process of redefinition of masculinity inside the
workplace, a redefinition that would entail a different way to think of the
self in relation to others and that essentially mixed and combined a lexi-
con of emotionality with that of productivity.

A  N e w  E m o t i o n a l  S t y l e

Mayo’s findings were applied to defining an adequate work environ-
ment not only for workers but also for management. Who would be a
successful manager? According to Mayo, the “new” leader was someone
who acted as an investigator of social sentiments and who could further
collaboration between managers and workers to achieve organizational
goals.39 Mayo revolutionized management theories because just as he
replaced the moral language of selfhood with the dispassionate termi-
nology of psychological science, he replaced the engineers’ rhetoric of
rationality that had hitherto prevailed with a new lexicon of “human
relations.” By suggesting that conflicts were not a matter of competition
over scarce resources but rather resulted from tangled emotions, person-
ality factors, and unresolved psychological problems, Mayo constructed
a discursive continuity between the family and the workplace. Thus, because
the psychologists hired to increase productivity worked with a terminol-
ogy derived from studies of the family, the language of and solutions to
conflicts in the workplace typically emerged from that realm.40

According to Mayo, conflict was the result of emotional transactions,
and harmony could be reached by the acknowledgment of such emotions
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and mutual understanding. Thus in many ways Mayo’s theory of man-
agement succeeded in reconciling the conflicting interests of capitalists
and workers. His theories acted (or at least seemed to act) as conduits for
workers’ critiques of their work conditions.41 But they also offered tech-
niques to quell those critiques. For example, when workers voiced griev-
ances, Mayo and his team noticed that the simple fact that a manager
would listen to someone angry and let the person express anger would
assuage the angry person. In the same vein, conflicts at work were recon-
ceptualized as stemming from personality problems and a troubled
childhood, not from the defective structural organization of capitalism.
For the first time, each single individual and his or her emotions were
scrutinized, and the language of productivity became slowly intertwined
with that of the psyche. Further, being a good manager meant being able
to display the attributes of a psychologist: it required that one grasp and
deal with the complex emotional nature of social transactions in the
workplace.

Mayo’s object of study and his objectives were in many obvious ways
radically different from those of clinical psychology. Yet by insisting on
the human factor in the workplace, on such intangibles as emotions and
human relations, and on an invisible thread linking the family and the
workplace, Mayo’s theories made actors working in corporations far
more receptive to the new definitions of leadership propagated by the
discourse of popular psychology. In the context of new uncertainties that
were created by the insecure economic environment of the 1930s, success
in the corporation was made to depend on having the right personality
and therefore on one’s correct management of emotions. Consequently,
by making the notion of “personality” central to economic behavior, psy-
chologists could not only form new connections between the language of
the psyche and that of economic efficiency but also ascertain and legiti-
mate their authority in the corporation and in society at large.

Even when theories of management subsequently moved away from
Mayoist thought, this basic outlook survived. When later in the 1950s the
Mayoist consensus about human relations was challenged by the new
view that conflicts of interest between labor and management were nat-
ural and inevitable, the language of emotions and human relations per-
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sisted, for it had become part of the conventions that psychologists and
management theories had successfully established. The texts of the 1940s
and 1950s still typically postulated that the “feelings” of people were
more important than the “logic” of organization intangibles, such as
charts, rules, and directives. In 1948, writing in the respected Personnel
Psychology, Ross Stagner claimed that “a thorough understanding of the
phenomena of industrial conflict requires an exploration of the psycho-
logical aspects of this problem.”42 Some ten years later, in 1959, an author
in Personnel Psychology stated that “‘attitude of mind’ . . . accounts for
American superiority in production. ‘Attitude of mind’ . . . includes atti-
tudes toward job mobility, cooperation between stewards and foremen, a
friendly and relaxed atmosphere in labor negotiation, a social viewpoint
in industry, an acceptance of the principle that rewards must parallel con-
tributions to productive efficiency.”43 As the historian Daniel Wren put it,
“In general, the texts of the early 1950s emphasized feelings, sentiments,
and collaboration.”44 In the 1960s, under the influence of the immensely
popular psychology of Abraham Maslow, this tendency only deepened
with new approaches, including “industrial humanism” or “organiza-
tional humanism,” that sought to offset the authoritarian tendencies of
organizations and to integrate individual and organization goals. The
extraordinary cultural power of psychology thus seems to have resided in
its capacity to inscribe the individual—his or her needs, claims, and cri-
tiques—within the very structure and culture of economic organizations.

The point of this rather cavalier overview is obviously not to retrace
the complex and contradictory history of management.45 Rather, it is
simply to suggest that amid the variety and complexity of management
theories, one central cultural repertoire emerged: traditional work rela-
tionships based on authority and even force were criticized and rejected
and were recast as emotional and psychological entities, thus enabling a
(seeming) harmony between the organization and the individual.

These new cultural repertoires are most salient in the popular advice
literature on management and leadership. In the following, I will focus
on the popular literature as it articulates most clearly the semiotic code of
selfhood and cultural repertoires that psychologists devised to formulate
new theories of leadership.46 Addressing an “ideal-type” manager (or
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would-be manager), popular psychologists left the intricacies of man-
agement theory per se and assumed instead the broader cultural role of
articulating the type of selfhood that could deliver the key to corporate
success. Although the texts of popular psychology cannot straightfor-
wardly inform us of the practical uses of therapeutic language, they do
point to the publicly available languages that shape self-understandings
and help interpret the behavior of others. As a historian of sixteenth-
century books, Roger Chartier, has argued, there is a continuity between
the mental or cultural schemas that structure a text and the mental or cul-
tural categories through which viewers grasp the world of a text.47 This is
all the more likely to be the case with advice literature, which, by defini-
tion, issues commands and injunctions that address cultural zones rid-
dled with uncertainties (e.g., leadership or sexuality). Advice literature
invites a mode of appropriation of texts that literary scholar Louise
Rosenblatt has identified as “efferent transactions,” understood as “read-
ings that are motivated mainly by a search for something to ‘carry
away.’”48 Even more than in the case of fiction, readers consuming advice
literature look for practical guidance, or for what Wayne Booth calls
some “useful ‘carry-over.’”49 People working in large corporations and
faced with numerous uncertainties about their worth and about the cri-
teria for advancement are likely to turn to advice literature to make sense
of an uncertain environment and to devise long-term strategies of action
to cope with that environment.

One caveat is called for here, however: these texts are likely to tell us
something about the public cultural frameworks orienting the selfhood
of lower- and middle-ranking managers and may be less useful in in-
forming us about the ethos of top-ranking managers. Guidelines for suc-
cess are particularly likely to be sought by lower or middle managers,
who depend on others for advancement and therefore need to decipher
others’ behavior to ascertain their position.50

E m o t i o n a l  C o n t r o l

One of Mayo’s teachings, endlessly recycled by popular psychologists,
was that anger needed to be banished from the workplace and that emo-
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tional control was a precondition for being a good (middle-ranking)
manager. The norm of anger control, inspired by a Puritan view of the
family, had always prevailed in the American family.51 During the nine-
teenth century, such standards of anger control remained the bulwark of
the family but do not seem to have been observed in the workplace, or at
least not as strictly as they were in the family. The new injunction of emo-
tional control captured the corporate imagination because it recast the
old Puritan norm of anger control in the double psychological language
of emotionality and of economic efficiency. New cultural scripts promot-
ing emotional control could gain quick legitimacy because the link
between rationality and emotional self-control had had a long and ven-
erable history and because it reflected one of the most important organi-
zational myths, that of rationality. As Frank Dobbin suggests in his analy-
sis of the emergence of new forms of economic behavior, “New practices
must conform to the wider understanding of what is rational.”52

In The Human Problems of an Industrial Civilization, Mayo suggested
that angry reactions were like nervous breakdowns in that they necessi-
tated appropriate measures and that one of the chief problems of proper
management would be to control or prevent them.53 The human relations
movement increasingly suggested that the control of anger was an attrib-
ute of leadership because it was a prerequisite for higher productivity
and efficiency. In their history of anger, Stearns and Stearns documented
how, from the 1930s onward, corporations developed an organizational
apparatus to train their personnel in the art of this new emotional ethos,
not only for the sake of higher efficiency and productivity, but also
because handling workers’ emotions would presumably help reduce the
level of workers’ anger and therefore the incidence of discontent and
strikes as well.54 A frequently used strategy to cope with anger was to
claim that complaints and anger had nothing to do with the workplace
but were simply reenactments of early family conflicts.55

The injunction to emotional control was directed not only at workers
but perhaps first and foremost at managers. Foremen were commanded
to listen to workers’ grievances and to hold their temper in close check.
“The foreman’s checklist: do I correct the mistakes of my workers con-
siderately, and in a manner to indicate that I am more interested in help-
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ing them to avoid future mistakes than I am in the opportunity merely to
‘bawl them out’?”56 In the 1950s, T-groups (sensitivity training programs)
bombarded foremen with examples of the bad old days of “foremen who
shouted, put down worker grievances.”57 In these groups, foremen
learned that they should be “friendly but impersonal” and that remain-
ing “cool” was an important attribute of competence.58

Studies of the contemporary corporation amply confirm that the ethos
of self-restraint has become pervasive.59 For example, in his study of
managers, Robert Jackall argues that the most important managerial
quality is self-control and that in the contemporary corporation self-
control is a crucial asset for those in the lower ranks who wish to signal
their candidacy for leadership or professionalism, a fact confirmed by
Kunda’s study of high-tech corporations and Hochschild’s study of air-
line flight attendants. Or to give another example from popular advice
literature: “Expressing anger spontaneously . . . usually means losing
control. That reflects badly on you—no matter how justified your out-
burst may be. There’s something about seeing a colleague out of control
that shakes up everyone. You’re breaking office rules, breaching profes-
sional decorum.”60

In feminist scholarship, the kind of impersonal self-control that has
been increasingly required of men by the American capitalist corporation
has often been viewed as a typically male attribute, which in turn dis-
criminates against women in making their emotional style seem hysteri-
cal and hence unprofessional.61 My interpretation of these findings differs,
for several reasons. First, the gender gap in expectations for emotional
control has been narrowing since the nineteenth century.62 Second, as
already mentioned, Mayo’s findings unknowingly transposed women’s
emotional culture to the workplace and legitimized it. As the social histo-
rian Stephanie Coontz suggests, the new approach to emotions and to
emotional control softened the character of the foreman. Indeed, “The
qualities men . . . needed to work in industrial America were almost fem-
inine ones: tact, teamwork, the ability to accept direction. New definitions
of masculinity had to be constructed that did not derive directly from the
work process.”63 From the 1920s onward, managers had to unknowingly
revise traditional definitions of masculinity and incorporate into their per-
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sonality so-called feminine attributes, such as controlling their negative
emotions, paying attention to emotions, and listening to others sympa-
thetically. This new type of masculinity was closer to the self-conscious
attention to one’s own and others’ emotions that had characterized the
female world, yet its descriptions simultaneously expressed an anxiety
about warding off attributes of femininity.64 Whereas Victorian emotional
culture had divided men and women along the axis of the public and pri-
vate spheres, the twentieth-century corporation tended to undermine
hegemonic definitions of femininity and masculinity because, among
other reasons, the service economy, in which both men and women were
employed, was person centered. In the 1920s, “department store person-
nel programs increased their efforts to make sales clerks conform to
norms of middle-class demeanor. It was at this point that advice books
for would-be secretaries (male as well as female) began to emphasize the
need for emotional control, shifting away from the stress on honesty and
punctuality that had dominated behavioral sections of corresponding
manuals in the 1880s.”65 This suggests that men and women increasingly,
though imperfectly, converged toward a common model of emotional
conduct. In the contemporary corporation, men and women are given the
same emotional injunctions: “Feelings and emotions represent value
statements of your colleagues, subordinates, and boss. . . . Effective man-
agers can pace emotions and manage the meeting more effectively.”66

One could argue, as Kathy Ferguson’s milestone work has, that the gen-
der-blind injunction to self-control in economic organizations is the result
of the fact that in large and complex bureaucratic structures men and
women are both feminized, that is, equally made to manage their power-
lessness.67 There is undoubtedly a grain of truth in this view, but, again, it
misses some important aspects of the cultural transformation of self-
control. One of them is that emotional self-control has been and continues
to be forcefully advocated by psychologists as a way to empower women.
For example, a 1980 article in the woman’s magazine Redbook quotes Dr.
Peter Brill, director of the Center for the Study of Adult Development in
Philadelphia, as saying, “Anger, tears, defensiveness, excuses—any kind
of emotional reaction—puts you in a bad light. You’ll get stuck with some
sort of negative label—highly sensitive, overemotional, an aggressive fem-
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inist, a pushy broad—all of which boil down to the demeaning stereotype
‘behaving like a female.’”68 Even if some columnists urge women to take
advantage of their “natural” skills in dealing with their emotions, the main
message is that women should be in full control of their emotional expres-
siveness to be better able to secure their interests.

The same Redbook article, discussing how to receive criticism from oth-
ers, instructs women that they can avoid the struggle of repressing hurt
emotions by not reacting emotionally to begin with: “Invalid criticism is
by far the toughest to handle. But there are sensible alternatives to quiv-
ering lips and moist eyes. You can bite the bullet, for instance, and ignore
it. According to Dr. Brill, this approach is easier when you focus on long-
term goals instead of on present difficulties.” In illustration, the article
presents the case of a woman who was the butt of her fellow students for
three years: “It took Brenda several visits to a therapist to realize that her
best strategy was to ignore their gibes by concentrating on the diploma
that would eventually establish her professional equality.” Also pre-
sented is the case of Lois, a twenty-eight-year-old customer service rep-
resentative for a large retail chain:

Her goal was to move into the personnel department, but her boss was a
bullying, manipulative supervisor with an unpleasantly critical style. He
complained about everything: her handwriting, her perfume, her tone of
voice, her judgment. In the beginning she fought back. “I’d tell him he was
wrong, that I hadn’t done what he’d said or that everybody makes mistakes.
Finally, I realized that every time he put out a hook, I grabbed it. I wanted 
to end the criticism, not prolong it, so I neutralized his ammunition by say-
ing things such as ‘I can understand why you might feel that way’ or ‘you
could be right.’ That satisfied him, and thank goodness I was eventually
promoted.”69

When they addressed men and women inside the corporation, psy-
chologists used a gender-blind language and called upon men and
women to adopt the same emotional style: to be moderate, to dose their
emotions according to the imperative of office efficiency, and most of all
to think rationally and strategically. In the well-known Getting Past No,
William Ury addressed both men and women when he wrote: “In react-
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ing strongly, in not thinking rationally, we lose sight of our interests.”70

What was unprecedented was the tight association between self-control,
rationality, and self-interest: to be self-controlled signaled rationality
because it signaled the capacity to discipline one’s passions for the sake
of one’s self-interest.

The standard feminist interpretation of this is that the advice to control
emotions ends up keeping women under men’s dominion by erecting
masculine models of emotional behavior.71 But again, such interpretation
ignores the fact that the explicit intent of such advice has been to
empower women. More crucially, this advice intends to make women
creatures of self-interest, a key motif of feminist political thought and tac-
tics. Moreover, in being made into an attribute of professional compe-
tence, the ideal of self-control marked a clear departure from traditional
definitions of hegemonic masculinity, understood as a model prescribing
men to be self-reliant, aggressive, competitive, oriented to mastery and
dominance, emotionless, and, when necessary, ruthless. In contrast, the
kind of emotional control commanded by psychologists combined two
attributes: the capacity to be rational in the pursuit of one’s self-interest
and the capacity to defuse conflict and to create friendly relationships.

Empathy

The self-control advocated by psychologists does not entail the overall
suppression of emotions. In fact, the contrary is true: empathy is as
strongly advocated as self-control and is viewed as an essential addition
to self-control. For example, in 1937, in the immensely popular book How
to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie wrote: “If as a result of
reading this book, you get only one thing—an increased tendency to
think always in terms of the other person’s point of view, and see things
from his angle as well as your own—if you get only that one thing from
this book, it may easily prove to be one of the milestones of your
career.”72 In 1956, Leonard Jarrard, then teaching at the Carnegie Institute
of Technology, wrote in the journal Personnel Psychology that “empathy
appears to be a necessary requisite for supervisory success.”73

Anyone familiar with the corporation knows that the emotional self-
control advocated by organizational consultants and psychologists is a
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far cry from the stern repression of emotions usually associated with its
Victorian predecessor. In its therapeutic version, self-control must be
manifested in an upbeat, smiling, agreeable attitude. From the 1930s
onward, almost all guidebooks on successful management emphasized
the value of positive talk, empathy, enthusiasm, friendliness, and energy,
with the more recent guidebooks advocating a blend of spirituality with
a therapeutic call to dispel performance anxieties, to nurture oneself, and
to entertain positive thoughts about oneself and others. In his study of
managers, Robert Jackall concurs with one of the managers he quotes as
saying: “Happy people are nicer to be around. [To be a good manager]
it’s important to be an up person, and to keep an up perspective.”74

Indeed, positive energy, as marked by appearing to be problem-free and
enthusiastic, is another important attribute of the manager, whose self-
control must always be personable and friendly. The mix of self-control
and empathy advocated by organizational psychologists aims at creating
the conditions for what organizational researchers call “ingratiation”
strategies,75 strategies aiming at making one likable by projecting friend-
liness, a positive attitude toward others, and the capacity to acknowledge
them. What is stake in the construction of such emotional personas is the
capacity to establish trust and trustworthiness.

Thus the argument positing that psychology has strengthened man-
agers’ grip on minds and hearts or that the economy debases a genuine
realm of emotions is simplistic. The capitalist workplace, far from being
devoid of emotions, has been saturated with a kind of affect committed
to and commanded by the imperative of cooperation. Because capitalism
demands and creates networks of interdependence and has positioned
affect in the heart of its transactions, it has also brought about a disman-
tling of the very gender identities it helped establish in the first place. In
commanding that we exert our mental and emotional skills to identify
with others’ point of view, the “psychological ethos” orients the man-
ager’s self to the model of traditional female selfhood. It blurs gender divi-
sions by inviting men and women to control their negative emotions, be
friendly, view themselves through others’ eyes, and empathize with oth-
ers.76 For example, one 1990s manual entitled Social Skills at Work states
that “in professional relationships men don’t have to be identified always
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with ‘hard’ masculine qualities and women with ‘soft’ feminine ones.
Men can and should be just as capable as women of sensitivity and com-
passion, . . . and of the arts of cooperation and persuasion, while women
should be just as capable as men of self-assertion and leadership and of
the arts of competition and direction.”77 Emotional capitalism has re-
aligned emotional cultures, harnessing the emotional self more closely to
instrumental action.

Of course, I do not claim that the injunctions and instructions of advice
literature have straightforwardly shaped corporate life or that they have
miraculously erased the harsh and often brutal reality of the corporate
world and of male domination of women. What I am saying, however, is
that new models of emotionality, formulated by psychologists and con-
sultants in management and human relations, have subtly but surely
altered modes and models of sociability inside the middle-class work-
place and have redrawn the cognitive and practical emotional bound-
aries regulating gender differences.

As the self-appointed experts on relationships inside organizations,
psychologists have introduced emotions into the discourse on manage-
ment and productivity, claiming that pursuing one’s self-interest is syn-
onymous with emotional health. By linking professional competence
with emotions, they have constructed managerial identity around the
idea that “personality attributes” and emotional style are a legitimate
basis for managerial authority, with the ultimate economic justification
that they are conducive to cooperation and productivity. Psychologists
have redefined the “moral fitness” of the leader as emotional compe-
tence, in which one signals and signifies the mastery of one’s inner self
simultaneously through distance from others (through self-control) and
through an empathy and friendliness aimed at demonstrating one’s
capacity to cooperate with others. This redefinition has transformed the
traditional male modes and models of domination inside the corporation.

Psychologists and the Transformation of Power

In The Corrosion of Character, Richard Sennett has argued that the ethos of
teamwork now pervades the contemporary corporation and that it has
redefined corporate relationships as containing “power without author-
ity.”78 Sennett does not think that such power significantly differs from
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previous forms of power, and he even suggests that it is worse. This view
does not distinguish between different modes of domination, or, if it
does, often ends up adopting the somewhat absurd position that the
exercise of soft power is worse than the exercise of brutal and overt forms
of power. This position in turn avoids an inquiry into the more difficult
and challenging question of understanding the differences between dif-
ferent forms of power. Indeed, if psychologists transformed power rela-
tionships—and they undoubtedly did—and if their power seems more
difficult to battle, it is because the leadership model they tried to instill
was based on trustworthiness and cooperation.

Weber defined power as the “possibility of imposing one’s own will
upon the behavior of other persons.”79 In this view, power is a zero-sum
game. A’s will must outweigh B’s will for it to be counted as powerful.
But the therapeutic definitions of competence transform this traditional
approach to power because for psychologists “real” power is established
precisely by not engaging in power struggles and by keeping one’s emo-
tions in check. According to one 1950s book of business psychology, for
example, “It goes without saying that in order to help other people
relieve emotional tension and to direct emotional stirrings into the
desired pattern, the individual in charge of the situation must be able to
keep himself under control. Displays of emotion tend to engender simi-
lar responses in other people. This means that if the person is to control
the situation he must not allow himself to be stimulated by the emotion-
ality of the other person.”80

Here two agents, one in power and one receiving orders, can have their
own will realized by not reacting: the employer establishes her authority
by controlling her negative emotions, but the employee can also realize
his strength by, say, not reacting to a bullying boss. Further, by avoiding
an expression of anger or protest, an employee can be made to be the sub-
tle victor of an interaction with a bullying boss. Not reacting becomes the
mark of self-control, which in turn signals a hidden and subtle psycho-
logical power that can in fact bypass hierarchical status and power. In the
psychological literature, overt reactions to others’ offenses are repeatedly
and forcefully discouraged. In a famous manual for managers, Getting
Past No, the Harvard Business School professor William Ury admonishes,
“When you react, you are hooked.”81 The public defense of one’s honor,



understood as the social value bestowed on the self by others, is always
systematically discouraged. This is because, according to the therapeutic
ethos, the fully mature adult prefers to react strategically and defend his
interests rather than his honor. People who are likely to prefer their honor
over their interest are deemed emotionally “incompetent” and therefore
lacking in “true” power. The person who really trusts himself—as count-
less psychologists since Heinz Kohut or D. W. Winnicott have argued—
need not engage in defensive battles. We arrive at the following astonish-
ing paradox: “real” psychological strength consists in being able to secure
one’s interests without defending oneself by reacting or counterattacking.
In this way, securing self-interest and power in an interaction is estab-
lished by showing self-confidence, which is in turn equated with a lack of
defensiveness or overt aggressiveness. Power thus becomes divorced
from the outward display of hostility and from the defense of one’s honor,
responses that have traditionally been central to definitions of masculin-
ity. While premodern power might have been overtly and covertly hostile
and aggressive, contemporary signs of power must bracket any such
emotional display because, in the therapeutic literature, knowing how to
secure one’s status signifies the ability to secure one’s interests, which are
in turn established when one avoids direct confrontations. Self-control
means that one is governed by calculated reason and that one is pre-
dictable and consistent in one’s interactions.

One example from my own research makes especially clear that a
transformation in the cultural definition of power has taken place. In the
course of my interviews, I offered respondents the following story:

Tom has been working in a firm for two years. He likes his job very much.
His salary is very competitive, his work stimulating and interesting. How-
ever, his relationship with his boss is sometimes strained because his boss 
is not well informed about new techniques and strategies that could improve
productivity and increase sales. One day, Tom suggests to his boss that they
introduce some changes in the department because he believes that if they
don’t the department will be in danger of losing money and sales will de-
crease. Tom’s boss refuses, telling Tom not to worry and saying that if any-
thing happens he will take responsibility for it. But Tom’s worst fears come
true: the department does lose money, Tom is blamed for the losses, and his
boss does not step in to take his share of the responsibility.
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All of the fifteen respondents whose age was below sixty answered
that they would not confront their boss, and several suggested that they
would simply try to leave the company. However, all three of the respon-
dents who were above age sixty-five said they would raise the issue as a
matter of principle. For example, Timothy, a seventy-two-year-old retired
senior accountant, reacted to the story as follows:

Timothy: That’s not right. What the boss did is not right.
Interviewer: Would you have done something about it? That is, if you

had been Tom—
Timothy: Well, that depends . . . but I think I would; I would have gotten

angry and made sure he [the boss] knew about it. Maybe I would even
go to the bigger boss.

Contrast this answer with the following given by Alexandra, a twenty-
six-year-old middle executive fresh out of business school:

Alexandra: Confronting my boss could be the emotionally satisfying
option, but the worst one in terms of career management. I would either
leave the company or try to do things behind my boss’s back. But I
would definitely not confront him.

Interviewer: Can you say why?
Alexandra: Because I would be concerned to look childish and unreliable.

Sociologists Roderick M. Kramer and Karen Cook argue that rational-
ity and consistency are perceived to be conditions for building trust inside
organizations.82 If they are correct, the conditions for building such trust in
turn tend to defuse the emotional conditions for the overt display and
contestation of power. Such definitions of power as self-possession are
paradoxical: they tend to discourage the abusive displays of anger that we
normally associate with the “bullying boss,” but they also delegitimize the
expression of workers’ anger about other abuses of power that may be
directed against them.

To conclude: as corporations grew bigger and created more layers of
management between employees and upper management and as Ameri-
can society became oriented toward a service economy (on its way to the
so-called postindustrial society), a scientific discourse dealing primarily
with persons, interactions, and emotions was the natural candidate to
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shape the language of selfhood in the workplace. The psychological dis-
course became prevalent in American culture for a number of reasons.
One was that psychologists offered a language—of persons, emotions,
motivations—that seemed to correspond to and make sense of the large-
scale transformations in the American workplace. As Andrew Abbott put
it: “The developing organizational society uprooted the work and per-
sonal lives of individuals and therefore required professionals who could
adjust individuals to life within it. This problem of adjustment has been
peculiarly poignant in the United States, where the symbolic ethic of
rugged individualism enjoys incongruous persistence in a highly orga-
nized and structured society. The chief professions of adjustment have
been the psychiatrists and the psychologists.”83

Moreover, psychology claimed to provide new tools to orient oneself in
the increasingly complex maze of American organizations and the Ameri-
can economy. As Karl Manheim put it in his classical study Ideology and
Utopia, “It is not men in general who think, or even isolated individuals
who do the thinking, but men in certain groups who have developed a
particular style of thought in an endless series of responses to certain typical sit-
uations characterizing their common position” (emphasis added).84 Because
corporate hierarchy demanded an orientation to persons as well as to
commodities, and because work in the corporation demanded coordina-
tion and cooperation, the management of the self in the workplace in-
creasingly became a “problem.” It was only natural that the response to
this “problem” would be addressed by psychologists. Psychologists acted
as “knowledge specialists” who developed ideas and methods to improve
human relations and who thereby transformed the “structure of knowl-
edge or consciousness that shapes the thinking of laypersons.”85

The therapeutic language quickly became popular because it met the
interests of both managers and workers as it addressed the problem of
productivity. With the recession of the late 1920s and the steep rise in
unemployment rates that accompanied the recession, work was becom-
ing more uncertain.86 In this context, the discourse of psychology offered
symbolic guidance and seemed to secure both labor’s and management’s
interests. The language of psychology was particularly well suited for
managers and corporation owners. Psychologists seemed to promise that
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they would increase profits, fight labor unrest, organize manager-worker
relationships in a nonconfrontational way, and neutralize class struggles
by casting them in the benign language of emotions and personality. On
the workers’ side, the language of psychology seemed far more democ-
ratic than previous theories of leadership because it now made good
leadership depend on personality and on the capacity to understand oth-
ers rather than on social position. After all, in the previous system of con-
trol over the workers, “workers had to submit to the authority of foremen
in issues such as hiring, firing, pay, promotion, and workload. Most fore-
men used a ‘drive system,’ a method involving strict supervision and
verbal abuse.”87 In addition, psychologists paid attention to workers’ cri-
tiques of the workplace and seemed to be unprecedentedly concerned
with the satisfaction of their needs. While most sociologists have viewed
the early uses of psychology inside the corporation as a form of subtle
and hence powerful control, I suggest instead that it held a significant
appeal for workers because, at least at face value, it seemed to give audi-
ence to workers’ critiques and to democratize what had been relations of
dominance and subordination between workers and managers (this is
why Mayo’s intervention at General Electric was so effective). Such
seeming democratization was associated with the new belief that one’s
personality, deemed to be independent of social status, was the key to
managerial success and that managers needed to attend to the human
dimension of work relationships.88

Finally, the psychological discourse shaped and framed the cultural
repertoires through which both labor and management understood, com-
municated, and acted upon not only their emotions but also, and perhaps
most crucially, their interests. Interests, like other motives for action, are
culture bound. The idea that self-interest should guide action was not
self-evident, for psychologists had to muster a battery of arguments and
rhetoric to convince workers, managers, and would-be managers that
they should act for its sake. Far from being pre- or acultural, interests are
made meaningful through public vocabularies and indeed were instilled
as a principle of action by the many experts and professionals who
entered the corporate field (psychologists, organizational consultants,
etc.). These findings accord with Weber’s famous claim that “ideas have,
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like switchmen, determined the tracks along which action has been
pushed by the dynamic of interest”89 and that the dynamics of interests
and ideas are closely intertwined. But they go even further and suggest
that the very notion of “interest,” far from being an invariant property of
social action, was in fact intensively culturally elaborated by psycholo-
gists. In other words, psychologists not only made emotions central to
the workplace but relentlessly codified the notion of self-interest itself,
arguing that mature individuals are defined by their ability to secure
their self-interest, in turn expressed by self-control and by the capacity to
forego expressions of power.

T h e  C o m m u n i c a t i v e  E t h i c  

a s  t h e  S p i r i t  o f  t h e  C o r p o r a t i o n

Knowledge systems, no less than morality plays, stories, or myths, offer
cultural prescriptions and models of behavior. In fact, one of the reasons
why knowledge is such an intrinsic part of culture is that many knowl-
edge systems offer an image of the good or worthy person as well as a set
of the rules through which one is to become such a person. The different
theories that were elaborated by popular psychologists writing guide-
books on management converged around the 1970s in one cultural model
that has become widely pervasive and authoritative, namely the model
of “communication.” Psychologists increasingly refined the rules of emo-
tional conduct by principally reformulating the cognitive and linguistic
rules of interaction and by offering a model of sociability based on “com-
munication.” This model explains conflict and problems as the result of
imperfect emotional and linguistic communication; conversely, it views
adequate linguistic and emotional communication as the key to achiev-
ing desirable relationships. This model was not born ex nihilo with psy-
chologists. It had its source in the democratic Deweyian ideal of “con-
versation” and “discussion” as key features of an enlightened citizenry.
But psychologists gave this ideal a new lease on life by associating it with
emotional self-management and with economic leadership.90

To understand the nature of this model, the recourse to Foucault’s con-
ceptualization of “ethical substance” is called for. As summarized by
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Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, ethical substance is what makes a
subject constitute him- or herself as a moral subject.91 It is the relations
one has with oneself through the available moral and scientific dis-
courses. The first dimension of “ethical substance” addresses the ques-
tion: Which aspect of myself is concerned with moral conduct? For exam-
ple, are intentions, actions, desires, or feelings the locus for the expression
of morality? The second aspect refers to what Foucault calls the mode of
subjection, namely the ways in which a law is legitimated and enforced
(examples are divine law, natural law, and rational rule). The third
dimension pertains to the question: What are the means by which we can
change ourselves in order to become ethical (e.g., moderate our acts,
eradicate our desires, or channel sexual desire for reproductive aims)?
This in turn constitutes what Foucault calls self-forming activity (pratique
de soi). Finally, the fourth aspect is the kind of being we aspire to when we
behave morally (e.g., becoming pure, immortal, or free) to obtain certain
aims (e.g., having children).92 “Communication” has become an essential
part of the ethical substance of men and women inside the corporation.
In the cultural model of communication, the means to forge relationships
are cognitive (they demand that one adopt a reflexive posture vis-à-vis
oneself), emotional (they require that one pace one’s feelings as well as
those of others), and perhaps primarily linguistic (they require that one
know how to use appropriate ways of speaking that do not threaten oth-
ers and that even acknowledge them positively).

The model of “communication” aims at providing linguistic and emo-
tional techniques to reconcile diverging imperatives: namely to assert
and express the self, yet cooperate with others; to understand others’
motives, yet manipulate oneself and others to reach desired goals; and to
be self-controlled, yet personable and accessible. Communication is thus
an “ethical substance” in which it is impossible to separate self-interest
from attention to others, language being essentially the main technique
through which the two are to be presumably reconciled.

The main aspect of the self concerned with moral conduct is how one
appears to others through language and emotional expression. Accord-
ing to the ethos of communication put forth by popular psychology, a
prerequisite of good relationships with others demands that one evalu-
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ates oneself “objectively,” which implies that one ought to understand
how one appears to others. Numerous guidebooks on successful leader-
ship prescribe that one become a Meadian actor, evaluating and compar-
ing one’s self-image with the image others have of oneself. As an advice
book puts it: “Without the management training course [a communica-
tion workshop] Mike’s career might well have remained stagnant, not
because he lacks ability but because he didn’t understand that he was giving
other people the wrong impression of himself ” (emphasis added).93 The ad-
vice literature on successful management incessantly requires that one
examine oneself as if through someone else’s eyes, thus suggesting that
one adopt another’s point of view to increase one’s chances at success.
This self-knowledge enables one to manipulate and control oneself more
skillfully without, however, inviting a cold or cynical approach to others.
In fact, self-awareness is contiguous with the injunction to identify with
others and to listen to them. As a book for leaders puts it: “This book is
designed to help managers and staff members better understand why
people do the things they do and feel the way they feel. The goal is to
develop the skill of stepping outside the situation to ask, “what is really
going on, and why?”94 A publication of the Institute for Financial
Education similarly states: “A powerful influence on perception is the
self-concept. Self-concept is a kind of mental mirror that reflects how you
view yourself . . . . Individuals’ concepts of themselves influence their
perceptions of events and other people.”95 The same publication further
suggests that “an essential first step toward improving your perception
skills and your skills as a communicator is to recognize that people have
differing perceptions [from yours.]”96 Multiperspectivalism is incessantly
advocated as a skill with which to negotiate with others because “recog-
nizing” and “empathizing” with another’s needs are essential compo-
nents of the type of competence that is simultaneously professionally
strategic and moral. Toward that end, a technique frequently recom-
mended by psychologists in their interactions with their patients is
equally recommended in manager-employee relationships: “In moments
of great rapport [between manager and employee], a remarkable pattern
of nonverbal communication can develop. Two people will mirror each
other’s movements—dropping a hand, shifting their body at exactly the
same time.”97 Or to take another example,
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The most powerful use of pacing and leading [two techniques taught by the
book] occurs when you mirror the person you are trying to understand. You
simply assume the body posture of the other person, mirror key movements,
and consciously try to use their most important main words. In mirroring
you seek to become one-in-harmony with the person you are trying to
understand. Mirroring may be useful in understanding an employee who
has failed or done poorly in an assignment, in negotiation when you find
yourself about to lose control, and in any situation where your desire is to
learn where the other person is “coming from.” . . . Deliberate monitoring
enables you to better enter the perspective of the other person. While you 
are calming down, you can gain perspective on the situation and the other
person. Finally, those who mirror each other nonverbally tend to have higher
levels of understanding and sympathy.98

Mirroring and the capacity to entertain various viewpoints are tech-
niques to forge relationships in which one is simultaneously preoccupied
by oneself and aware of another’s gaze. Mirroring and psychological
multiperspectivalism enable the simultaneous advancement of the self
and its interests and the apprehension of other, potentially conflicting
points of view and interests. As an Internet site providing communica-
tion skills instructs:

Good communication skills require a high level of self-awareness. Under-
standing your personal style of communicating will go a long way toward
helping you to create good and lasting impressions on others. By becoming
more aware of how others perceive you, you can adapt more readily to their
styles of communicating. This does not mean you have to be a chameleon,
changing with every personality you meet. Instead, you can make another
person more comfortable with you by selecting and emphasizing certain
behaviors that fit within your personality and resonate with another. In
doing this, you will prepare yourself to become an active listener.99

Mirroring is mentioned in conjunction with listening, which is deemed
crucial to preventing conflict and fostering more cooperation. Indeed,
what is at stake here is building up social capital or trust, in the sense that
the objective is to increase others’ trust in oneself but also to make oneself
trust others. As one book on anger management explains, “The strategies
you have been learning about in the last few chapters will increase your
sensitivity toward other people. From this base you can proceed to



develop empathy—the ability to project oneself into the consciousness of
another person, to better understand the motivations of others and reduce
the intrusiveness of mistrust when it comes to making judgments about
their behavior.”100 Or as a book entitled Making the Message Clear puts it:
“Developing communication style fit and flexibility increases both the
amount and accuracy of the information you exchange. This exchange, or
reciprocity, is the foundation of your work relationships. If reciprocity is
enhanced, rapport, trust, and achievement of work-related goals will
increase, permitting you to lead others to mutually beneficial outcomes.
Successful communication demands fitting your style to another’s style
and becoming flexible in your communication and thinking.”101

The form of listening described above does not imply passive listening
(as in Catholic confessionals, for example); rather, it must generate what
philosopher Axel Honneth calls “recognition,” or the intersubjective “pos-
itive understanding [that people have] of themselves.” Because “self-
image . . . is dependent on the possibility of being continually backed up
by others,”102 recognition entails an acknowledgment and reinforcement
of another’s claims and positions on both the cognitive and emotional lev-
els. Thus one training program on conflict resolution states that

the technique of active listening . . . has several functions. First, the listener
permits the venting of emotion. The speaker feels heard and tension is
released. The listener’s body posture and gestures, such as head-nodding,
confirm for the speaker the sense of being heard. His feelings are reflected
back by the listener (e.g. “It really was important for you that . . .”). She
re-states or paraphrases what the speaker has said, again checking with him
for accuracy. She then asks clarifying questions for further information. The
telling-listening function is extremely important in conflict resolution. This is
particularly true where a continuing relationship between the parties is nec-
essary, whether it be divorcing parents or ethnic communities in Bosnia.103

This last quote suggests that “communication” is a technique of recogni-
tion that can be transposed from the private to the public sphere and
from the public sphere to the international arena because it contains the
elementary forms of modern selfhood.

The concept and practice of communication, initially presented as a
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technique and as an ideal definition of personality and selfhood, are now
applied to characterize the ideal corporation by metonymical extension.
For example, the giant corporation Hewlett Packard advertises itself in
this way: “HP is a firm where one can breathe a spirit of communication,
a strong spirit of interrelations, where people communicate, where you go
towards others. It is an affective relationship.”104 In fact, communication
has come to define the model of corporate selfhood in general: “In a recent
survey of recruiters from companies with more than 50,000 employees,
communication skills were cited as the single most important decisive fac-
tor in choosing managers. The survey, conducted by the University of
Pittsburgh’s Katz Business School, points out that communication skills,
including written and oral presentations, as well as an ability to work
with others, are the main factor contributing to job success.”105 Richard
Sennett has argued that “the modern work ethic focuses on teamwork. It
celebrates sensitivity to others; it requires such ‘soft skills’ as being a good
listener and being cooperative; most of all, teamwork emphasizes team
adaptability to circumstances. Teamwork is the work ethic which suits a
flexible political economy. For all the psychological heavy breathing
which modern management does about office and factory teamwork, it is
an ethos of work which remains on the surface of experience. Teamwork
is the group practice of demeaning superficiality.”106

But this view itself is superficial. This peculiar mix of self-interest and
sympathy, of attention to oneself and manipulation of others, articulates
a historically new type of selfhood that I dub reflexive selfhood.107 A reflex-
ive self has internalized strong mechanisms of self-control to maintain its
self-interest, not through the blatant display of selfish competitiveness,
but through the art of mastering social relations. A reflexive self occupies
the space that makes up the modern idea of the “individual” but is a far
cry from the Robinson Crusoe prototype because it incorporates the
other’s point of view by imagining and identifying with it both sympa-
thetically and strategically. In his classical study of the corporation,
Robert Jackall suggests that the manager’s self is essentially reflexive in
that it demands continual self-scrutiny and private monitoring, for
managers must advance their interests, plan moves, build coalitions,
negotiate, and assert themselves while acknowledging and listening to
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others.108 Reflexivity is woven into the very fabric of work in the contem-
porary corporation, which demands at once a dexterity with symbols and
a fluency in transactions with others.109 Managers operate in a complex
hierarchy of signs and persons; they are managed by others and in turn
manage others; they compete with equals but are constrained to build
coalitions with them and to decipher the hidden cues of competitors or
superiors. This dense hierarchical structure was codified by the thera-
peutic persuasion as requiring a reflexive self centered on the control of
emotions, on the semiotic skills to decipher interactions, and on the
capacity to signal (or hide) one’s own moves through “communication
skills.” Psychologists have thus constructed personality as a form of
symbolic currency, defined by its ability to master, manage, and manipulate
social bonds themselves. Projecting a communicative selfhood signals at
once self-mastery and the capacity to master others through a complex
mix of linguistic clarity and the emotional capacity to blend opposites,
such as assertiveness and recognition.

By a peculiar detour of cultural history, psychologists have articulated
a language of selfhood that resuscitates Adam Smith’s complex view of
the self. In his Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith posited that the self was
split between what he called an “impartial spectator” and a self that
could sympathetically identify with the plight of another.110 Two sociolo-
gists suggest that “[Smith’s] idea that aggressive impulses are tempered
by the internalized expectations of others creates the contemporary equa-
tion of honor and reason that help[s] pacify economic conduct.”111 In his
Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith conceived of a model of society in which
each person’s pursuit of his own economic self-interest would be a source
of social harmony, for in a society where labor is carefully and minutely
divided, individuals would all need each other and would therefore
enter a civil relationship with others on the basis of their own self-
interest.112 The ethos of communication taps directly into this model of
social interaction by suggesting that it is in all people’s best interest to
control their emotions, to listen to each other, to communicate with each
other, and to exercise empathetic feelings. The deployment of rational
management of people in the contemporary corporation contributes to
the constitution of a complex personality structure that both masters and
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expresses emotions, that is both rational and sympathetic, that both mas-
ters one’s self-image and is able to decipher others’ motives. Thus, by an
ironic twist of cultural history, the self-interested Homo economicus of
Adam Smith has been recast by psychologists as a Homo communicans
who reflexively monitors his words and emotions, controls his self-
image, and pays tribute to the other’s point of view.

The reasons why communication has become so central in the defini-
tion of competent corporate selfhood are many and have to do with the
transformations of capitalism. With the changing normative structure
entailed in the democratization of social relationships, procedural rules
had to be set up to reconcile the increasingly hierarchical structure of cor-
porate organizations with the increasing democratization of social rela-
tions. Moreover, the increasing complexity of the economic environment,
the ever-growing pace of new technologies, and the consequent rapid
obsolescence of skills made criteria for success changing and contradic-
tory and had the effect of overburdening the self with tensions and
uncertainties and of making it solely responsible for managing them.
Communication has thus become an emotional skill for navigating an
environment fraught with uncertainties and conflicting imperatives and
collaborating with others. Finally, the flexibility demanded by the thera-
peutic persuasion has an affinity with the flexibility required in the so-
called post-Fordist era. Indeed, in the 1970s and 1980s, capitalism moved
toward customized production, decentralization of production, and the
creation of a core workforce that had multiple skills,113 all of which placed
much greater burdens on the self in an unstable economic environment.

E m o t i o n a l ,  M o r a l ,  

a n d  P r o f e s s i o n a l  C o m p e t e n c e

Cultural codes exist not only in texts but also in practices. While it is dif-
ficult to demonstrate a direct causal link between the cultural codes fash-
ioned by psychologists and the transformation of professional compe-
tence, we can look for the ways one gets converted into the other or, to
use the words of the economic sociologist Frank Dobbin, for the ways
convention becomes cognition. As William Sewell has argued, “System
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and practice are complementary concepts: each presupposes the other.”114

On the basis of fifteen interviews with managers working in firms of
more than three hundred employees and with students in an MBA pro-
gram often ranked as the top program in the United States, I would like
to examine current definitions of professional competence and extrapo-
late on the role played by psychologists in shaping current views of pro-
fessional competence.115

The therapeutic code has reformulated the connection between pro-
fessional, moral, and emotional competence by conflating the three. This
code is borne out in the ordinary conceptions that managers have of their
work and of themselves. Let me start with Philip, a thirty-five-year-old
manager who obtained an engineering degree from a top university in
the Midwest. He is an operations manager, a position that puts him in
touch with many resources, as he has to solve a variety of problems per-
taining to the process of manufacturing. The nature of his work is to rec-
oncile conflicting interests and to respond to the demands of different
departments and aspects of the manufacturing process.

Interviewer: In that process of “negotiating in the business setting,” as
you just said, what kind of emotions—if at all—would you feel comfort-
able showing?

Philip: Typically I would not . . . I don’t feel there’s much place for express-
ing emotions in a logical technical discussion, it just doesn’t help at all.
So typically, no, there are times when people express anger and gener-
ally I still wouldn’t. If someone is angry with me, I try to avoid any
direct confrontation.

Interviewer: How does it make you feel when someone is angry with
you?

Philip: Generally, in that setting, it doesn’t bother me very much, I under-
stand where the anger comes from, it’s a sense of frustration, sometimes
due to past experiences with other project managers or other things that
the company has pushed on them, so . . . Generally I understand where
it comes from and I don’t take it personally. If someone is really yelling
at me then sometimes I would get really upset, and generally rather 
than yelling back at the person I would suggest that we take a break 
and come back the next day or a few days later. . . . I have a project right
now that I’m working on. . . . I am making some changes to a packaging
process, in our world we have two types of processes, there is what we
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call the processing part and then the packaging part, if you have food
that’s in a package, first you have to make it and then you have to put 
it in a package. I have a major project now, making modifications to a
packaging process, and the modifications that I am doing are going to
allow us to produce a lot more. However, historically in this area there
have been some problems with the process, the making of the product.
Those problems are really a separate issue; I’m making modifications to
one segment of the process that doesn’t have really any effect [on] the
other segments of the process. However, the operation people are trying
to get me to devote a lot of time and energy and financial resources
solving this other problem, and I have had actually several meetings
with the operation group, and in this particular area there is one person
that tends to get very angry, and he has on several occasions expressed
anger that I am not devoting the resources to solving those other prob-
lems. He is a very emotional person. It becomes very counterproductive,
you can’t get a logical exchange of ideas when it starts to get out of
hand. . . . On a couple of occasions I had to say, “Let’s stop.” . . . 

Interviewer: What do you mean, “a very emotional person”?
Philip: He is very likely to express anger.
Interviewer: Is that what the meaning of emotional is?
Philip: Generally, yes.
Interviewer: So it’s negative?
Philip: When I say that a person is emotional in a professional setting, yes,

it’s negative.
Interviewer: And in a private setting?
Philip: (Seeming perplexed and hesitant) You know, that’s interesting, I’ve

never thought of that, but no, I would say that in a private setting to be
emotional is good, even desirable. . . . 

Interviewer: What is your main objection to anger in a professional
setting?

Philip: It doesn’t lend itself well to clear thinking. So when you are yelling
at me we’re probably not making progress, we’re not able to think
logically, and it just doesn’t help to get the work done.

Interviewer: Most people around you at work manage to keep their anger
under control?

Philip: Yes. Definitely.

This interview displays many of the essential elements of the thera-
peutic code as outlined earlier. First, it is interesting that this manager
immediately describes the broad and vague expression “expressing emo-
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tions in the workplace” as a negative trait. In fact, like all the managers or
would-be managers interviewed, he views “being emotional” in the con-
text of the workplace as negative. Second, although Philip claims that
anger is an illegitimate emotion to express, he spontaneously insists that
he is able to “understand” where others’ negative emotions “come from.”
He immediately displays his capacity to empathize with, decipher, and
understand others. Finally, Philip opposes rationality and productivity to
unrestrained or spontaneous emotionality and views self-control and
self-management as the precondition for efficiency and cooperation.
Notice how this man views his ability to be emotionally detached from
others and his ability to cooperate with them as compatible, the former
being in fact the precondition for the latter. He also posits a strong con-
nection between productivity and emotional control because he views
emotional control as the expression and precondition for the exercise of
rationality.

All these form the basic components of the therapeutic code of corpo-
rate selfhood. As Meyer and Rowan suggest, organizations are not sim-
ply the product of their own internal structures, rules, and networks;
rather, they reflect the myths of their institutional environments.116 One of
the most powerful and enduring of such myths is that of rationality. It is
an old motif of Western moral and philosophical discourse that one can
attain rationality by bracketing or suppressing emotions.117 As already
discussed, because the legitimating core of corporations is their claim to
“rationality,” rational behavior—as expressed in the lack of emotionality
and self-control—is a precondition to professional competence.118 In the
interview quoted above, rationality is equated with the display of pro-
fessional competence, which, because it is predicated on the defense of
one’s self-interest, requires emotional self-control. Yet clearly this matrix,
in which rationality, professional competence, and self-control are all
interconnected, does not exclude but on the contrary includes coopera-
tion and teamwork.

Another interview, this one with Bill, a financial analyst in a large con-
sulting firm, illustrates the ambivalent meaning of self-control.

Interviewer: From what you just said I am not sure whether you think
that “being emotional” is a positive or negative quality.
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Bill: Negative.
Interviewer: Negative. Why is it negative to be emotional?
Bill: Well, it might just be the word choice. We’ve taken the, uh . . . There

are many characteristics we give to words. One word if you want to say
the characteristic in a positive way and the other word—I would say
you would use the word, passionate if you meant the good side of the
word emotional. And, uh, you would say the word emotional for just not 
a particularly good reason to break down crying and yell and scream. 
So that’s—I—I take the word emotional to be more the negative side.

Interviewer: Why?
Bill: Um, it’s unpleasant. You shouldn’t—I shouldn’t have to deal with 

this crap. I shouldn’t have to walk—I hate—I can’t stand it when a
person becomes too emotional. It means you have to walk on eggshells.
It is an imposition on those you’re interacting with to have a hot temper
because when you get very angry and start yelling and screaming, 
you make it unpleasant for everyone. And it’s the case that because 
you have the tendency to do that, they modify their behavior and walk
on eggshells, not to get you angry. Imposing that on the people around
you is rude. Having the tendency to get easily angered is an imposition.
It’s—it’s unfair.

Interviewer: Okay. Do you express your emotions, in general, in your
workplace?

Bill: I tend to do it as little as possible.
Interviewer: As little as possible.
Bill: . . . Sometimes you would worry about showing emotion because it’s

inappropriate.
Interviewer: So what would you say is the most undesirable thing about

showing your emotions at work?
Bill: It’s unprofessional. It’s, yeah. . . . Why? It’s not relevant to work. Uh, 

I don’t know. I mean. . . . They’re exerting a tax on the co-workers. It
would be equivalent to smelling very bad. It’s, it’s that all else equal 
it is less pleasant to work with that person because they’re emotional.
Because they’re emotional, you have to put up with their being emo-
tional. And “they don’t have the right to do that to you” is essentially
the attitude. That’s what they mean by unprofessional.

Interviewer: Tell me if I understand you correctly. Are you saying that
showing your emotions is an infringement upon someone else’s, let’s
say, comfort.

Bill: Yes. That’s exactly it, which you do not have the right to do. There’s 
a question of infringing upon other people—there are times when you
have every right to infringe upon somebody else. I mean if that’s the
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case that wouldn’t be the right word. But it’s, again, I’m not into pro-
fanity, but “I shouldn’t have to put up with this shit” is what you’ll 
hear somebody saying.

Here again emotions are strongly associated with a lack of profession-
alism. But the meaning of emotional control points to an ambivalent rela-
tion between emotional control and power relations. Inasmuch as it
points to a containment and restraint of the self for the sake of “har-
mony,” it marks the limits of the manager’s power. As this respondent
suggests, emotional control is a way of preserving, if not the freedom, at
least the comfort of the other person. Emotional control is far more
impersonal than emotional expressiveness, and as such it facilitates coop-
eration because it creates the conditions for procedural relationships,
focused on rules of exchange rather than on the content or object itself of
the interaction.

Another meaning of emotional control is that of social power, namely
one’s ability to master the components of a situation, to master others’
reaction to situations and therefore to legitimately command them. Here
is an example of Scott, a midlevel executive, working for a large invest-
ment bank, who graduated with an MBA from the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley:

Scott: . . . I guess I would say of myself when I have that anger I haven’t
felt that in control. I’m not sure I answered your question.

Interviewer: No, no, you answered it perfectly. You don’t like not being in
control?

Scott: Yes. Yes.
Interviewer: Can you say why?
Scott: I think I’ve learned to like it. I admire myself for being effective, and

being effective means being in control and, and. . . . when you know, if 
I get angry and I get 75 percent of the response I want to get but if by
being in control I might have gotten 90 percent of the response that I
wanted, then I don’t feel like, well, at least I got the emotional release. 
I don’t feel that payoff, of releasing that energy, um, emotional, is not
high enough. Whereas, I do for the payoff I feel I get by being effective
and being in control, um . . . and I think that just generally the fact that 
I don’t do it very much—it may very well be that if I lived in a culture
where I—I would learn how to do it so that even in the midst of getting
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angry I knew where all the doors were and how to do it. And so I could
kind of be in control and out of control at the same time. But when you
don’t have that experience it’s hard to do.

Interviewer: What comes to mind when I tell you that such and such
person is emotional, what do you associate with the word emotional?

Scott: Some good and some bad. Good ones would be sensitivity and a
certain honesty. Bad things would be weakness and unpredictability.

Interviewer: It is weak to be emotional.
Scott: Yes.
Interviewer: Can you say why?
Scott: Yeah. No I—I—uh . . . because people who . . . I don’t think it’s

because people who are emotional are weak as much as that people 
who are weak tend to be emotional. You see the difference? It’s the
expression of our culture where emotionalism is not prevalent. It’s 
only allotted to people who lack control. [A weak person] is not . . . 
effective at anything because they are not able to organize themselves.

This interviewee summarizes some of following themes previously
discussed: emotional control is here viewed as central to one’s sense of
self and competence. Emotional control is at once a pragmatic tool to
reach efficiency and a (Darwinian) classification device to sort out the
“strong” from the “weak.” The category of “weak” condenses here both
social and emotional attributes under the more general metaphor of
“self-organization.” Weak and strong are both emotional and social mark-
ers, with weak connoting psychic and social destitution.

Thus emotional control, inasmuch as it signals the capacity to master
oneself, signifies, by metonymic extension, that one can dominate others.
Whereas many premodern cultures would have viewed strong emotion-
ality—especially the overt expression of anger—as associated with the
exercise of power, Scott suggests, in conformity with the therapeutic dis-
course, that unchecked emotionality is the sign of a weak psychological
and therefore social self. The upshot of all this is a change in how power
is experienced and exercised. If the really self-confident person is one
who is never humiliated, or, conversely, if the hurt or humiliated person
is one who lacks self-confidence and therefore real power, this implies
that the really powerful person must, almost by definition, not be hurt.
Conversely, repeated experiences of hurt are likely to be translated into a
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psychological deficiency. To get angry, jealous, or explicitly hurt is, as
psychological guides to leadership state over and over again, to lack self-
confidence, and therefore to lack real social power. Thus psychologists
have—I believe successfully—drastically redefined power in emotional
terms, as the capacity to hold in control one’s most “limbic” emotions.

The view that emotional control signals social superiority is shared by
Gertrud, a thirty-seven-year-old woman who teaches mediation and
negotiation in a top American business school and who has served as a
senior mediation consultant in several important cases:

Gertrud: [Emotional people] are silly, they’re a little silly. They’re a little . . .
probably they weren’t taken care of. Weak is a good word for . . . I mean
they’re not considered evil or . . . Yeah, they’re just sort of silly, as if
they’re not taking care of everything. You know, they’re not . . . they
don’t have everything under control, somehow. Weak. I’d say they are
weak people.

Interviewer: So not showing your emotions displays the ability to be in
control, and this ability to be in control probably points to some other
desirable, superior qualities, as being strong. Do I understand you
correctly?

Gertrud: Yes. Yes . . . [later in the interview] . . . [Emotions] are best not
expressed, for my father; my mother was much more expressive than
him. . . . You lose control when you lose your emotions, and that’s the
message that I give to my students, which is how to be more appropriate
in the business. That’s not to lose control.

The convergence between this and Scott’s answer is striking in that both
suggest that emotional control signals strength, which in turn signals
one’s professional and hence social superiority. As Donna Stanton put it:
“To dominate the self is to dominate the other.”119

These answers thus suggest that the therapeutic definition of power in
terms of emotional self-management is not limited to texts but has thor-
oughly permeated ordinary conceptions of worth, status, and power
inside economic organizations. Emotional control as constructed by psy-
chologists plays an ambivalent role in social relationships: to the extent
that it means self-mastery and distance from others, it signals the ability
to be out of others’ reach. However, as the ability to bracket the self’s
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immediate involvement for the sake of long-term pragmatic goals, emo-
tional control also signals the ability to build networks of cooperation
and to privilege rationality.

C o n c l u s i o n

The above discussion points to an important paradox. Bourdieu has sug-
gested that one of the concepts most contrary to interest is not so much
disinterestedness as indifference. Bourdieu’s characterization of indiffer-
ence corresponds quite closely to the kind of emotional life advocated by
the therapeutic ideal of self-control. “To be indifferent is to be unmoved
by the game: like Buridan’s donkey. . . . Indifference is an ethical state of
nonpreference as well as a state of knowledge in which I am not capable
of differentiating the stakes proposed. . . . Illusio is the very opposite of
ataraxy: it is to be invested, taken in and by the game.”120 The therapeu-
tic ethic of self-control presents itself as a vast cultural attempt to instill in
actors a way of playing the game without seeming to be moved by it. Its
aim is to instill an indifferent attitude, an attitude of not being taken in by
the game, with the goal of securing one’s best interests. While the thera-
peutic person dwells excessively on his or her emotions, he or she is
simultaneously required not to be moved by them.

Thus the therapeutic ethos offers the following sociological puzzle: it
fosters a form of sociability based on communication; it encourages a
strong individualism based on enlightened self-interest, but always with
the aim of maintaining the self within a network of social relations. The
therapeutic ethos fosters a procedural approach to one’s emotional life as
opposed to a thick or substantive one. Shame, anger, guilt, offended
honor, admiration are all emotions defined by moral content and by a
substantive view of relationships, and these emotions have been pro-
gressively made into signs of emotional immaturity or dysfunction.

What is commanded instead is the capacity to control emotions and to
master the rules of communicating with a wide variety of others: to be
“emotional,” as this therapeutic adjective suggests, is to disturb the
expected smoothness of social interactions. In sociological terms, how-
ever, being “emotional” simply means foregrounding one’s relationship
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with another: anger, contempt, admiration, and affection are the names
we give to feelings about social relationships when these relations are
threatened or at stake. This means that the precondition for “communi-
cation” or “cooperation” is, paradoxically, the suspension of one’s emotional
entanglements in a social relationship. To the extent that emotions point to
the entanglement of the self in a social relation, they also point to one’s
dependence on others. Emotional control thus points to a model of socia-
bility in which one must display the ability to remove oneself from the
reach of others in order to better cooperate with them. The emotional
control of the type propounded by the therapeutic persuasion is at once
the mark of a disengaged self (busy with self-mastery and control) and of
a sociable self—bracketing emotions for the sake of entering into relations
with others.

104 S a v i n g  t h e  M o d e r n  S o u l



FOUR The Tyranny of Intimacy

He had long since discovered that May’s only use of the liberty

she supposed herself to possess would be to lay it on the altar

of her wifely adoration. . . . With a conception of marriage 

so uncomplicated and incurious as hers such a crisis could 

be brought about only by something visibly outrageous in 

his own conduct; and the fineness of her feeling for him made

that unthinkable. Whatever happened, he knew, she would

always be loyal, gallant and un-resentful; and that pledged

him to the practice of the same virtues.

—Edith Wharton

The therapeutic language is the privileged language for talking about the
family: not only has it emerged from the social transformations of the
family, but it has been from its inception a family narrative, that is, a nar-
rative of self and identity that anchors the self in childhood and in one’s
primary family relationships. This narrative is to modern people what the
family genealogy might have been to our ancestors—a way of mapping
the self both diachronically and synchronically in kinship relations—but
with one crucial difference: the therapeutic persuasion not only defines
and explains the self in terms of its family history but also claims to free
it from its repressive yoke.

Interestingly enough, the twentieth century witnessed the emergence
of another narrative that, like the therapeutic narrative, claimed to simul-
taneously understand the self within the family and to liberate it from its
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oppressive structure: second-wave feminism. Indeed, in both therapeutic
and feminist discourses, the family provides the root metaphor for
understanding the pathologies of the self and is also the primary site for
the self-transformations called for by these two persuasions. However,
where the therapeutic persuasion understood the predicament of the self
in individualistic terms, the feminist persuasion provided a political nar-
rative that explained women’s pathologies as the result of an asymmetri-
cal distribution of power inside (and, of course, outside) the family.

In this vein, many have suggested that psychological discourse is
an ideology substituting for or hiding the “real” political condition of
women and the family. It has even become somewhat of a cliché of fem-
inist critiques to view the therapeutic mode of self-understanding as a
form of false consciousness that translates political collective problems
into psychological individual predicaments, thus inhibiting the possibil-
ity of genuine structural change. As I show in this chapter, the analysis of
cultural material in reference to its ability to deliver (or not deliver) a pre-
defined political message obfuscates the many complicated ways in
which politics gets diluted in culture and, conversely, the ways in which
cultural schemas and models inform political ideas and action. But the
feminist critique of therapy has missed an even more important fact: the
vocation of psychology was to criticize, with various degrees of explicit-
ness, the family, and it was this critical vocation that in practice met and
merged with feminism.

Indeed, the therapeutic and feminist outlooks offer an outstanding
example of the alliance of two powerful cultural formations seemingly
competing with each other in their attempt to address and criticize the
same objects, namely the relationship of the self to the family, the role of
sexuality, the relationship between the sexes, and the meaning of parent-
hood and motherhood. Despite their ideological “rivalry,” the models of
emotional transactions offered by therapeutic culture interlocked with
the categories of speech and thought of the feminist “cultural revolution”
and thus transformed the emotional culture of the family by providing a
new lexicon for the perceived rights and duties of men and women.

This chapter addresses two sets of broad theoretical questions. The
first has to do with the ways in which two seemingly and overtly com-
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peting discourses (of feminism and of therapy) interact with and shape
one another. This question is particularly relevant because at the very
same time that theoretical disputes between feminism and psychology
were raging, in practice both discourses were actually borrowing from
one another cultural categories of thought and speech, thus providing a
powerful illustration of the ways culture often (although by no means
always) works beneath and beyond the overt (political) positions of
actors. But just how it does that remains to be elucidated.

The second question is more complex and has to do with the plurality
of social spheres much discussed by Max Weber and later developed in
Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of fields.1 Basically, the theory postulates that in
modernity social spheres (e.g., the market, the family, or religion) become
increasingly differentiated and that each sphere is autonomous in terms
of its rules of conduct and meanings. A comparison of the rules of emo-
tional conduct inside the workplace and the family suggests far more
commonalities than the postulate of the differentiation of social spheres
would suggest. As I show in this chapter, the languages of economic and
domestic transactions have increasingly aligned themselves along criss-
crossing and even merging tracks, thus suggesting that different spheres
of social life may contain, if not similar, at least overlapping cultural
models and normative repertoires.

I n t i m a c y :  A n  I n c r e a s i n g l y  C o l d  H a v e n

Despite their many contrasts, the modern family entertains more affini-
ties with its predecessor, the Victorian family, than meets the eye. Like its
predecessor, the modern middle-class family restricted birth, withdrew
from the public realm of sociability, viewed the vocation of the family in
primarily emotional terms, and increasingly focused on the couple.2 Yet
one major difference between nineteenth- and twentieth-century families
remains: Victorian marriage was explicitly devoted to the transmission of
moral values and the maintenance of the social order, and in that respect
the domestic sphere was closely and explicitly intertwined with the
accomplishment of moral goals and values. These moral prescriptions
were in turn enacted through gendered identities: to fulfill the definitions
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of “masculinity” or “femininity” meant to display the moral competence
attached to these roles inside the family (e.g., modesty, ability to sacrifice
and commit oneself, loyalty and trustworthiness).3 If Victorian marriages
were happy, they were happy not because a man and a woman had real-
ized their “inner authentic selves” in daily shared intimacy but rather
because men and women, who had different roles, gender identities, and
spheres of action, imbued their private thoughts and feelings with the
values and actions approved by their community.4 As long as men and
women were able to subscribe to these general guidelines of morality and
character, happiness would be in their reach, regardless of the peculiari-
ties and particularities of their psychological makeup.5 As the social his-
torian Stephanie Coontz put it: “There was general agreement on what
constituted the proper support a man owed his wife and what sort of
behavior he could expect in return. Men were judged by their work
ethic, women by the quality of their domesticity. Love was said to be
increasingly important but it was still considered to be something that
could be objectively ascertained and measured.”6 It is because these mod-
els started falling apart that the massive intervention of psychologists
inside the family became not only possible but necessary.

The Intervention of Psychologists in Marriage

What many have dubbed the “crisis” of the modern family has been the
object of much speculation.7 But it is more useful to think of this crisis as
consisting in a redefinition of the vocation of the family. This redefinition
entailed the separation of reproduction and sexuality, accentuated by the
invention of the contraceptive pill and the reduction of the number of
children.8 Moreover, the extension of the period during which couples
spent time together increasingly transformed the family from an institu-
tion designed to raise children and to ensure the economic survival of
men and women to an institution designed to satisfy the emotional needs
of its members.9 Differently put, the family became individualized: its
legitimacy derived not from its contribution to the social order but from
its contribution to the personal welfare of individuals. In this process, the
norms presumed to govern family life became less clear, uncertain, and
more open to argument and negotiation. Because the family occupied a
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central place in channeling sexuality, reproduction, economic survival,
and child rearing, the increasing normative uncertainty pertaining to the
family generated social anxieties. As Clifford Geertz put it, it is “a persis-
tent, constantly re-experienced difficulty in grasping certain aspects of
nature, self, and society, in bringing certain elusive phenomena within
the sphere of culturally formulatable fact, which renders man chronically
uneasy and toward which a more equable flow of diagnostic symbols is
consequently directed.”10 In the twentieth century, marriage and inti-
macy became such areas of social life, since they simultaneously involved
the deepest aspects of self and identity and challenged those core aspects
by repeatedly straining the expectations, values, and models regulating
that sphere. In this context, it becomes obvious why a new class of
experts, claiming both to explain and to heal the various forms of distress
generated in and by family relationships, became central to American
culture.

Psychologists emerged in a context where men and women were expe-
riencing new strains due to rising expectations regarding intimacy.11 With
the demise of networks of social support brought about by an expanding
market, middle-class women came to transpose the intense emotional
bonds that had characterized women’s culture into their married life.
What had hitherto found an outlet in middle-class female culture—
intense emotional bonds, mutual care, and emotional sharing—was now
reallocated to men as women started to demand that men be emotionally
expressive and caring.12 In the twentieth century, women were more
likely than in the past to hold men accountable for failing to provide not
only financial but also emotional support, sympathetic listening and
affection. This new expectation regarding men was accentuated by the
nascent consumer culture’s redefinition of a good marriage as the sharing
of common tastes, whether material, attitudinal, or sexual. Perhaps iron-
ically, nothing complicated marriage as much as the idea and ideal of
emotional and sexual compatibility.

Before Freud appeared on the American cultural scene, the norm of
sexual pleasure, practices of birth control, and a separation between sex-
ual pleasure and reproduction had pervaded the relations between the
sexes, though within the strict limits of marriage.13 These silent transfor-
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mations were accompanied by a search for new standards of sexual
behavior, especially with regard to women’s sexuality. By increasing the
visibility of sexuality in the realm of public discourse and by placing sex-
uality squarely at the center of a healthy psyche, psychologists created a
demand for guidance that was all the more necessary as it concerned a
realm of behavior considered taboo.

Psychology and the Politics of Womanhood

Initially, Freud was enthusiastically endorsed by American women
reformers who viewed sexuality as the battleground for the politics of
emancipation. What feminists “found so appealing in Freud’s theo-
ries([was] the recognition of passion in women.”14 This in turn helped
launch or reinforce campaigns for birth control, smaller families, and the
right to sexual pleasure for its own sake. This legitimation of women’s
sexuality in turn generated a more distanced and even critical attitude
toward traditional marriage and the family, now increasingly viewed as
exacting unjustified sacrifices on the part of women. Despite misogynist
elements in Freud’s thought, psychoanalysis initially provided women
with the tools to wage a revolution within women’s own sphere of action,
namely intimate relationships and sexuality.15 However, because psy-
chologists quickly learned to use the cultural market to expand the scope
of their influence and to address a wide audience of consumer-patients,
their position significantly shifted. In the process of popularizing their
science, psychologists radically altered the mix of conservatism and rad-
icalism that had characterized incipient psychoanalysis.

The middle-class and rather conservative Ladies’ Home Journal pro-
vides a good illustration of the ways in which popular psychology ini-
tially embraced patriarchy. The magazine featured a regular column on
marriage, dating, and marital problems. Clifford Adams, a regular con-
tributor to the Ladies’ Home Journal who was an associate professor of psy-
chology at Pennsylvania State College and the director of the Marriage
Counseling Service at the same institution, could write in 1950 that
“today, as a hundred years ago, a good wife must be a competent home-
maker, even though many skills once required are now outmoded. . . .
Just as it remains basically the husband’s responsibility to earn the living,
it remains basically the wife’s responsibility to run the home.”16
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Similarly, another famous column authored by Dr. Popenoe, who in
1930 had opened and directed the American Institute of Family Relations,
recounted numerous stories of estranged wives and husbands. The col-
umn took for granted that the proper role of a wife was to be an adequate
homemaker. The column was based on real-life cases and was compiled
by Dorothy Cameron Disney. In conformity with the multiperspectival-
ism advocated by the psychological ethos, the case was presented as a
superimposition of various points of view, those of the husband, the
wife, and the psychologist. Their message put the techniques and knowl-
edge of psychology in the service of patriarchal definitions of marriage as
they legitimized the power relations between men and women inside the
family by systematically holding women responsible for men’s violence
and neglect and by instructing women to understand the man’s point of
view and more generally making them accountable for the welfare of
marriage. For example, in 1960 a woman who complained that her hus-
band had hit her more than once, and who had consequently fled to her
mother, underwent several counseling sessions, at the end of which, “ in
reevaluating her relationship with Lance, she was able to perceive her
mistakes. She saw her actions and attitudes had increased his feelings of
insecurity, alienated him, encouraged him to sulk and behave like a juve-
nile bully. She saw she had deprived Lance of the pride of fatherhood and
had turned Susie [their baby child] into his rival.”17 Clearly, the new psy-
chological jargon and outlook were mobilized to hold women responsible
for the successes or failures of marriage and even for their husbands’ vio-
lence. Thus, initially at least, much of popular psychology echoed and
reinforced the patriarchal structure of power inside the family, even while
it claimed to reform it. As one author put it, during that period, “psycho-
analytic misogyny reigned proudly”18 as psychological vocabulary was
widely used to justify gender inequality and even to disparage women.

The popular culture of the 1930s and 1940s seemed to be particularly
receptive to misogynist elements at work in psychoanalysis.19 Psychoa-
nalysts advised women to “return home and to occupy their important
but subordinate position in the patriarchal family.”20 Not only did popu-
lar psychology use the jargon of psychology to promote misogynist and
patriarchal views, it also dismissed the views of feminism. For example,
in the 1947 influential book Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, Ferdinand



Lundberg and Marynia Farnham (a journalist and a psychiatrist, respec-
tively) claimed that feminism “was a “deep illness” infecting the “highly
disturbed psychobiological organism: the mother.”21

In short, during and some time after the Cold War, popular versions of
psychoanalysis were particularly averse to feminism and used the ana-
lytical jargon of psychology to reinforce traditional views of women.
Given the prominence of psychology in popular culture, it is unsurpris-
ing that the auspicious start of the 1920s, during which bohemians and
feminist activists had welcomed the sexual openness promised by psy-
choanalysis, was followed by an increasing suspicion and even rejection
of psychoanalysis among feminists.

In 1946 the National Mental Health Act was passed.22 While the work
of psychologists until then had been limited to the army, the corporation,
and the care of mental disease, with the 1946 act psychologists could
enlarge the scope of their action to include ordinary citizens. In the same
way that Elton Mayo had wanted to promote happiness in the corpora-
tion, the new self-appointed healers of the psyche claimed to promote
greater harmony inside the family. Ordinary middle-class people strug-
gling with the ordinary problem of having a good life were increasingly
drawn inside the purview of psychologists’ expertise. And indeed, as
Ellen Herman has documented, community mental health succeeded in
providing new services, psychotherapeutic in emphasis, to a new clien-
tele that was larger, better educated, and more middle class.23 Federal leg-
islation in turn provided the infrastructure necessary to support a com-
munity-oriented psychology and psychiatry during the 1950s and 1960s,
with the result that psychology expanded the scope of its influence to
“normal” people, that is, members of the middle and upper middle
classes living in large metropolitan areas.24 In the 1960s, the reorientation
of psychologists’ professional interests and clientele to “normal people”
not only expanded the market of therapeutic services but also marked a
dramatic shift in the social identity of the groups that consumed its ser-
vices. By the 1960s, psychology had become fully institutionalized and
had become an intrinsic aspect of American popular culture.

The full institutionalization of psychology in American culture had a
mirror image in the equally full institutionalization of feminism in the
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1970s. Indeed, by the mid-1970s a wide network of feminist organizations
was in place, including “women’s clinics, credit unions, rape crisis cen-
ters, bookstores, newspapers, book publishers, and athletic leagues.”25

Feminism had become an institutionalized practice, whose strength only
grew with the establishment of departments of women’s studies in uni-
versities, which in turn commanded a large array of other institutional
practices inside and outside the university.26

With their institutionalization, feminism and psychology became
increasingly hostile to one another. In the 1960s, the critique of psycho-
analysis was being voiced from the rank and file of lay women commit-
ted to the cause of feminism who now questioned the very premises and
raison d’être of the discipline. Consensus grew among feminists to the
effect that psychology reinforced traditional gender roles and inequal-
ity.27 Nowhere was this voice more strident than in Betty Friedan’s
Feminine Mystique.28 Echoing numerous other feminist critiques that had
accused the psychotherapeutic establishment of denying women their
freedom, Friedan attacked “Freudianism” for having essentialized femi-
ninity.29 The 1960s generation of second-wave feminists made Freud into
their archenemy, mostly because of what many perceived to be Freud’s
biological determinism, in turn viewed as a justification for sexual dif-
ferences and inequality. Feminists also accused psychoanalysis of rein-
forcing and even worsening women’s dependence upon men. Taking as
evidence the role of psychologists in American popular culture, many
feminists indicted psychology for reconciling women to the patriarchal
definition of the family and for using the authority of science to justify
the existence of a feminine essence. Kate Millett famously called Freud
“the strongest individual counterrevolutionary force in the ideology of
sexual politics.”30 Other feminist critiques argued that psychotherapy
was used as a way to classify women as mad when they either did not
conform to their roles or expressed, through atypical behavior, what was
essentially social distress.31 “As women have been controlled through
witch-hunting, suttee, Chinese foot binding or sexual slavery, they are
now controlled through labels of madness and the subsequent therapy,
therapy which some feminists see as ‘mind rape.’”32 For feminists, these
manifestations of “madness” or “pathology” were either a social con-
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struction aimed at controlling women’s behavior within a patriarchal
structure or a valid response to the real forms of distress produced by
oppression.

Yet despite their often overt hostility and concomitant to it, the (cul-
tural) alliance of psychology and feminism proved to be one of the
strongest of the twentieth century. How we are to explain this?

Discursive Alliances

Ellen Herman has argued that despite their differences, the therapeutic
and the feminist persuasions could meet through the work of diligent
feminists who showed that diagnoses such as “hysteria” and “depres-
sion” had been categories forged by men to delegitimize, exclude, and
render powerless women who were in fact protesting their social condi-
tion.33 Herman attributes this development to the fact that psychothera-
pists were alternatively “capable of soothing and exacerbating social and
political ruptures.”34 As she puts it, psychology was able to “construct the
female” and that it simultaneously helped construct the “feminist.”35 Yet
it remains unclear how the same discourse could do both.

One possible view would be to claim that texts are unstable and can be
appropriated by actors according to their needs and strategies. Such a
view presumes that meaning has no intrinsic importance. While most
cultural sociologists agree with William Sewell that “what are taken as
the certainties or truths of texts or discourses are in fact disputable and
unstable,”36 there is still a limit to the plasticity of texts. The social uses of
texts must somehow resonate with some of their meanings, and such res-
onance occurs not despite but because of the fact that these meanings are
often ambivalent or contradictory.37 Indeed, despite the patriarchal and
misogynist views of psychologists, I would like to argue now that from
the start the categories of psychological discourse entertained affinities
with feminist thought. This is because, in distilling their advice, psychol-
ogists posed as scientists, and the scientific gaze in turn tended to corrode
the traditional structure of marriage by calling into question its norms.
Further, using the intrinsically individualist categories of psychology,
psychologists questioned the normative traditional marriage, and in
doing so drew on values and concepts derived from not the hard core of
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feminist politics but from an inchoate feminist sensibility that had
pervaded the cultural climate of the twentieth century (though with dif-
ferent degrees of intensity throughout the century). Psychology and fem-
inism, both popularized, would ultimately merge to form a single pow-
erful cultural and cognitive matrix.

B e y o n d  T h e i r  W i l l ?  P s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n d  M a r r i a g e

By the late 1930s clinics specializing in the treatment of marital discord
had started to appear, and by the early 1950s the field of marital counsel-
ing was well established, as it had a national professional organization
(the American Association of Marriage Counselors) and a standardized
curriculum to train counselors. The association issued guidelines to the
effect that the accredited training to be provided to counselors included
“psychology of personality development and interpersonal relations; ele-
ments of psychiatry; human biology . . . ; sociology of marriage and the
family; and counseling techniques.”38 As this quote suggests, to bestow
legitimacy on the profession a new attitude toward marriage was re-
quired, mostly provided by the ideology of science as an impersonal and
truth-seeking endeavor. Thus what was required from counselors was a
“scientific attitude . . . especially in the field of human sex behavior and
the ability to discuss sexual problems objectively.”39 The new science sug-
gested that a relationship could be examined from a neutral point of
view. This in turn implied that it could be criticized as well. If marital
unhappiness could be remedied scientifically, then the frantic search for
a better way of living meant that men and especially women would anx-
iously scrutinize their relationships. Consequently, from the start the
psychological profession assumed that a good marriage did not simply
consist in the capacity to stick to norms of proper behavior; rather, it had
to satisfy (unavoidably different) individuals. To do so, it needed to re-
think the rules of marital relationships. With the aim of making them-
selves indispensable, psychologists engaged in what Michel Callon calls
“problematization,” or posing problems in such a way that scientists
become necessary to solve them. Scientists define problems and identities
“in such a way as to establish themselves as an obligatory passage point
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in the network of relationships” they are building.40 By claiming that the
traditional rules of traditional marriage were now useless, that marriages
were inherently complicated, and that good marriages ought to satisfy
the emotional needs of women and men, psychologists could now rede-
fine marriage in terms that suited their expertise. In other words, psy-
chologists used a wide variety of strategies to construct and objectify
marriage as an uncertain enterprise.

As in the case of the corporation, psychologists, in trying to make their
contribution to the problems of marriage distinctive, advanced the notion
that a certain type of personality was more conducive to a good marriage
than other personality types. Female attributes that would have been
viewed as virtuous in the nineteenth century were now perceived as pre-
venting true intimacy. Lynn, a woman who sought the counsel of Dr.
Popenoe (the same counselor who had explained and exonerated wife
beating), is described in one of his columns as the ideal wife who raised
four children, always did her best to encourage her husband’s career, and
responded to his bad moods or failures with utter cheerfulness. There
was, however, a major problem with this personality: she was inhibited
(a word that psychologists were fond of using and that quickly found its
way into popular culture). As she herself acknowledged: “I don’t talk
freely and easily to strangers, I’ve been shy and self-conscious as long as
I can remember.”41 The counselor concurred: “On the surface he and
Lynn appeared to possess almost every ingredient for a good marriage—
healthy children, a beautiful home, stable finances, satisfying work. Yet,
they had not brought to their relationship qualities which people with
less academic training often bring to marriage—intimacy and true com-
panionship. As husband and wife, they shared no strong common goals:
they had no objectives which called upon them to join forces.”42 Clifford
Adams, mentioned earlier for his conservative views, concurred with
Popenoe. Despite his conservative views of marriage and of women’s
role in it, in a quiz in March 1950 he asked, “Are you too inhibited?” by
which he meant that being “very modest and dignified” or that having
“correct or nearly perfect manners” could prevent true intimacy.43 What
had previously been viewed as a praiseworthy combination of devotion,
grooming, and self-control was now viewed as an inability to develop
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one’s own opinions and an outgoing personality—an inability that in
turn, psychologists claimed, was an obstacle to reaching true intimacy.
Indeed, because the vocation of psychology was to define which person-
ality was “healthy” and which was not, and because discussions of
health undercut discussions of moral norms, the success of marriage now
depended on personal rather than on moral attributes. Even more specif-
ically, these prescribed attributes took women quite far from the roles and
virtues that had been assigned to them during the Victorian era. Again,
following Michel Callon’s terminology, we may call this aspect of scien-
tific work “interessement,” or the building of “devices which can be
placed between them [the actors examined by scientists] and all other
entities who want to define their identities otherwise. A interests B by
cutting or weakening all the links between B and the invisible (or at times
quite visible) group of other entities C, D, E, etc. who may want to link
themselves to B.”44 To stabilize the new identities of women (married or
aspiring to be married), psychologists disentangled themselves from the
traditional normative order that had presided over marriage.

Once marriage was no longer defined by the moral discourse on
virtue, its definition became more open and therefore more uncertain.
What made a marriage good was the ability of men and women to under-
stand one another and to take mutual pleasure in each other’s presence.
Psychologists thus suggested that it was up to individuals to make their
marriage good and that they bore responsibility for its success or failure.
This definition entailed greater uncertainty about rules that ought to gov-
ern the conduct of men and women in marriage. In making the success or
failure of marriage depend on an adequate emotional makeup, psychol-
ogists not only questioned traditional gender roles but also called on
people to focus on themselves as individuals and to refine the art of emo-
tional individuality. By calling on women to become full-fledged indi-
viduals, the psychologist-as-scientist could engage in the third important
aspect of the scientific-therapeutic appropriation of marriage, namely
“enrolment,” which “designates the device by which a set of interrelated
roles is defined and attributed to actors who accept them.”45 Women
would be enrolled by psychology when they were summoned to become
full individuals.
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Because the therapeutic discourse was by definition centered on indi-
viduals, it was also individualistic, commanding men and women to put
themselves at the center of their life plan, with the result that, without
explicitly intending it, they undermined the traditional commitment to
the family based on self-sacrifice. For example, the same aforementioned
Clifford Adams, who held a conservative and patriarchal view of mar-
riage and gender, could write in the same breath, in a book published in
1946 (addressing women), that “three things, not one, ought to be con-
sidered [when choosing a mate]: 1. What you want. 2. What you need.
3. What you can get.”46 In another article giving three pieces of advice on
how to restore marriage, Dr. Joyce Brothers gave the following advice:

Put yourself first—at least some of the time. Society has brainwashed
women into believing that their husband’s and children’s needs should
always be given priority over their own. Society has never impressed on
women as it has on men the human necessity of putting yourself first.

I am not advocating selfishness. I am talking about the basics of life. 
You have to decide how many children you want, what kind of friends 
you want, what kind of relationships you want with your family.47

What was after all an uncompromisingly staunch form of individual-
ism was presented as the “basics of life,” precisely because such individ-
ualism was the fundamental working assumption of the psychologist’s
body of expertise. Long before feminism had made deep forays into the
general culture, this rather conservative psychologist encouraged women
to develop their individuality and in doing so drove a wedge between
women’s sense of self and their domestic role. As one of the myriad arti-
cles on improving marriage suggested succinctly, the key to a good mar-
riage is to “know what you want, say what you want and get what you
want.”48 This emphasis on wants and needs—which was inherent in the
therapeutic discourse—explains why its language proved to be more
compatible with the aims of feminism than many of its detractors have
claimed. Psychology, quite simply, encouraged actors to examine criti-
cally their social roles.

At the same time that it delegitimized the traditional model of the
devoted housewife, the therapeutic discourse slowly legitimated what
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had previously been banned from marriage, namely conflicts between
marital partners. The traditional conception of marriage held that discord
was the result of immaturity or selfishness, usually on the part of women,
and was to be banned from marital domesticity.49 A good marriage was a
serene marriage.50 In contrast, the new therapeutic conception marked a
significant departure from such a view: because psychologists dealt
chiefly with human conflict, psychologists now, if they did not justify the
presence of conflict, at least made it seem natural by claiming it to be an
inevitable component of married life. “Differences between husband and
wife are an inevitable part of marriage, just as differences between any
two individuals are an inevitable part of life.”51 Such a naturalization of
conflict in human interaction can be easily explained by the fact that to
assert their expertise psychologists presented conflict as inevitable yet
surmountable and suggested that, appropriately handled, marital con-
flicts could be contained or even resolved. For example, “It isn’t fights
between husbands and wives that break up marriages; it’s not knowing
how to fight, or being afraid to, or having nothing to fight about.”52 While
in the past marital harmony was made to depend on moral virtue and
good character, increasingly a good marriage was made to depend on
adequate technical skills to manage conflicts. Marriage was to be exam-
ined “objectively,” and a relationship was to be examined dispassion-
ately, by analyzing its components. An offshoot of this view was that con-
flict was not the result of faulty moral behavior but rather the result of
mistaken or inappropriate interactions amenable to technical expertise.
For example, a Redbook article quotes a Dr. Popenoe as saying, “The way
I see couples get trapped in their positions is through blame. . . . If some-
one is blaming, you have to defend. So no matter what else you do, you
must first reduce or eliminate the blame. . . . Once you see that the prob-
lem is interactional, you have to take responsibility for contributing to it. It
doesn’t matter who started it” (emphasis added).53 This new etiological
framework helped disentangle moral judgment from marital conflicts,
depersonalize problems, and make men bear a greater share in the re-
sponsibility for marital dysfunction. The proposition that the problems
that plague couples were the result of an interaction, rather than the re-
sult of one person’s “bad” character, simultaneously reallocated respon-

T h e  T y r a n n y  o f  I n t i m a c y 119



sibility and defused moral judgment. In claiming that both men and
women shared the responsibility for bad marriages, psychologists could
increase the scope of their clientele and locate the cause of the problem in
the intangible, yet objective, notion of “interaction.”

What was new in Popenoe’s or Adams’s views (two psychologists
chosen here precisely because of their conservative views) was the
attempt to understand men’s and women’s reactions to each other as the
result of their early childhood experiences. Using the vocabulary of psy-
chology, which attributed dysfunctions and maladjustment to childhood
faulty experiences, these psychologists, as well as many others, con-
ceived of family disharmony as a result of “infantile personality” or
“immaturity,” characteristics of childish women unable to understand
and cater to their husbands’ needs and of immature men who needed to
grow up and accept their new duties and responsibilities. This may not
have had a direct and immediate impact on men’s self-perceptions, but it
did transform the ways women conceived of their relationship to men
and marriage. As had been the case inside the corporation, the very fact
that marriage was now said to be amenable to rules and techniques of
management helped undermine the moral and normative certainties that
had formed the bulwark of traditional marriage. By disentangling moral-
ity from social practices, psychology de facto opened such practices to
evaluation, questioning, and criticism. This in turn helped open marital
practices to a new process of scrutiny of what constituted the proper per-
sonality for a good marriage.

To be particularly effective, then, a new discourse need not directly
change the content of one’s beliefs; it must first create uncertainty about
one’s established beliefs and ways of doing things and instill a critical atti-
tude. That is precisely what psychologists did very skillfully with regard
to marriage. Thus in this context feminism and psychology could meet
and merge in a common cultural matrix.

W h a t  F e m i n i s m  a n d  P s y c h o l o g y  H a v e  i n  C o m m o n

From the start, and more decisively from the 1960s on, feminists drew on
therapeutic discourse to make sense of women’s predicaments and to
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devise strategies to overcome them. Second-wave feminism drew heav-
ily on some of the basic cultural schemes of psychology to help devise
strategies for women’s struggles, while simultaneously disavowing psy-
choanalysis and psychology. But feminism and psychology proved to be
ultimate cultural allies because they shared common schemas or basic
cognitive categories ultimately derived from the social experience of
women. Both feminist and psychological discourses were chiefly preoc-
cupied with the “woman question” and, on the whole, faced and raised
similar questions concerning the viability of the family and of women’s
role in it. Moreover, because psychology and psychologists used popular
culture as a venue to expand their influence and because so many of the
early mass-circulation magazines were geared to women, psychology
became a de facto female cultural persuasion. Perhaps because the pro-
fessions of psychologists and their clientele were becoming feminized,
the critiques that feminists launched against behaviorism, against the
Freudian essentialization of men and women, and against the gender
blindness of the analytical relationship could find a sympathetic ear
among psychologists.54 Inasmuch as schemas can be transferable and
transposable from one domain of experience to another, or from one insti-
tutional sphere to another, feminism and psychology could borrow from
one another.55 Categories of thought and speech freely circulated from
one persuasion to the other.

For example, Ellen Herman observed that the practice of “conscious-
ness raising”—which was central to the feminist movement—borrowed
generously from the therapeutic worldview.56 Inasmuch as consciousness-
raising groups demanded the public revelation of one’s darkest (familial)
secrets and put the family under a magnifying glass, the project of
women’s liberation was highly compatible with the language and lexicon
of therapy. Most notably, feminism and therapy shared the idea that self-
examination could be freeing, that the private sphere could and should be
the object of an objective evaluation and transformation, and that emo-
tions belonging to the private sphere needed to be made into public per-
formances. Further, if feminists located the source of women’s struggles
inside the family, this was because psychoanalysis and psychology had
already made the family central to the process of identity formation or
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deformation. Before feminists had made the family into a category good
to think with and to think about, psychoanalysis had already made it into
such a category by claiming that family dynamics were inscribed into the
psyche, that they centrally defined who we were, and that they were
responsible for our general well-being. In short, feminism could make the
family into an object of emotional and political emancipation because psy-
choanalysis had already made the family into an object of knowledge and
into the prime site of self-emancipation.

Another common schema of psychology and feminism was that both
required and instilled intense forms of reflexivity. Analyzing the ways in
which women have been depicted in Western art, historian John Berger
suggests that “a woman must continually watch herself. She is almost
continually accompanied by her own image of herself. Whilst she is
walking across a room or whilst she is weeping at the death of her father,
she can scarcely avoid envisaging herself walking or weeping. . . . And so
she comes to consider the surveyor and the surveyed within her as the two
constituent, yet always distinct, elements of her identity as a woman.”57

The therapeutic discourse grafted itself onto this particular form of
female subjectivity, a subjectivity in which a woman can never become
fully a subject because she is to herself an object and therefore takes her-
self and her inner life as objects of study. The feminist discourse similarly
invited women to contemplate the basis of their consciousness and to
transform it. In that way, it solicited the very kind of reflexivity that had
been an attribute of women’s consciousness.

Still another common feature of therapeutic and feminist discourses
was their focus on women’s contradictory position, throughout the twen-
tieth century, at the juncture of two powerful sets of values: one of care
and nurturance and the other of autonomy and self-reliance. “Women are
viewed as having obligations to and responsibility for others that often
override, or at least supplement, those to themselves. Female identity is
situated in the ‘in between.’ The ideal for women is different from that for
people in general, and both cannot be achieved at the same time by any
one woman. Each woman must fail even as she succeeds.”58 Psychologi-
cal discourse catered to such fundamentally conflicting characteristics of
the social existence of women, simultaneously promoting care and inde-
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pendence. Here also, the parallels with feminism are striking, for inde-
pendence and nurturance were the two central themes of feminism and
constituted the poles of the tension with which it had to struggle in order
to conceive of the new woman. Even when it endorsed traditional mar-
riage and gender roles, psychology eroded the cultural edifice on which
marriage had been built. Both feminism and therapy viewed the family
as an institution from which one ought to free oneself, yet also as an insti-
tution to be reconstructed according to the individual’s wishes and
desires.

Another important aspect of the hidden affinity and compatibility
between the two discourses is to be found in the importance each cultural
persuasion gave to sex and sexuality. When psychologists emerged after
the Second World War as the chief purveyors of advice to distressed fam-
ilies, it was against the background of an already firmly established ideal
of sexual pleasure. As has been noted on numerous occasions, the cul-
tural impact of psychologists or sexologists had been to undermine the
ethic of abstinence, self-control, and moral purity that had hitherto pre-
vailed and to offer new guidelines for sexuality with the authority of sci-
ence.59 For example, the enormous popularity of Kinsey’s report, a book
that was on the whole a dry, specialized treatise on human sexuality, sug-
gests that in the 1950s the public had a great thirst for scientific guidance
on a subject that was rarely discussed in public and about which there
was a great deal of uncertainty.60 During the 1940s and 1950s “the woman
problem” had become “a subject of nationwide controversy.”61 The pub-
lic discourse was filled, if not obsessed, with analysis of women’s desires,
problems, and failures. Before feminism, or at least in parallel, psychol-
ogy constructed the “woman question” as a sexual question.

This was one of the important junctures at which psychology coalesced
with feminism, precisely because of the latter’s emphasis on sexual liber-
ation. It has often been remarked, with various degrees of unease or
approval, that sexual liberation was one of the main themes of second-
wave feminism. Erica Jong’s widely successful Fear of Flying, published in
1973, was a potent example of the ways in which many women in search
of their freedom found it in the affirmation of sexual pleasure outside the
confines of marriage. Indeed, feminism “greatly influenced the new, freer
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forms of sexuality.”62 Here again, the differences separating psychology
from feminism are as profound as the hidden continuities between
them.63 Without the Freudian revolution, it is difficult to imagine that the
family and sexuality would have occupied such a central place in feminist
theory and political tactics. For psychoanalysis, sexuality was not only a
new object of knowledge but also a positive locus through which and in
which men and women might look for themselves, shape their true
selves, and liberate themselves. No cultural formation seized and imple-
mented this proposition more actively and avidly than feminism because
it also viewed sexuality as the prime site for (women’s) liberation.

Finally, women’s social being is more mediated by language and more
characterized by a sustained attention to emotions than that of men’s
being. For example, as has been shown in several studies, women’s friend-
ships are oriented toward the verbal sharing of feelings.64 Psychology—
with its emphasis on talking and feelings—naturally privileged skills that
were socially defined as women’s, such as emotional introspection, ver-
balization, and the centrality of language in intimate relationships. In fact,
we may even say that because psychology called on women and men to
adopt a quintessentially woman’s attitude toward the self (to reflect on
one’s feelings, express them, and understand them) it contributed to a
feminization of emotional culture in general, calling on men to become
verbal, reflexive, and emotional (see chapter 3). Thus psychology con-
tributed to the legitimization of a typically female attitude toward the self
as the repository of feelings and toward the perception of intimate rela-
tionships as a product of the verbal sharing of emotions. In that sense, psy-
chology seemed to help erode the cultural and emotional boundaries sep-
arating men and women.

The greater openness of psychologists to the causes of women was
facilitated by a variety of changes that included a backlash against
McCarthyism, the invention of the contraceptive pill, the increasing par-
ticipation of women in the workforce, and consumer culture’s develop-
ment of sophisticated and powerful strategies to cater to adolescents’
challenge to their parents’ prohibitions. These changes coalesced in what
became known as the sexual revolution of the 1960s, in which several
books exerted a significant influence in legitimizing new social and cul-
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tural trends regarding sexuality. Kinsey’s reports on sexuality, Peyton
Place, Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl, and Robert Rimmer’s
The Harrad Experiment played an important role in creating a new sexual
imagination.65

I n t i m a c y :  A  N e w  E m o t i o n a l  I m a g i n a t i o n

Together psychology and feminism addressed women’s experience and
formulated new models of social bonds inside the family. Indeed, a
healthy marriage would be increasingly equated with the notion of inti-
macy. Intimacy became a new norm, a new social form, and an object of
the romantic imagination. David Shumway has argued that around the
1970s, alongside the discourse on romance, a discourse of intimacy pro-
gressively emerged. This discourse differs from romance not only in “con-
tent” but also in the “modes and forms” in which relationships are por-
trayed.66 Its primary, but not exclusive, locus is advice literature, located
at the uncertain seam line of science and morality, and not, as was the case
with romance, in fiction. The form taken by “intimacy” is that of the case
history presenting a problematic couple who require the help of a doctor
or therapist. Intimacy is not about presenting love as a promise of happi-
ness; rather, it consists in showing the pitfalls and problems involved in
relationships. This discourse of intimacy is apparent in the emergence of
new genres such as Woody Allen’s movies or John Updike’s novels about
married life.

The cultural model of intimacy is best understood as being at the inter-
section of psychology and feminism, each of which, for different reasons,
is fascinated by the critique of marriage and by the exposition of its disin-
tegration and each of which offers its own version of how to reconstruct
marriage under the aegis of the new cultural model of intimacy. To under-
stand the content of this new cultural model, let me take a famous exam-
ple of William Howell Masters, a gynecologist, and Virginia Johnson, a
psychology researcher, who teamed up in 1957 to study human sexuality.67

Masters and Johnson continued a tradition of writing on sexuality
started by Havelock Ellis, who presented sexual activity as a natural and
healthy human trait.68 One of Master and Johnson’s books, The Pleasure
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Bond published in 1974, was an explicit guide to sexual intimacy, geared
more to the wider public than to the scientific community.69 Because the
book was written after the sexual revolution had been, so to speak, con-
summated, it is worth dwelling on it, for it reveals how the cultural
encounter of feminism and psychology produced a new model of inti-
macy. Precisely because Masters and Johnson explicitly rejected both
Freud’s theories and feminism,70 their book The Pleasure Bond offers a good
opportunity to illustrate how feminism and psychology had become the
conceptual horizon shaping metaphors to think about the self, sexual rela-
tionships, and couplehood. The mutual (and often unconscious) borrow-
ing and mirroring of cultural metaphors from psychology and feminism
was most visible in the creation of a cultural model and ideal of intimacy.

In her intellectual history of the psychoanalytical discourse, Suzanne
Kirschner defined intimacy as one of the two major goals of the narrative
of self-development.71 It is the “utopia, or at least the fleeting paradise of
ordinary life.”72 This form of utopia was already prevalent during the
nineteenth century, but I would argue that in the 1950s it took on a new
life with changes in psychological theory that shifted from “drive” theory
to interpersonal relations.73 This shift put far more emphasis on the ways
the self was formed within a web of interpersonal relationships. The var-
ious representatives of object-relations theory—Melanie Klein, Heinz
Kohut, D. W. Winnicott—viewed the self as developing from within the
web of relations. In Stephen Mitchell’s summary, the defining feature of
this view is that “the central dynamic struggle throughout life is between
the powerful need to establish, maintain, and protect intimate bonds
with others and various efforts to escape the pains and dangers of those
bonds, the sense of vulnerability, and the threat of disappointment,
engulfment, exploitation, and loss.”74 Thus the nineteenth-century oppo-
sition between a true and a false self found a resounding echo in
Winnicott’s distinction between the true and the false self,75 which in turn
played an important role in defining intimacy (somewhat tautologically)
as a relationship where one could express and in fact find one’s authen-
tic self.

The notion of intimacy combined attributes both of the psychological
discourse and of feminism, for the cultural model of intimacy was sup-
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posed to entail the revealing of the true self as well as a healthy sexuality.
Sexuality came to stand for a master metaphor of healthy and intimate
bonds and perhaps most of all for a liberated self. And liberation took the
form of a delicate work of emotional sharing. As one Redbook article
stated, “Sex is a very intimate encounter, one that involves sharing feel-
ings.”76 Thus emotional awareness and expression were directly con-
nected to an open and healthy sexuality. According to another Redbook
article, “One road to understanding one’s mate lies in being frank and
open about feelings.”77 Or, as Masters and Johnson put it in The Pleasure
Bond,

Instead of making your goal to perform with grace and good taste, make it to
be yourself: “I’m me, I feel a little scared and foolish, but I would like to know
what other experiences are like.” That’s the first line of communication—if
you’re not in touch with yourself, you can’t be in touch with anyone else.

But once you’re aware of your thoughts and feelings, let your partner
know them. If you’re afraid, say so. Perhaps together you can discover what
you are afraid of and why, and perhaps your partner can help you find ways
of overcoming your fears gradually. Then as you move along the way, you
will be acting in accordance with your feelings, not in spite of them.78

There were a few important differences between the nineteenth cen-
tury and the modern conception of the “true self”: for Victorians, inti-
macy was an opportunity to express the true self, and the expression of
the true self did not pose a special problem—it merely had to be en-
trusted to a person worthy of one’s self-revelations. But now the revela-
tion of the true self seemed to pose special problems and to require spe-
cial care: “The hardest part of being close to someone is taking that step
of uncovering yourself.”79 Intimacy was posited as a precious but diffi-
cult good to obtain, as a goal that the self could only painstakingly attain.
To quote the author of a 1980s marriage manual that would have been
readily endorsed by Masters and Johnson: “Of all the components of
marriage, intimacy is probably the quality most longed for, and often the
most elusive.”80

More than in the nineteenth century, the opening up of feelings and of
the self was deemed to be a fragile and even dangerous endeavor that
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demanded a self-conscious use of reflexive language. In the same way
that psychologists had promoted the idea that “conflict” was inherent in
human relationships, they eagerly seized on the idea of a true self that
required tremendous skill and caution to reveal. This was a crucial work-
ing hypothesis for psychologists because, if revealing the true self was a
difficult task, it needed assistance and expert techniques. One of the rea-
sons why such expertise was needed was that, as Masters and Johnson
suggested, sexuality needed to be freed but could be properly freed only
if it achieved the equality that had been the hallmark of the feminist
movement: “If sex-as-service is even more self-defeating a principle for
the female, how, then, can a sexually emancipated woman succeed in
securing the fulfillment that is her birthright? In the same way—the only
way—the male can secure his own birthright: together with a partner
who is committed to the principle of mutual pleasure.”81 Or, later in the
book: “What a great many men and women must learn is that they can-
not achieve the pleasure they both want until they realize that the most
effective sex is not something a man does to or for a woman but some-
thing a man and woman do together as equals.”82 Sexuality slowly
became an enlarged and double metaphor for the (female) self and its
politics. To obtain sexual pleasure, women were commanded to view
themselves as equal to men. And, according to the authors, sexual plea-
sure and intimacy could be obtained only if true equality underpinned
the relationship. This goal, however, was to be reached not through a
hedonistic search for pleasure but rather through a sustained and moni-
tored attention to one’s needs. To go back to Masters and Johnson,
“Women are brought up to be passive. They are expected to serve the
man. You know: ‘I want nothing for myself—just to please you.’ Any
vestige of that philosophy has to be resisted, because it keeps a woman
from experiencing her own potential for pleasure and from discovering
her own wants and needs.”83 And Masters added: “Not only physically
but emotionally—and we’re talking specifically about sexual function-
ing. Men and women are incredibly and constantly similar.”84 Ultimately,
such an ideal of sexual pleasure blurred gender differences, as Johnson
noted: “It’s popular, I know, to point out the differences between men
and women, but I have to tell you that from the beginning of our work,
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what has impressed us most have been the similarities, not the differ-
ences, between the sexes.”85

The cultural category of “needs” was a crucial conceptual category
linking and merging feminism and psychological definitions of the psy-
che. Through the cultivation of their needs, women would simultane-
ously know and assert their selves, reach sexual satisfaction, and have an
equal relationship with their partner.

“It’s when we fail to achieve pleasure that it becomes important to
understand our fundamental needs and desires. . . . Each of us has a
unique sexual value system that helps us distinguish what matters a
great deal from what doesn’t matter much at all. And what really matters
are all the ideas and perceptions that make sex work effectively for us as
individuals.”86 One of the reasons why intimacy was becoming a highly
complex social relationship was that it mixed two repertoires: one of pri-
vate and spontaneous emotionality and one of public and political equal-
ity. Good sex was sex in which partners had to relate to each other in an
egalitarian fashion—that is, follow abstract norms of equality and fair-
ness—and yet give free rein and expression to their most subjective feel-
ings and needs.

A healthy sexuality demanded an individualization of each partner:
reaching true intimacy meant having equal status, and being equal meant
being aware of one’s needs and making a relationship conform to those
needs. Because such a conception was inherently individualizing, there
was a greater potential for divisiveness. Once therapeutic culture posited
one’s needs as the legitimate and almost exclusive basis for intimacy, it
was faced with the problem of knowing how to coordinate and reconcile
conflicting needs. To overcome the potential divisiveness inherent in an
individualizing sexuality, the key metaphor of “negotiation” was offered.
For example, discussing sexual relationships, Masters and Johnson
claimed that “the way in which a couple talk about how often they make
love, it seems, is the important issue. We speak of this as negotiation.”87

From the late 1960s onward, the therapeutic discourse started shifting
its main rhetorical mode of address to women, stressing more explicitly
their needs and rights. Increasingly, men and women were deemed to
have basic emotional “needs” akin to other needs-related categories. If
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that was the case, it was easy to shift to the idea, quickly promoted by
feminists, that emotional and sexual fulfillment was a right. Thus, from
the 1970s onward, the therapeutic discourse gradually became associated
with a liberal feminist lexicon of “rights” that dramatically departed
from nineteenth-century “sentimental” female culture in that it mixed the
language of emotions with the language of rights, thereby making inti-
macy a domain of contention and bargaining. The legal scholar Mary
Ann Glendon captures the ways in which the therapeutic language has
indeed become saturated with the notion of “rights”: “Converging with
the language of psychotherapy, rights talk encourages our all-too human
tendency to place the self at the center of our moral universe. . . . Satur-
ated with rights, political language can no longer perform the important
function of facilitating public discussion of the right ordering of our lives
together.”88

Cultural models thus get shaped by combining and forging new seman-
tic and logical connections between repertoires. The notion of “intimacy”
combined two different repertoires and key models of the self. On the one
hand, it invoked the true self, authenticity, pleasure, and self-revelation; on
the other, it used a vocabulary derived from a utilitarian understanding of
human psychology and spoke about “rights,” “needs,” and “wants.” This
new model of intimacy smuggled the middle-class liberal and utilitarian
language of rights and bargaining into the bedroom and the kitchen and
introduced public forms and norms of discourse where reciprocity, sacri-
fice, and gift giving had hitherto prevailed. In the same way that the ther-
apeutic ethos had introduced a vocabulary of emotions and a norm of
communication inside the corporation, it ushered a rational and quasi-
economic approach to emotions in the domestic sphere.

Thus in considering the claim that the personal is political, it should
not be forgotten that this could appear to be so because the personal had
already emerged as a constituted cultural category, mostly through the
active presence of psychology in American culture. Similarly, because the
language of psychology was intrinsically individualizing, it could recycle
and naturalize the ambient feminist language of rights; because psychol-
ogists acted as arbitrators in conflict and claimed to teach negotiation
skills, the language of psychology readily incorporated the feminist claim
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to equality. Because of its emancipatory structure, the therapeutic dis-
course offered a powerful narrative of growth and liberation that res-
onated with the feminist political claim for liberation. Thus the conjunc-
tion of feminism and psychology actually contributed to convert the
private self into a public construct and even, as explored in the next chap-
ter, into a public performance. The therapeutic ethos transformed the
home into a micro–public sphere in which emotions and private needs
could be argued over according to norms of fairness and equality.

This convergence between feminism and therapy has now become
common currency. Consider, for example, the claim by Angela McRobbie,
a prominent feminist scholar, that “feminism is about being who you
want to be—and finding out who you are in the first place.”89 In this def-
inition, political and psychological categories are completely enmeshed.
Another example of the convergence of therapeutic and feminist meta-
phors can be found in the writings of the veteran feminist activist and
editor of Ms. magazine Gloria Steinem, who, in her 1992 book Revolution
from Within, argued that psychological barriers equally affect upper-class
and lower-class women and that low self-esteem is the main problem
that plagues women.90 This is not an example of how feminists have been
“co-opted” by the therapeutic discourse. Rather, it is an illustration of
how some categories (“true self” or “self-esteem”) function as bridges
between two discursive formations—the individual and the political, the
psychological and the feminist—and a reflection of how these two cul-
tural formations have become tightly intertwined.

C o m m u n i c a t i v e  R a t i o n a l i t y  i n  t h e  B e d r o o m

As in the corporation, psychologists, having naturalized categories such
as “needs” or “interests” and having viewed conflict as inevitable, could
offer techniques to overcome the problems entailed by the individualiza-
tion of intimate relations to which they themselves had amply con-
tributed. These techniques were to be found in the model of communica-
tion. What made the cultural model of communication so powerful was
that it merged description and prescription, diagnosis and healing. As a
Redbook article put it, “Communication is the lifeblood of any relation-
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ship, and any love relationship particularly requires communication if it
is going to flourish.”91 Communication should be understood here as a
“model of” and “model for,” at once describing relations and prescribing
them. As a popular guidebook on marriage put it: “The way you reach
ultimate union is through the skill of communicating.”92 Sexual incom-
patibility, anger, money disputes, an unequal distribution of domestic
chores, personality incompatibility, secret emotions, and childhood
events: all of these could be subsumed and understood under a single
overarching model. For example, in an article on marriages that are
wrecked by money problems, the advice given by two different marriage
therapists is as follows: “The best way to solve some of these problems,
as trite as it may sound, is to sit down and talk things over.”93 In this way,
intimacy becomes equated with talking and with verbal communication.
Let me take the example of a novel that was quite popular when it came
out in 1978, Rough Strife, by Lynne Sharon Schwartz. The subject of the
novel is married life. The climactic moment of the story is, I think,
unprecedented in the history of the novel. The couple is experiencing dif-
ficulties the nature of which the reader does not understand. Then, in a
central episode of the novel, the husband asks, “Why are you talking like
this?” and the wife responds, “Because I don’t know how to talk to you
any more. . . . I don’t know where you are and what you’re becoming.
You don’t tell me anything. The only time we make any contact is in bed.
What the hell is this all about?”94 In the 1970s, a new ghost came to haunt
popular culture, namely the ghost of the absence of intimacy, viewed as
equivalent to a lack of linguistic communication.

In 1976, an article written by two feminists, Carol Tavris (a psycholo-
gist) and Toby Epstein Jayaratne, defined the essence of happy marriage
as follows: “The most happily married wives are those who say that both
they and their husbands tell each other when they are displeased and
thus try to work out their displeasure together by communicating in a
calm and rational way.”95 This model of communication stipulated that a
good marriage was one in which men and women could verbalize and
talk about their respective needs and disagreements. This model of com-
munication has become the implicit model regulating the behavior of
partners in intimate relationships.

132 S a v i n g  t h e  M o d e r n  S o u l



As in the corporation, the first injunction of communication is system-
atic self-scrutiny. For example, one Redbook article reports that “to break
through the impasse, Dr. Walsh used an effective technique: She asked
each partner to argue the other’s point of view. . . . Marriage counselors
try to transform power struggles into healthier patterns of mutual nego-
tiation and accommodation.”96

At the same time that the therapeutic persuasion contributed to indi-
vidualize the self, to legitimize and entrench personality differences and
differences in biographies and thus make them more intractable, it sug-
gested that a neutral ground of objective meaning could be reached to
overcome differences. This neutral ground was both emotional and lin-
guistic. For example, one manual for couples describes what it calls the
“Vesuvius technique”:

This technique helps you identify when your anger is approaching volcanic
proportions, and to ritualize it so that the focus is on getting your anger 
out of your system. Your partner’s role is simply to witness respectfully the
expression of your anger as if it were an overwhelming natural phenomenon
in which he or she is not a participant. . . . If you want to let off the steam,
say something like, “I’m really about to explode. Can you listen to me for
two minutes?” Any length of time your partner will agree to is okay, but 
two minutes can feel like a surprisingly long time to both the giver and
receiver. If your partner says yes, all he or she does is listen with awe, as 
if watching a volcano explode—and let you know when your time is up.97

The technique instructs people to transform their emotions into objects,
to be watched from the outside, so to speak, by the subject and object of
the emotion. This injunction to keep feelings at bay is at the heart of the
communication and therapeutic ethos. In the words of Melody Beattie,
author of the best-seller Co-dependent No More, “Detach in love, or detach
in anger, but strive for detachment. I know it’s difficult, but it will become
easier with practice. If you can’t let go completely, try to ‘hang loose.’
Relax. Sit back. Now, take a deep breath.”98

Like its corporate counterpart, the domestic ethos of communication
prohibits the raw and unrestrained expression of any emotion and
attempts to instill neutral patterns of speech. This is why the exercises to
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reach communication are purely linguistic: “The Shared Meaning tech-
nique [to improve intimate relationships] enables you to share the mean-
ing of what you heard and check out if what you heard is what your part-
ner meant. Often it is not.”99 If we have been told since poststructuralism
that meanings are unintended, undecidable, and polysemic, the thera-
peutic literature, in contrast, claims that ambiguity is the archenemy of
intimacy and that we ought to purge unclear and ambivalent statements
from everyday language. Self-help literature offers numerous “exercises”
that aim at making explicit the hidden assumptions and expectations of
married people, at becoming aware of their speech patterns to understand
how those in turn cause misunderstandings and alienation. In short, these
techniques aim at formalizing and neutralizing the language exchanged.
This attempt to banish ambiguity must serve another and higher purpose,
that of understanding the other’s point of view and eventually accepting
it. “Alienation in marriage,” the same advice book says, “is often caused
by misunderstandings and mistaken assumptions.”100 And the author
continues: “Fair Fight . . . is designed to replace pleading, ignoring, blam-
ing and threatening. [It] is a structure for isolating and resolving prob-
lems. . . . The value of the Fair Fight is that it forces both partners in a rela-
tionship to talk through the specifics of any given issue, decide clearly
what they want and enunciate it just as clearly to the other partner. Then
they search for a mutually agreeable solution.”101 Perhaps the single most
striking cultural feature of the ethos of communication is its basic moral
(or sociological) proposition that one’s interests and others’ interests can
be simultaneously served through the use of adequate speech patterns. If
there is one message that the therapeutic communicative worldview
incessantly conveys, it is that all bonds can be formed and maintained
through partners’ ability to express verbally their needs, emotions, and
goals and to negotiate those needs through language. For example, the
incessantly repeated injunction to use “I” language—such as “I need you
to share domestic work with me” rather than “You should be sharing
domestic work with me”—implies that in the therapeutic worldview
conflicts can be resolved, not by appealing to shared norms or shared val-
ues, but by using adequate linguistic techniques.

One example among my interviewees illustrates this notion of neu-
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trality. Susan, a forty-two-year-old married therapist, recounts how much
she dislikes it when “he [her husband] gets emotional. He always makes
things personal, whereas I try very hard not to tell him, ‘You always do
this . . . or you always do that.’”

Interviewer: So what do you tell him?
Susan: I would try to make my points without getting personal or emo-

tional. Just talking about how his behavior annoys me or others. Not
him; his behavior.

This therapist uses techniques of speech designed to alleviate conflict and
in the process tries not to become, as she puts it, “personal” or “emotional.”

“Working things out,” as numerous guidebooks on marital success put
it, means having a methodology to talk, explain, verbalize emotions, and
negotiate or compromise over one’s needs. That methodology is based on
an ideology of emotions that disentangles emotions from their immedi-
ate contexts. This in turn suggests a paradoxical observation: emotions
become objects to be exchanged in an interaction, but they are exchanged
in a language that is both neutral and highly subjectivist. The language is
neutral because one is supposed to attend to the objective and denotative
content of a sentence and try to neutralize the subjective misinterpreta-
tions and emotions that can lurk in the process; it is subjectivist because
the justification for making a request or experiencing a need is ultimately
based on one’s own subjective needs and feelings, which never require
any higher justification than the fact that they are felt by the subject.

T o w a r d  t h e  I d e o l o g y  o f  P u r e  E m o t i o n

Many have argued that the countercultural movement of the 1960s
marked a new era for the self in that it promoted and celebrated “open-
ness,” “authenticity,” and informality. Indeed, psychotherapy and femi-
nism seemed equally committed to creating a new “utopian vision of a
life space in which people could meet face-to-face in some absolute and
unmediated sense, beyond all status or conventions.”102 The alliance of
psychology and feminism was unintended, but its effects surprisingly
conflicted with the cult of authenticity and spontaneity that had domi-
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nated the 1960s and 1970s: the meeting of psychotherapy and feminism
ultimately produced a new discipline of intimate bonds, which took the
form of an increased use of the language of rights inside the bedroom, the
practice of self-observation and self-knowledge, and the injunction to
work on and change relationships. The feminist and therapeutic persua-
sions produced new emotional practices, entailing new ways of attend-
ing to emotions and new ways of using cultural categories and dis-
courses to classify emotions, label them, explain them, and transform
them. To put this differently: feminism and therapy conjoined have been
part and parcel of a vast process of disciplining the emotions inside the
private sphere.

Discipline is embodied in individual practices, which are constituted by dis-
ciplinary ethics and techniques. Disciplinary ethics prescribe the control of
drives and affects and the systematic channeling of psychic energies toward
the realization of ideal interests. Disciplinary techniques consist of the psy-
chological strategies and physical operations through which discipline is
maintained. These practices are instilled and reproduced within definite
institutional fields, constituted by disciplinary codes and strategies. The
codes specify, usually in written form, a general set of behavioral norms 
and standards, and the strategies are ways of organizing physical space 
and social positions so as to facilitate monitoring and surveillance.103

To the extent that both feminism and psychotherapy produced innumer-
able texts, were deployed in definite institutional fields (academia, mass
media, and corporations), and taught a wide array of psychological, bod-
ily, and emotional strategies to transform and liberate the self, they
offered a vast recoding and disciplining of the psyche. What were these
strategies? To answer this question, I turn to Weber rather than to
Foucault because the former better conceived of discipline as a set of cog-
nitive practices through which social relationships are recoded and thus
is better suited to the cognitive approach to culture.

Max Weber suggested that discipline—which he also called the ratio-
nalization of life-conduct—pertains to a way of thinking, to a specific
form of mental process. More exactly, it involves a conscious rule-bound
comparison and choice among alternative means to a given end.104 That
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is, rational action is consciously regulated, not random, habitual, or
impulsive. What makes a line of conduct rational is that it is “methodi-
cal,” has a general character, is systematic, and, in Weber’s words, is
“controlled by the intellect.” Being rational involves the capacity to sur-
vey mentally our range of possible actions, choose one course of action,
and apply ourselves to it methodically.

With these definitions of rational conduct in mind, we can now exam-
ine how the conjunction of feminism and therapy has rationalized emo-
tional life. This rationalization takes place on several levels.

Value Rationalization

“To be rational the act must be regulated by values, clearly conceived
purposes, oriented to knowledge.”105 Value rationalization is the process of
clarifying one’s values and beliefs, dubbed by Weber value-rationality
(Wertrationalitat), a rationality in which ends have to conform to preestab-
lished values. For example, as one self-help book puts it, “Fighting per se
is not the issue. What matters is the degree to which we are able to take a
clear position in a relationship and behave in ways that are congruent
with our stated beliefs.”106

Indeed, the written quizzes that are endlessly provided in advice liter-
ature constitute a form of value rationalization applied to the domain of
interpersonal relationships. What do you want? What is your personality?
Are you jealous? Are you faithful? The quiz is culturally significant not
because it provides the answers to these questions but because it codifies
and encourages the application of value rationalization to the domain of
emotions. For example, one Redbook article offers a questionnaire “to eval-
uate how compatible people are, how romantic their marriage is. The
Romantic Attraction Questionnaire (RAQ) was designed to predict how
well a couple is suited. The RAQ is composed of 60 statements. . . . The
ideal RAQ score is between 220 and 300 points, indicating the sufficient
level of romantic attraction required to sustain a relationship.”107

Women have been enjoined both by feminism and by therapy to clar-
ify their values and preferences and to build relationships that conform
to and suit those values, all with the goal of asserting an autonomous and
self-reliant self. This process can take place only when women carefully
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take themselves as objects of scrutiny, control their emotions, assess
choices, and choose their preferred course of action.

Cognitive Rationalization

Closely associated with value rationalization is cognitive rationalization.
According to Weber, cognitive rationalization is characterized by an
attempt to comprehend reality through “increasingly precise and abstract
concepts.”108 Let me provide an example: “In situations such as these
[when a fight is starting], you are aware of the half-formed thoughts that
flit through your mind. But most of us have not trained ourselves to
deliberately bring them to our awareness in a manner that permits us to
weigh everything and rationally control the outcome.” What is promoted
here is what Weber called cognitive rationalization, applied here to emo-
tions. Women are asked to observe their emotions, identify patterns of
behavior, uncover the hidden causes of their behavior (usually located in
early childhood relationships), and with that knowledge control their
relationships.

Quantification of Emotion

The objectification of emotion leads to the view that emotions are fixed
entities and that as such they can be quantified, averaged out, and bal-
anced. One of the most common clichés of popular culture is that rela-
tionships should be balanced. For example, by plotting intimacy levels
on a scale of zero to ten, Dr. Popenoe outlines the process by which a cou-
ple polarizes. “At one end of the scale, say ten, there’s mutuality, connec-
tion, proximity. At the other there’s separateness, individuality, differen-
tiation. A good balance is somewhere around five. Let’s say, that when a
couple marry, she is a Six, leaning a little more toward closeness, and he
is a Four, edging toward distance. That’s a manageable difference. . . .
[But she may move toward] a Nine by becoming more clingy and
demanding . . . . If this continues over a long period of time, she reaches
Ten and he reaches Zero.”109

Once numerical metaphors are used to characterize personalities and
relationships, “balancing” emotions becomes akin to establishing a
“mean” or average on a numerical scale. Numbers are metaphors for the
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idea that emotions and personality traits can be averaged out. “Reason
without feeling is as unattractive and unhealthful as feeling without rea-
son. Somehow there has to be a balance.”110 The idea of “balance” is inti-
mately related to the epistemology and professional interests of psychol-
ogists, for it enables them to conceptualize a wide variety of forms of
intimacy and personalities as problematic. By postulating balance as the
ideal, warmth and coldness, passivity and activity, assertiveness and
timidity, exuberance and self-effacement can all become equally prob-
lematic, thus enlarging the scope of the potential clients of therapy and
introducing a great uncertainty about the nature of a “healthy” emotional
makeup. For example:

In over 25 years as a psychiatrist working with couples and young families, 
I have found that an imbalance of this kind in one or both partners can lead
to two kinds of trouble in a marriage: either there is too much sharing and
empathy between the partners (yes, there is actually such a thing as too
much!) or there is too little sharing and not enough empathy. I call the first
style of marriage “hot” the other “cool.” Both are troublesome. Fortunately,
if your marriage tends to be a “hot” or a “cool” one and you can identify it,
you can begin to make a conscious effort to move your relationship toward
that stable balance of closeness we call the “warm” marriage.111

The call on striving for a “balance” clearly serves the professional inter-
ests of psychologists and makes intimate relationships into cognitive
objects that can be numerically evaluated and averaged. This is related to
the deployment of techniques of calculation inside the intimate bond.

Techniques of Calculation

Weber viewed rationalization as characterized by a deeper refinement of
techniques of calculation. Indeed, as the examples above suggest, intimate
life and emotions are made into measurable and calculable objects, to be
captured in quantitative statements. To know that I score a ten in the state-
ment “I become anxious when you seem interested by other women” will
presumably lead to a different self-understanding and corrective strategy
than if I had scored a “two.” Psychological tests of this kind use a specifi-
cally modern cultural cognition called by sociologists Wendy Espeland

T h e  T y r a n n y  o f  I n t i m a c y 139



and Mitchell Stevens “commensuration.”112 As Espeland defines it, “Com-
mensuration involves using numbers to create relations between things.
Commensuration transforms qualitative distinctions into quantitative dis-
tinctions, where difference is precisely expressed as magnitude according
to some shared metric.”113 Under the aegis of psychology and feminism,
intimate relationships have increasingly become things to be evaluated
and quantified according to some metric (which, by the way, varies with
the wide gamut of psychologists and psychological schools).

Objectification through Literacy

Historically, literacy has played a momentous role in setting a course
toward a rationalization of conduct. Here too, intimacy is rationalized
through the use of reading and writing.

“Any time you feel a sense of separation or distance from your part-
ner,” instructs a psychologist writing for Redbook, “go into another room
and write down your feelings, beginning with your anger. Blame your
partner for every sin you think he or she has committed—don’t edit
yourself. Soon you will notice signs of hurt and sadness coming through.
Continue writing, this time about things you’re afraid of or sorry for.
Finally, express your love for your partner, your understanding and for-
giveness. You’ll be surprised at how much positive emotion comes out—
because you’ve already released the negative part. Then show the entire
letter to your partner.”114

The medium of literacy, which is abundantly advocated by popular
therapeutic discourse, puts into motion a process of objectifying emo-
tions. In this process, emotions are externalized in the sense that they
become separate from the subjectivity of the speaker, with the aim of tak-
ing control of and transforming them. Literacy thus allows an emotion to
become an object for the purpose of facilitating interpersonal transac-
tions. For example, a questionnaire published by Redbook that asked
women to evaluate their sexual and emotional lives was later adopted by
two established therapists in their practices. “We are now using the
Redbook questionnaire in our therapy sessions to help couples begin to
communicate better with each other. After answering separately, they
compare responses and discuss their feelings. One couple told us that
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they were able to begin to deal with some emotional and even painful
subjects because the questionnaire helped them get beyond their embar-
rassment; once they were relaxed, filling out the answers—even those
that touched on difficult problems—began to seem like fun” (emphasis
added).115 The intertwining of textuality with emotional experience is a
main characteristic of psychological advice in popular culture. Drawing
on the medieval scholar Brian Stock, we may say that textuality has
become an important adjunct of emotional experience.116 “Exercises” like
the one above organize and transform emotional life by “locking” emo-
tions into the medium of writing, in the sense of creating a distance
between the experience of the emotions and the person’s awareness of
that emotion. If literacy is the inscription of spoken language in a
medium that enables one to “see” language (rather than hear it) and to
decontextualize it from the act of speaking, these exercises similarly
invite a decontextualization of emotions in the sense that they invite men
and women to reflect on and discuss emotions even after they are dis-
connected from their original context. The reflexive act of giving names
to emotions in order to manage them gives them an ontology that fixes
their volatile, transient, and context-based nature.

An example of the uses of literacy in intimate relationships is provided
by Elaine, a thirty-five-year-old woman who conducts workshops in
anger management and “conflict resolution.” She explains how she com-
municates with her husband about their unpleasant areas of disagree-
ment: “I write him notes telling him not to do certain things, for example,
when he leaves the sink dirty after he has done the dishes.”

Interviewer: Could you tell me what you write exactly?
Elaine: You know, I would write something like “Bob, I have asked you

many times to clean the sink and you don’t seem to be able to respond 
to this simple request. If you don’t do it, I’ll start getting mad.”

Interviewer: Do you find that there is a difference between writing and
talking?

Elaine: Oh yeah, I think that when you write you’re better able to get your
message across. When you talk, somehow things become complicated;
you get all wrapped up in these emotions and sometimes you don’t even
say things that you intend to say.
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According to Jack Goody and Ian Watt, literacy decontextualizes
speech and thought and detaches rules that produce speech from the
very act of speaking.117 I would argue something similar is happening
here. When locked into literacy, emotions become objects to be observed
and manipulated. Emotional literacy makes one extract oneself from the
flow and unreflexive character of experience and transform emotional
experience into words. One is enjoined to transform emotions into cold
cognitions, detached from the concrete circumstances of their appear-
ance. Discussing the effect of print on Western thought, Walter Ong
writes: “Print encourages a sense of closure, a sense that what is found in
a text has been finalized, has reached a state of completion. . . . By isolat-
ing thought on a written surface, detached from any interlocutor, making
utterance in this sense autonomous and indifferent to attack, writing pre-
sents utterance and thought as uninvolved with all else, somehow self-
contained, complete.”118 Ong further argues that the ideology of literacy
has given rise to the idea of the “pure text,” the idea that texts have an
ontology, that their meanings can be detached from those of their authors
and contexts. Similarly, the locking of emotions into language gives rise
to the idea of “pure emotion,” the idea that emotions are definite discrete
entities, somehow locked and trapped inside the self, that can be manip-
ulated and changed by a work of appropriation.

The new emotional discipline instilled by the therapeutic ethos makes
emotions into cognitively apprehensible objects to be manipulated in
order to reach one overarching form of rationality that I call communica-
tive rationality. The control of emotions, the clarification of one’s values
and goals, and the objectification of emotions all indicate a broader
process of rationalization of intimate relations.

T h e  C o o l i n g  o f  P a s s i o n

Anthony Giddens has interpreted the modern transformation of inti-
macy as expressing a movement toward equality and emancipation.119

But Giddens’s analysis unfortunately too often only replicates the psy-
chological credo (that intimacy derives from equality) and has failed to
interrogate the social consequences of the transformations it purports to
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describe. How has the therapeutic language transformed the language of
intimacy? I interviewed therapists and people who had undergone ther-
apy for many years, on the assumption that these people were the most
likely to illustrate how, if at all, the language of therapy may shape con-
ceptions and practices of intimacy.

Matthew is a fifty-four-year-old academic who, after his divorce,
underwent five years of therapy. He remarried a woman therapist seven
years ago.

Interviewer: You mentioned earlier that your [second] wife has this ideal
of communication. What did you mean?

Matthew: By the way, I don’t think that she holds that ideal, she under-
stands that communication could be negative, I think in the abstract 
she accepts it, but in practice I think she has some problems dealing 
with negative communication. Other than that, yes, overall . . . 

Interviewer: If you had to explain to someone what it is to communicate,
what people do when they communicate, what goes on inside them,
what kind of things do they talk about, what it does to them afterwards,
how would you explain that?

Matthew: The theory is that . . . if I am clear in my own mind about what 
I want and don’t want, what I need and don’t need, and I can communi-
cate that to you, then we have a better chance of reaching a situation in
which we can both get more of our needs met, through some conflict
and negotiations, following that conflict. A conflict is “I don’t want to 
do this, I want to do that” or “I don’t need this, I need that,” and each
partner being equally empowered in the process, there is a kind of ex-
pectation that two things will happen: one is that it will be a kind of
optimality, that everyone will be better off, and that unresolved issues
will be more tolerable because they will operate on the basis of some
partial achievement and a recognition that that’s as far as one can go.
Again, a kind of optimality. It may not be perfect, but it may be that 20
percent are not resolved, as opposed to various “dis-utopic” [dystopic]
models where we are screaming at each other and we have 90 percent
unresolved conflicts with each other.

Interviewer: Can you give me an example?
Matthew: What expresses more of one’s response to the other that’s spelled

positive and negative, I like your doing that, I appreciate your doing
that, this makes me uncomfortable, I’m unhappy about doing this, could
we find a way where you meet more of my conditions and I try to meet
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more of your conditions, I think the fantasy is that this is going to resolve
100 percent of the conflict or that this won’t itself generate other kinds of
problems. Let me give you a conflict illustration: We have some tensions
at home when my wife says: “You don’t clean up the sink!” when I think
I do 80 percent or 90 percent of the time. I realize that more and more,
that when I hear this, I hear my mother talking. My wife gets frustrated
because she says, “You won’t give me a voice,” and I say, “I’m giving
you a voice but I am going to be upset by this.” She says, “Is there any
way that I can tell you this without making you upset?” and I thought
about it, maybe a year or two ago, and I said, “Probably not, so your
choices are to either not say it or say it and know that I’m going to be
upset, but that’s the price that you have to pay. I will then, after being
upset, try to modify my behavior.” Of late we have been through an-
other round of that, which left her depressed, and this time I was able
|to see the relationship, it was very solid but there was a lot of conflict
around it, and I tried to think. Taking this model one step further, could 
I find a way of dealing with any instant if reaction to communication
didn’t seem productive any more. I finally suggested that we keep a
clipboard. That instead of verbalizing, we’ll write each other messages. 
It may be real or it may be a caricature, but then, like e-mail, we can
open up a file when we are ready to deal with it and not at the moment,
think about it and reflect it. I thought about this in a class, . . . I thought
we were having a conflict right there where I won’t take shit from you
and you won’t take shit from me . . . . That’s literally how I took an old
idea from a sociological example and thought about using that as a kind
of buffer. We have done that for a while, I don’t think it resolves all the
issues but I think it has at least expanded our repertoire.

Interviewer: What do the notes on the clipboard do?
Matthew: They allow me to process a communication without the other

being in my face at the same time. So they give me the freedom to hear
without it being spoken in my face, it has a kind of symbolic value of
being written since we both write and this is an adult behavior and not 
a childlike behavior, this is an “educative” behavior. There is a way in
which it captures some of the group culture and sort of dampens some
of the childlike impulsive reactive qualities. I know that we’ll use it for 
a while, but I think it’s an interesting experience because when either
one of us feels voiceless, there’s this other channel.

Interviewer: Why does hearing the voice of the other represent a
hindrance?

Matthew: Because I think it reminds us of older childlike models, which
are very disapproving, impotent, etc., etc. I can’t speak for her, but that 
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is certainly a part of mine. I think I was extraordinarily controlled by my
mother, and I think when I hear a mother-like tone I hear my wife saying
things to me that I never heard her say to her son, never, in all the years
that we have lived together. Often I said that to her as quietly as I could
and she would deny it, or she would say: “But they haven’t done things
to me that you do,” and I would say, “Maybe,” and then I would calm
and if I were angry I would say, “It’s not true” and try to get her. . . . I see
ways in which the boys are much more passive in their communication,
and we’ve recently begun to talk about how my daughter needs to ver-
balize a lot of her ambivalence about that, and my wife says, “I’m tired
of that, if you want to do that, you can do that, but I’m just going to say.”
I thought about that, and she said, “Well, that’s your family culture, and
my family culture is different.” I said, “OK, that’s, at least on the surface,
somewhat neutral, though we are each saying that our culture is bet-
ter . . .” but I started thinking about what that represented, and I think,
my sense from that is that there is a model of intimacy that we have
that’s different. Her model of intimacy is: “I’ll tell you something that 
is bothering me and then I’ll go away and deal with it,” and my model 
is: “I want to talk to you about it, I want to share it with you, both to 
get some affirmation and also to get some implement to find a new way
of dealing with this.”

A part of her impulse says: “We’ve talked about this before, so why
should we have to talk about it again?”

Her form [of talking] is: “You’re supposed to talk about whatever you
feel, talk about why you are angry and what you can do with it.” One of
our standard patterns of conflict is she will say that I’m not hearing her
and I’m trying to make her say everything is all right when she is angry.
There’s enough congruence with my old patterns that I can see some
part of that going on. I can’t tolerate her anger, so when she goes off 
I wind up attacking her and trying to get her to say that she is wrong
and I am right. There is some of that and that is certainly one part of 
my struggle to find a more constructive way. I think that she has her
own issues that she doesn’t deal with, that we may in fact have quite
different models of intimacy and for me that intimacy may include
different kinds of expression of anger. She gets very upset if I raise my
voice, but I noticed in recent years that when I try to verbalize a com-
plaint she often says something like: “I heard that, you said that before.”
And I keep saying, “But that’s not . . . playing old movies is not fair
fighting, every time you say that I am doing that again and again. That’s
a violation and you are making me angry.” And then she says: “You are
making me angry because you want to carry this on.” I think there’s a
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part of her that has a real problem accepting her own flaws unless she
defines them. Her boundary issue is the kind of criticism that I will
make, it’s very hard for her to accept that at some level. In the same 
way that she says that I am trying to make her say that she is wrong, she
is also trying to get me to say that I am wrong and she is right, only the
mechanism is different, part of her unfair fighting is that she uses her
mantle of therapist as if she could be a therapist in her own home, so she
brings in that discourse in the middle of our conflict.

Many things are worth noticing here. First, this man, like all other
interviewees, holds a clear model of communication that involves using
specific and adequate speech patterns, self-awareness, capacity to iden-
tify with another’s point of view, and the capacity to compromise with
another. Second, the therapeutic jargon and narrative are rampant (e.g.,
he views his conflicts with his wife as the reenactment of childhood con-
flicts—“she has her own issues”). In his account, emotions and the man-
agement of emotions are at the forefront of his relationship with his wife.
This illustrates that therapy gives rise to new models of masculinity,
in which introspection and emotional expression and emotional self-
monitoring play a significant role. These new forms of masculinity, how-
ever, are likely to be found among members of professions in which high
verbal proficiency and the management of self are crucial (see chapter 6).
Third, this man’s reflexivity is obvious, as he displays a constant moni-
toring of his emotions and of the ways he communicates them. Moreover,
the interview shows how language—or rather a metalinguistic model of
communication (a model about communication)—is at the center of rela-
tionships and is at stake in them. For example, one of Matthew’s motives
for disputing with his wife concerns the way each of them fights and
expresses anger. What is at stake in their disputes is each other’s con-
sciously held and debated respective emotional style, thus suggesting
that the model of communication is a very distinct and well-established
cultural cognition, at least among members of the middle classes. Fourth,
this interviewee and his wife are both highly conversant with therapeu-
tic jargon and techniques. Yet such familiarity, far from helping them cir-
cumvent conflict, seems only to increase its likelihood. For reflexivity cre-
ates endless loops of needs to be satisfied, models of how communication
should be conducted, and sharpens the evaluative standards with which
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relationships are appraised, gauged, and thereby criticized. The couple’s
view that their conflicts emanate from their childhood experiences helps
both to explain and to reify their conflicts. In addition, the very fact that
Matthew’s wife has a well-articulated model of conflict resolution to
which he does not subscribe creates yet another area of disagreement.
Finally, notice how this man’s intimate life is replete both with emotions
and with self-control. Indeed, as he himself suggests, he makes great
attempts to control his thoughts, emotions, and behavior. To improve his
abilities to control his emotional style, he has recourse to writing (on a
clipboard), a technique that clearly aims to reduce the reactivity and
spontaneity present in face-to-face interactions and to create a distance
between his immediate emotional reactions and his goals. What this
interview thus reveals and exposes is the conflicting cultural structure of
contemporary intimacy, torn between a dense emotionality and processes
of rationalization of sentiments. As becomes clearer in chapter 6, such a
structure is more likely to characterize the middle than the working
classes.

My interview with Margaret, a forty-two-year-old communication
consultant, provides another example of some of these dynamics.

Margaret: Yes, we have a standard, we usually have an argument. . . .
Actually, we have only one argument, that is kind of interesting, and 
I noticed that, it’s about me saying or doing something that embarrasses
my husband or makes him feel bad, usually in front of other people, and
then he ends up getting very childish and aggressive wherever we are,
not speaking to our host or our guest until the end of the evening, then
me getting in the car with him and asking him what the problem is,
because he doesn’t express it, and then he will finally rant against me
and how I am this horrible person. . . . Usually then I will say something
like “I just said X three days ago and it didn’t offend you, why are you
doing this tonight?” basically to try to get it more rational, and it ends
up with me just clamming up on him because he is attacking me person-
ally but won’t talk about what it is, the only thing he wants is for me 
to apologize and be equally childish. I didn’t do anything that I didn’t
mean to do at the time, and I certainly didn’t mean to hurt him, I had 
no idea . . . I’ll apologize for the results—“I’m sorry that you feel so
badly, I had no idea that this would be the effect”—but he wants me 
to say, “I’m sorry I said X,” and I will not apologize for something that I
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did. I can often be very sorry for the outcome, but I can’t be sorry for
what I did. These are silly little arguments, but they get huge and we
don’t speak for two or three days as a result. They don’t happen very
often. Maybe every six months to a year now, partly because he has
changed a lot. I don’t perceive that I’m much different, but he has
become much more vocal at the time of the injustice. I don’t think he 
had a very good self-esteem and I think it’s growing, he’ll say at the
time, “Why did you say that?” which I think is great and we can discuss
these things. This is our argument, and we just had one, and I remember
them because they’re big and I just can’t deal talking with him when he’s
so irrational with me and he wants this apology and I just can’t give it 
to him. I’m sure there’s something there behind that but that’s our fight,
that’s the only one that we have, everything else we can talk about, even
the stuff with cleaning, eventually I’ll sit down with him and I’ll talk
about “Your leaving all that in there makes me feel X.” So we actually
get to that, but this one is never resolved.

Here again, the therapeutic cultural frames structure this woman’s
understanding of her conflicts. This woman understands her husband’s
problem as being one of “self-esteem.” As in the previous interview,
fighting must be contained and regulated by fair procedures of speech.
Here also, the fight is about the correct procedure of fighting. Finally, this
interview similarly highlights the ways in which the use of rational mod-
els of conduct is deeply inscribed within intimate social bonds.

How are we to interpret the consequences of such rationalization? I
will discuss this question by referring to Simmel’s theory of work as sum-
marized by Jorge Arditi and Ann Swidler.120 As Arditi explains, Simmel
formulated a theory of alienation according to which the impoverish-
ment of personal life is a consequence of the growing separation between
our direct unmediated experience of the world and the increasingly
dense world of objects and ideas that are produced to make sense of that
world, so to speak outside our experience. For Simmel, when we create a
vast and complex objective culture, as ours undoubtedly is, we lose the
unity needed for such objects to remain meaningful. Arditi argues that
according to Simmel, for our experience to remain existentially mean-
ingful, there must be a high congruence between the object and subject of
our experience. Thus for Simmel to love means to apprehend the other
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directly and entirely. It means that no social or cultural object lies
between the lover and the beloved and that no element of the intellect or
external cultural object plays a part in the experience of loving. The non-
rational is precisely what makes possible the direct attribution of mean-
ing to an object, unmediated by intellectual constructions. When we love
someone, we attach to that person a meaning that derives from experi-
encing him or her as a whole. Then and only then can we capture the
existential particularity of that other and merge with him or her. As
Arditi aptly puts it, intellectual experience—what Weber viewed as the
essence of rationality—thus necessarily introduces a distance between
me and the object. For Simmel, the increasing rationalization of modern
societies entails a significant increase in the distance between subjects
and objects. And here Arditi, interpreting Simmel, offers a very interest-
ing idea, that social distance derives, not from the absence of common
traits, but from the abstract nature of these traits. To put this slightly dif-
ferently, remoteness derives from the fact that people share a standard-
ized language, an abstract way of capturing and making sense of rela-
tionships. In other words, the fact that we increasingly have cultural
techniques to standardize intimate relationships, to talk about them and
manage them in a generalized way, weakens the capacity for closeness,
the congruence between subjects and object, the possibility of fusion.
When the relationship becomes increasingly generalized and intellectu-
alized, love loses its unmediated character, and both the emotion and the
object of love come to be interpreted in terms that are alien to the inner
experience of the self. What this analysis in turn suggests is that the pri-
vate is not only political but also deeply transformed by the contempo-
rary politics of emotion.

C o n c l u s i o n

On the face of it, therapeutic culture is a reaction against a stultifying
technical and bureaucratic disenchantment. Because of its stress on indi-
vidual uniqueness, pleasure, and introspection, therapeutic culture is, at
face value, a vast cultural effort to recapture meaning and feeling in an
otherwise barren and technical world of meanings. But the process I have
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revealed here is quite different: at the same time that it has made avail-
able a rich and elaborate lexicon of inwardness and emotions, therapy
has also heralded a standardization and rationalization of emotional life.
The cultural originality of the therapeutic discourse is that it has ratio-
nalized emotions through an intense emotionalization of the romantic
bond. As was the case in the corporation, making relationships more
“emotional” went hand in hand with making them more rational. The
study of the sphere of intimacy thus reveals the other side of the process
of “emotional capitalism” that I started unraveling in the previous chap-
ter, that is, the intertwining and intensification of emotional and eco-
nomic cultural models to address social relations.121

In taking a reflexive posture toward emotions essential to selfhood,
and in positing a model of disengaged mastery over one’s emotions, ther-
apeutic culture has paradoxically contributed to a splitting of emotions
and action. By insisting that the rules governing the expression of emo-
tions are to be learned reflexively, the therapeutic discourse has made
emotional life a matter of procedural and reflexive monitoring of the self,
especially for members of the middle class and perhaps even more espe-
cially for women. I suggest that here lies what may be a major area of dif-
ferences between different categories of emotional culture, separating
middle-class from working-class men and women (see chapter 6).
Indeed, as becomes clear in chapter 6, the emotional fault lines in our
society may have less and less to do with differences between men’s and
women’s emotionality than with differences between members of the
working and middle classes. Emotional differences may have less to do
with emotional content—which emotions are felt—than with emotional
rules and styles, how members of different social groups engage in or dis-
engage from the emotional realm. Middle-class emotional culture has
been characterized by an intense introspectiveness and reflexivity, and
even if such reflexivity is more pronounced among women, men are join-
ing in the rationalization of intimacy described in this chapter. This in
turn invites us to revise the ways in which we think of the division of
gender around the question of reason. Genevieve Lloyd (and other fem-
inist scholars) have argued that reason has long been identified with the
male point of view.122 Such male exercise of reason is characterized by the
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splitting of reason and emotion and by the domination of instrumental
reason. But, as I have suggested in this chapter, the intense rationalization
of the private sphere indicates not only that middle-class women’s emo-
tional culture is highly rationalized but also that middle-class men’s
rationality is deeply enmeshed with emotions. As I show in the next two
chapters, the cultural models offered by therapy translate themselves
into an increasingly gender-blind narrative (chapter 5) and transform the
very nature of the resources used by actors in their social struggles (chap-
ter 6).
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FIVE Triumphant Suffering

He [the support group leader] always looked forward to 

the second session. Time to get down to business, to start

revealing the secrets that made it all worthwhile. Sure, the

process itself was rewarding, seeing these damaged people

begin to heal and make the first steps towards their new lives,

but what he really loved were the stories: life’s rich pattern,

like a tapestry unraveling in front of him. . . . Maybe the class

was the knitting needles to help people pull themselves back

together again, a little more disheveled but more interesting

this time around.

—Kate Harrison

Only what goes on hurting will stick.

—Nietzsche

It seems to me that it is possible to make fiction work 

inside of truth.

—Michel Foucault

In 1859, in a widely popular book called Self-Help, Samuel Smiles offered
a series of biographies of men who had risen from obscurity to fame and
wealth (self-help was masculine, and women had little or no room in nar-
ratives of success and self-reliance). Immensely popular, the book made
a powerful case for Victorian notions of individual responsibility. With
the characteristic optimism and moral voluntarism of the nineteenth-



century faith in progress, Smiles evoked the “spirit of self-help in the
energetic action of individuals who, rising above the heads of the mass,
knew to distinguish themselves from others.” Their lives, he wrote,
inspire high thinking and are examples of resolute working, integrity,
and “truly noble and manly character.” The power of self-help, Smiles
went on, is the power of each to accomplish for himself; self-help had
thus resolutely democratic overtones, as it enabled even the “humblest of
men to work out for themselves an honorable competency and a solid
reputation.”1

Some sixty years later, addressing his fellow psychoanalysts in the
aftermath of the trauma of the First World War, Freud offered a grandiose
yet pessimistic vision of the task to come for psychoanalysis: “Compared
with the vast amount of neurotic misery which there is in the world, and
perhaps need not be, the quantity we can do away with is almost negli-
gible. Besides this, the necessities of our existence limit our work to the
well-to-do-classes.” “At present,” Freud added, “we can nothing for
the wider social strata, who suffer extremely seriously from neuroses.”
Despite his call to democratize psychoanalysis, Freud was skeptical
about poor people’s willingness to part with their neuroses “because the
hard life that awaits them if they recover offers them no attraction, and
illness gives them one more claim to social help.” Where Smiles believed
that the simple or the poor man could rise above the ordinary trials of
everyday life through sobriety, endurance, and energy, Freud offered the
disquieting possibility that neither psychoanalysts nor the poor might
remedy “that vast amount of neurotic misery” because, as Freud ex-
plained so well, laborers will prefer their moral and mental agony over
recovery.2 Contrary to Smiles’s self-help ethos, which stipulated that
moral strength could determine one’s social position and social destiny,
Freud held the pessimistic view of the psyche and society that the very
capacity to help oneself was conditioned by one’s social class and that,
like other aspects of psychic development, such capacity could be dam-
aged. If psychic development was damaged, it could not be restored
through sheer willpower. Only the scientific, painstaking (and costly)
work of the analyst could contribute to the improvement of the self. By
making psychoanalysis the only road to psychic salvation, Freud sug-
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gested that self-help did not depend on one’s moral endurance, virtue,
and volition because the unconscious could take many cunning routes to
defeat the decisions of consciousness. If the unconscious could defeat
one’s determination to help oneself, then this in turn meant that the
Freudian outlook, at least initially, was incompatible with what would
become the industry of self-help. Further, “moral spine” and “strong
will” were the symptoms of the very problem (neurosis) that Freudian-
ism was set to resolve.

Thus, at the end of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the
twentieth, Smiles and Freud stood at opposite positions of the moral dis-
course of selfhood: Smiles’s ethos of self-help made the access to mobil-
ity and to the market dependent on the exercise of virtue obtained by the
combined effect of volition and moral spine. By contrast, self-help and
virtue had no place in Freud’s overall theoretical framework. This is
because the family narrative that was at the heart of the Freudian outlook
was not linear but figurative, to use Erich Auerbach’s word. The figura-
tive form of narrative is opposed to the linear or horizontal narrative in
that it “combines two events causally and chronologically remote from
each other, by attributing to them a meaning common to both.”3 Whereas
self-help postulated that life was a series of accumulated achievements
and could be understood as incrementally unfolding along a horizontal
time line, the Freudian view of the self postulated that one had to draw
many invisible vertical lines between key events in one’s childhood and
subsequent psychic development and conceived of a person’s life as un-
folding not in a linear but in a cyclical way. Moreover, for Freud, health,
rather than success, was the new goal of the psyche, and this health did
not depend on one’s sheer will because healing occurred, so to speak,
behind the back of the patient’s cogito and will. Only transference, resis-
tance, dream work, and free association—and not “volition” or “self-
control”—could lead to psychic and ultimately social transformation.
Finally, psychic recovery could not be democratic and evenly distributed
throughout society. In fact, Freud suggested that therapy entertained a
hidden affinity with social privilege.

Yet if we take a snapshot of contemporary American culture, it is easy
to observe everywhere a powerful cultural alliance between Smiles’s
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ethos of self-improvement and such notions of Freudian inspiration as
childhood trauma, patterns of self-defeating behavior, and unconscious
conflicts. Where Freud was dubious about the possibility of a self-made
recovery, a vast industry of self-help—addressing issues such as inti-
macy, child rearing, leadership, divorce, assertiveness, anger manage-
ment, dieting, and well-being—now relentlessly drives home Smiles’s
message that self-help is in everyone’s reach. By an ironic twist of history,
this self-help ethos has become Freudian with a vengeance, for it contains
some basic Freudian tenets, such as the claim that much of our identity is
unconscious, that its emotional makeup is riddled with conflicts, that
most of our conflicts have an internal rather than an external origin, and
that conflicts can be overcome through the proper verbal management of
one’s self and psyche.

The juxtaposition of psychology and self-help—which had initially
stood at opposite poles of culture—is one illustration among many of the
ways in which seemingly incompatible cultural frameworks can blend to
produce a hybrid cultural system different from either of the original sys-
tems. Such an alliance occurred because the language of psychotherapy
left the realm of experts and moved to the realm of popular culture,
where it interlocked and combined with various other key categories of
American culture, such as the pursuit of happiness, self-reliance, and the
belief in the perfectibility of the self. In fact, Freudian premises about the
self could move to the core of American culture when the Freudian out-
look was modified enough by subsequent theorists to admit the idea of
the perfectibility of the self.

The purpose of this chapter is to reflect on the ways in which the
alliance between the therapeutic discourse and the self-help ethos has
produced a narrative of self that has deeply transformed autobiographi-
cal discourse, that is, how life stories are conceived, told, and negotiated
in interpersonal interaction, thereby also transforming identity. Because
it has been able to adapt to and absorb different cultural persuasions,
psychological discourse has increased the scope of its influence through-
out the twentieth century and has come to organize contemporary nar-
ratives of selfhood and identity. The durability of a cultural structure is
not opposed to change but is on the contrary often explained by it. What
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we must explain, then, is how, as Orlando Patterson put it, “identity per-
sists through many sources of change.”4

The therapeutic narrative has been performed in an array of social
sites, such as support groups and television confessional talk shows, and
has absorbed a variety of cultural meanings, most conspicuously femi-
nism and the New Age movement. In becoming diffused on a wide scale,
the therapeutic ethos moved from being a knowledge system to becom-
ing what Raymond Williams has dubbed a “structure of feeling.”5 The
notion of “structure of feeling” designates two opposite phenomena:
“feeling” points to a kind of experience that is inchoate, that defines who
we are without our being able to articulate this “who we are.” Yet the
notion of “structure” also suggests that this level of experience has an
underlying pattern, that it is systematic rather than haphazard. Indeed,
self-help therapeutic culture is an informal and almost inchoate aspect of
our social experience, yet it is also a deeply internalized cultural schema
organizing perception of self and others, autobiography, and interper-
sonal interaction.6 If we want to understand how psychology has become
a deep cultural structure, that is, a pervasive and unconscious one,7we
must understand how and why psychology spilled over several cultural
arenas and how it became part of the mental and emotional apparatus of
actors. Thus the question of the durability of a cultural structure
inevitably brings us back to the question of its depth, which in turn can
be reformulated as one of the central theoretical questions of cultural
sociology: How does (the therapeutic) cultural structure translate into the
“micropractices” of giving accounts, telling one’s life story, and explain-
ing others’ behavior? This chapter tries to capture the depth of (thera-
peutic) cultural structure by examining this dual aspect.

W h y  T h e r a p y  T r i u m p h e d

The therapeutic outlook became a cultural structure enacted in the micro-
practices of actors thanks to a number of factors: internal changes in psy-
chological theory; the institutionalization of the therapeutic discourse in
the state; the growing social authority of psychologists; the role of insur-
ance companies and pharmaceutical industries in regulating pathology
and therapy; and the use of psychology by various actors in civil society.
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All of these factors explain how therapy took hold of the self in the form
of a powerful narrative, the primary vocation of which is to manage var-
ious disruptions of biography (e.g., divorce, bereavement, unemploy-
ment), the uncertainties that have become inherent in postmodern lives
(due to the increasing complexity of the economy and of the cultural
sphere), and problems of what I call—following Luc Boltanski’s termi-
nology—the “size” of the self, how big or how small one defines one-
self (as expressed in such “pathologies” as low self-esteem, low self-
confidence, and lack of assertiveness).

Internal Changes in Psychological Theory

As noted in chapter 2, Freudian psychology resonated with the highly
popular nineteenth-century movement known as the “mind cure move-
ment,” which included both Christian Science and various non–Christian
Science forms of “health mysticism.”8 As William James has suggested,
this movement was “a deliberately optimistic scheme of life, with both a
speculative and a practical side,” whose basic purpose was “the system-
atic cultivation of healthy-mindedness.”9 Protestantism strongly empha-
sized voluntary action, and in the American context self-help strategies
for living have been notoriously combined with popular religions, mak-
ing spirituality and self-help a central aspect of American culture. This
fundamental element of American culture was not easily compatible
with the profoundly pessimistic and deterministic framework of the
Freudian outlook.

In fact, psychoanalysis could diffuse widely in American popular cul-
ture because much of the Freudian bleak determinism was erased from it.
It was thus easy for alternative psychological theories—which provided
a more optimistic and open-ended view of self-development—to spread.
Heinz Hartmann (along with Ernst Kris and Rudolph Loewenstein)
played a very important role in making psychoanalysis far more com-
patible with the core values of American culture. For ego psychologists,
the ego rather than the id is the basis of human behavior and functioning
and is understood in terms of its adaptive functions. Psychologists like
Alfred Adler, Erich Fromm, Karen Horney, and Albert Ellis, although dif-
fering in outlook, all rejected the Freudian determinism of the psyche and
preferred a more flexible and open-ended view of the self, thus opening



up new possibilities for a greater compatibility between psychology and
American moral views of the person. For Alfred Adler, for example, the
conscious and unconscious are both in the service of the individual, who
uses them to further personal goals. In his view, behavior could change
throughout a person’s life span in accordance with both the immediate
demands of the situation and the long-range goals inherent in one’s
lifestyle. People move toward self-selected goals that they feel will give
them a place in the world, provide them with security, and preserve their
self-esteem. Ellis, like Adler, insisted upon action and viewed life as a
dynamic striving. Erik Erikson’s Childhood and Society published in 1950,
was another watershed in the history of the integration of psychoanaly-
sis in mainstream American culture.10 Erikson departed from earlier psy-
chodynamic thought in that he depicted persons as more rational and
therefore more conscious in their decision making and problem solving.
Whereas Freud believed that the ego struggles to resolve conflicts be-
tween instinctual urges and moral constraints, Erikson argued that the
ego is an autonomous system that deals with reality through perception,
thinking, attention, and memory. As a result of his emphasis on the adap-
tive functions of the ego, Erikson viewed the person as competent in
dealing with various environments over the course of development.11

Whereas Freud concerned himself with the influence of parents on the
child’s emerging personality, Erikson stressed the historical setting in
which the child’s ego was molded. If the ego’s development was inextri-
cably bound up with the changing nature of social institutions and value
systems, this meant it had far more plasticity than the Freudian ego.
Moreover, Erikson suggested that the ego developed throughout the life
span and was not limited to the early childhood experiences, which in
turn suggested the possibility of continuous change. Whereas Freud’s
objective was to explore how early trauma might bring about psy-
chopathology in adulthood, Erikson’s goal was to draw attention to the
human capacity to triumph over the psychological hazards of living. In
short, Freud’s fatalistic determinism was countered by Erikson’s opti-
mistic and voluntarist premise that every crisis provided the opportunity
for the self to grow and to develop mastery over the world. These devel-
opments made psychology increasingly compatible with the values of
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the self-help ethos, for they suggested that growth and maturity were
inherent components of the life course and that they were obtainable by
conscious acts of will and volition.

Thus ego psychology constituted a cultural bridge between the science
of psychology and the conceptions of selfhood dominant in American
culture. The movement that would help seal this alliance and help psy-
chology make the deepest inroads in popular culture was undoubtedly
the humanist movement. Its two most conspicuous and influential rep-
resentatives were Abraham Maslow and his mentor, Carl Rogers.

Simplifying a great deal of Freudian theory, Carl Rogers viewed peo-
ple as basically good or healthy and mental health as the normal pro-
gression of life, with mental illness, criminality, and other human prob-
lems as distortions of that natural, innate tendency toward health. In fact,
Rogers extended and stretched a great deal the category of “health” by
making it an intrinsic attribute of human beings. Rogers’s entire theory
was built on the very simple idea of a tendency toward self-actualization,
defined as the built-in motivation present in every life form to develop its
potentials to the fullest extent possible. In a lecture given at Oberlin
College in 1954, Rogers suggested that “whether one calls it a growth ten-
dency, a drive toward self-actualization, or a forward-moving directional
tendency, it is the mainspring of life, and is, in the last analysis, the ten-
dency upon which all psychotherapy depends. It is the urge which is evi-
dent in all organic and human life—to expand, extend, become autono-
mous, develop, mature—the tendency to express and activate all the
capacities of the self . . . . [This tendency] awaits only the proper condi-
tions to be released and expressed.”12 Using metaphors borrowed from
the realm of plants and animals, Rogers suggests that growth is a uni-
versal tendency that is never really absent, only buried. By positing
growth as an inherent component of the human condition, Rogers could
then offer a simple explanation for lives that were less than fulfilling:
they were simply lacking in “self-realization.” The goal of therapy thus
increasingly became to help one realize one’s own authentic self, whether
that self needed to be unearthed or fashioned from scratch. The basis for
maintaining such drive for growth was, according to Rogers, “to have a
basic unconditional positive regard for oneself. Any ‘conditions of
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worth’—I am worthy if I please my father, or I am worthy if I get a good
grade—pose a limit to self-actualization,”13 thus suggesting that the self
was now enjoined to strive for the elusive goal of self-realization.

But it was Abraham Maslow who would use and fuse these ideas in
the most successful synthesis between self-help ethos and psychology.
Like the psychologists just discussed, proponents of humanistic psychol-
ogy maintain that people are largely conscious and rational beings who
are not dominated by unconscious needs and conflicts and that they
experience, decide, and freely choose their actions. Also inspired by ego
psychologists was the idea “of becoming,” according to which a person
is never static: an adolescent is different from what he or she was in child-
hood and from what he or she will be in adulthood. Accordingly, it is the
person’s responsibility as a free agent to realize as many of his or her
potentialities as possible; only by actualizing these can the person live a
truly authentic life. It is wrong for people to refuse to make the most of
every moment of their existence and to fulfill that existence to the best of
their ability. Maslow’s idea called for a need for self-actualization and led
him to offer a hypothesis that would have a resounding success in U.S.
culture, namely that fear of success was what prevented a person from
aspiring to greatness and self-fulfillment:

It is reasonably [sic] to assume in practically every human being, and cer-
tainly in almost every newborn baby, that there is an active will toward
health, an impulse toward growth, or toward the actualization of human
potentialities. But at once we are confronted by the saddening realiza-
tion that so few people make it. Only a small proportion of the human
population gets to the point of identity, or selfhood, full humanness, 
self-actualization, etc. Even in a society like ours which is relatively one 
of the most fortunate on the face of the earth. . . . This is our new way 
of approaching the problem of humanness, i.e. with an appreciation of 
its high possibilities and simultaneously, a deep disappointment that these
possibilities are so infrequently actualized.14

The result was to define a new category of people: those who did not con-
form to these psychological ideals of self-fulfillment were now sick. “The
people we call ‘sick’ are the people who are not themselves, the people
who have built up all sorts of neurotic defenses against being human.”15

Or, to put things slightly differently, “The concept of creativeness and the
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concept of the healthy, self-actualizing, fully human person seem to be
coming closer and closer together, and may perhaps turn out to be the
same thing.”16

This represented an extraordinarily enlarged realm of action for psy-
chologists. Not only did psychologists move from psychological distur-
bance to the much wider realm of neurotic misery, but they now moved
from neurotic misery to the idea that health and self-realization were syn-
onymous. The effect of putting self-realization at the very center of mod-
els of selfhood was to make most lives become “un-self-realized.” This
basic idea formed the core of psychology’s uncanny popular success.

But for ideas to guide action, they need an institutional basis. If, as this
work assumes, the self is a deeply institutionalized form, we should look
for the institutional basis of languages of subjectivity. As John Meyer put
it, “The subjective qualities of actors [conform] to and [adapt] the larger
cultural resources and prescriptions.”17 I suggest that therapeutic pre-
scriptions could saturate the American polity because they were enacted
within three main arenas—the state, the market, and civil society—
against the backdrop of the growing social authority of the experts.

Professional Authority

The authority of the psychologist became pervasive in the late 1960s
because it found little resistance in the cultural and political arena. In the
1960s, the political ideologies that would have been likely to oppose the
individualist and psychological conceptions of the self were on the wane.
As Steven Brint put it, “Professional powers are most extensive . . . when
professional experts are operating in a depoliticized environment of
unchallenged premises. . . . Professional influence can be extensive when
professionals are able to assert a central cultural value in the absence of a
strong counter-ideology.”18 The 1960s represented an important step
toward the depoliticization of the cultural arena because sexuality, self-
development, and private life now occupied the center stage of public
discourse. More exactly, because these categories had been politicized in
the students’ protests and discourse, they pushed aside the “older” col-
lectivist understanding and practice of politics and helped focus collec-
tive attention on personal well-being and sexuality. The maturation and
expansion of the consumer market, allied with the sexual revolution,



helped increase the visibility and authority of psychologists because
these two cultural and ideological persuasions—consumerism and sex-
ual liberation—both made the self, sexuality, and private life into crucial
sites of identity. In the context of the demise of grand political ideologies
and of the increasing legitimacy and cultural visibility of such topics as
sexuality and intimate relationships, psychologists were the natural can-
didates to provide much-needed guidance on topics such as sexuality or
intimacy, about which parents or friends had little to contribute. Indeed,
areas of conduct are all the more likely to be riddled with uncertainties
and to be shaped by the authority of experts when social networks do not
(or cannot) serve as guides.19 Because sexuality had become the supreme
site of identity, psychologists could play a role as arbitrators of private
life. Using this psychological narrative, psychologists increasingly
addressed the public both as consumers and as patients. In particular,
because the “paperback revolution,” initiated by Pocket Books in 1939,
put easily affordable books in the reach of consumers, popular psychol-
ogy could now address and reach an ever-widening number of middle-
and lower-middle-class people. This paperback revolution enabled psy-
chologists to directly address a wide and heterogeneous public that could
now afford accessible expert advice. Such books could be found every-
where, in convenience stores, railway stations, and drugstores, thus con-
solidating the already flourishing self-help industry.

The self-help publishing industry grew dramatically in the last de-
cades of the twentieth century. “The trade publication American Book-
seller reports that self-help book sales rose by 96 percent in the five years
between 1991 and 1996. By 1998, self-help book sales were said to total
some $581 million, where they constituted a powerful force within the
publishing industry. . . . Indeed the self-improvement industry, inclusive
of books, seminars, audio and video products, and personal coaching, is
said to constitute a 2.48-billion-a-year industry.”20

The State

The therapeutic discourse of self-help became pervasive when it was
adopted and diffused by the state, that is, when the state defined itself
and became culturally active as what James Nolan calls a “therapeutic
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state.”21 Ellen Herman has argued that the massive adoption of the ther-
apeutic discourse by the state may be attributed to the great concern over
social adjustment and well-being in the postwar era. As she puts it, “It
was understood that mental health was necessary to the efficacy of the
Armed Forces in the short run and national security, domestic tranquility,
and economic competitiveness in the long run.”22 Reflecting this mood,
the National Institute of Mental Health was created in 1946, and its fund-
ing then grew at a spectacular rate. If in 1950 the agency’s budget was
$8.7 million, in 1967 it was $315 million, thus suggesting that psycholog-
ical health and services were deemed to be of universal value and appli-
cation.23 Another example of the increasing dominance of mental health–
related and psychological language was the fact that in the 1960s the
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) was spending more money
on psychological studies of behavior than on conventional medical
research on the biology of mental disease.24 The institutionalization of the
therapeutic outlook in the state apparatus was further manifested in the
increasing legitimacy of psychological modes of knowing and ascertain-
ing the truth. As Nolan reports, from 1968 to 1983, the number of clinical
psychologists grew threefold. “The monumental increase in the psychol-
ogization of modern life is also evident in the fact that there are more
therapists than librarians, firefighters, or mail carriers in the United
States, and twice as many therapists as dentists or pharmacists.” By 1986,
there were “253,000 psychologists employed in the United States, more
than one-fifth of whom held doctoral degrees.” During the same period,
it was estimated that an average of ten million Americans sought thera-
peutic advice in a single year.25 This spectacular increase was tightly con-
nected with the legitimacy that psychology enjoyed in the American
state apparatus.

Nolan argues that the (American) state has increasingly relied on the
codes, symbolism, and moral discourse of the therapeutic ethos to deploy
various rehabilitation programs for such groups as the poor, prison
inmates, delinquents, and victims claiming emotional injuries. For exam-
ple, while throughout the twentieth century the number of emotional
injury cases remained constant and unchanged, after the 1960s the “num-
ber of cases dealing with claims for emotional damages rose at an extra-
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ordinary rate.”26 Indeed, courts increasingly recognized the independent
nature of emotions and emotional injuries, as evidenced by the increasing
number of psychological experts called to testify on behalf of emotionally
injured victims and by the fact that criminals were increasingly treated by
therapists. Nolan attributes the increasing dominance of psychologists in
the state apparatus to the state’s need for legitimation. He does not
explain, however, why the therapeutic discourse could provide that legit-
imation. I would argue that at least one of the reasons why the state has
increasingly relied upon psychology is that, as George Thomas and col-
leagues have persuasively documented, modern “collective actors com-
mand greater legitimacy and authority if they are founded on a theory of
individual membership and activity.”27 In this view, individualism is not
opposed to state power. In fact, as Michel Foucault and John Meyer have
argued, in different yet congruent styles the modern state organizes its
power around cultural conceptions and moral views of the individual.
The state, in conjunction with the public discourse of media culture, has
provided publicly available repertoires to frame languages of selfhood
and individualism. It is thus seriously mistaken to view the psychologi-
cal self as “asocial” or anti-institutional.28 The therapeutic discourse pro-
vided added legitimacy to the state at the same time that it was natural-
ized by its adoption in the state apparatus. The psychological discourse
is one of the main sources of models of individualism, adopted and
propagated by the state.29 These models, as Meyer and his associates
argue, are present in the agenda and the mode of intervention of the state
in such various domains as education, business, science, and politics.

The Market: The Pharmaceutical Industry 
and the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) was one of
the main instruments enabling the extraordinary expansion of psycho-
logical modes of explanation. The third edition of the DSM (a.k.a. DSM
III) became the psychologists’ definitive “bible,” providing a compre-
hensive list of mental problems, some of which were already known and
others of which had been only recently mapped out and diagnosed by a
board of psychiatrists and clinical psychologists.30 The DSM is the out-
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come of research experiments and of numerous deliberations conducted
in committees. The ultimate reference book for mental disorders, it lists
alphabetically and defines a wide variety of disorders.31 The DSM is pub-
lished by the American Psychological Association, and at least since
DSM III (published in 1980) it has become a widely popular and prof-
itable commercial enterprise. For example, only ten months after its pub-
lication, the sale of DSM IV grossed $18 million.32

Although DSM III considerably expanded the range of behaviors
defined as markers of mental disorder, the manual never actually defined
what exactly qualified these behaviors as mental disorders. The creation
of a classification system in which symptoms signified and thus qualified
as markers of a mental or emotional disorder now pathologized a wide
range of behaviors. For example, “oppositional disorder” (coded 313.81)
is defined “as a pattern of disobedient, negativistic, and provocative
opposition to authority figures,” “histrionic personality disorder” (coded
301.50) occurs when individuals are “lively and dramatic and always
drawing attention to themselves,” and “avoidant and personality dis-
order” (coded 301.82) is characterized by “hypersensitivity to potential
rejection, humiliation, or shame and unwillingness to enter into relation-
ships unless given unusually strong guarantees of uncritical accep-
tance.”33 With the attempt to carefully codify and classify pathologies, the
category of mental disorder became very loose and very wide, including
behaviors or personality traits that merely fell outside the range of what
psychologists postulated was “average.” Behaviors or personality fea-
tures that might have been previously categorized as “having a bad tem-
per” were now in need of care and management and were henceforth
pathologized.

Herb Kutchins and Stuart Kirk suggest that the codification of pathol-
ogies is related to the close connection between mental health treatment
and insurance coverage. DSM III grew out of the need to make the rela-
tionship between diagnosis and treatment tighter so that insurance
companies (or other payers) could process claims more efficiently. As
Kutchins and Kirk put it, “DSM is the psychotherapist’s password for
insurance reimbursement.”34 DSM—which provides the code numbers
to be listed on the claims for insurance reimbursement—is the bridge
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connecting mental health professionals and such large money-giving
institutions as Medicaid, Social Security Disability Income, benefit pro-
grams for veterans, and Medicare.35 Not only is it used by the majority of
mental health clinicians, but it is increasingly used by third parties such
as “state legislatures, regulatory agencies, courts, licensing boards, insur-
ance companies, child welfare authorities, police, etc.”36 In addition,
pharmaceutical industries have an interest in the expansion of mental
pathologies that can then be treated with psychiatric medications.37 As
Kutchin and Kirk eloquently put it, “For drug companies, . . . unlabeled
masses are a vast untapped market, the virgin Alaskan oil fields of men-
tal disorder.”38 Thus the DSM, willfully or not, helps label and chart new
mental health consumer territories, which in turn help expand pharma-
ceutical companies. Hence the expansion of the category of mental ill-
ness, dysfunction, or emotional pathology is related to the professional
and financial interests of mental health professionals and drug compa-
nies. It is also related to the increasing use of psychological categories to
claim benefits, compensations, or extenuating circumstances in courts. In
this process, the DSM has clearly considerably enlarged the scope of psy-
chologists’ authority, who now legislate over such questions as how
much anger may be appropriately expressed, how much sexual desire
one should have, how much anxiety one should feel, and which emo-
tional behaviors should be given the label of “mental disease.” Because
the classificatory and bureaucratic logic that lies behind the making of
DSM aims at controlling, predicting, and managing rationally mental
disorders, it has increasingly lowered the thresholds defining dysfunc-
tions. This process has most successfully enabled the market’s appropri-
ation of therapy by providing the classifications and cultural frames that
have enabled the radical commodification of therapy.

Yet if John Meyer’s theory of culture enables us to understand the
“supply side” of culture (which agencies produce it), it does not ask why
some institutionalized rules are more likely to be followed than others.
The institutionalization of the therapeutic discourse in the state and in
the market alone does not explain the uncanny ease with which it took
hold of models of selfhood. Therapeutic models of selfhood had an extra-
ordinary cultural resonance because political actors operating in civil
society made new demands on the state and on legislatures and ad-
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vanced their claims by using and relying on the basic cultural schemes of
the therapeutic language to further their struggles.

Civil Society

As outlined in the previous chapter, feminism was one of the major polit-
ical and cultural formations to adopt the therapeutic discourse, as early
as the 1920s and most forcefully in the 1970s. Feminism found in psy-
chology a useful cultural ally because it both promoted sexuality as the
site of emancipation and offered the historically unprecedented view that
the private sphere should be governed by the (political and psychologi-
cal) ideal of self-determination. But in the 1980s this alliance took a new
turn when feminism denounced the oppressive effects of the patriarchal
family in the abuse of children. Ian Hacking argues that the movement
against child abuse was started around 1961–62 by a group of pediatri-
cians in Denver who, using x-rays, drew the attention of the public to
children who seemed to suffer from repeated injuries.39 If pediatricians
could shake public opinion so swiftly, it was because this category of
crime suited very well already constituted views of the child’s psyche
and of the long-lasting effects of injuries experienced during childhood.
In 1971, in her address to the New York Radical Feminist Conference,
Florence Rush brought the topic of child abuse to the attention of her
audience,40 a move that had important consequences for feminism. The
cause of child abuse was later adopted by feminist activists because it
helped transform psychic injury into a political critique of the family.

Alice Miller was one of the most forceful feminists writing against
child abuse. In her widely influential The Drama of the Gifted Child, Miller
utilized therapeutic logic, asserting that to survive and avoid unbearable
pain the mind of the abused child is provided with a remarkable mecha-
nism, the “gift” of “repression,” allowing for the storage of abusive expe-
riences outside consciousness.41 Miller placed trauma at the center of
one’s life narrative and advanced repression as the explanation for why
some abused or neglected children do not feel and are not aware of the
ravages of trauma as adults. Following the therapeutic logic according to
which adults will reproduce the suffering inflicted on them as children,
she also saw psychic problems transmitted from one generation to the
next:



Any person who abuses his children has himself been severely traumatized
in his childhood in some form or another. This statement applies without
exception since it is absolutely impossible for someone who has grown up 
in an environment of honesty, respect, and affection ever to feel driven to
torment a weaker person in such a way as to inflict lifelong damage. He has
learned very early on that it is right and proper to provide the small, helpless
creature with protection and guidance; this knowledge, stored at that early
age in his mind and body, will remain effective for the rest of his life.42

Miller also held the view that self-esteem is the most central attribute of
successful socialization and that it must be based on the authenticity of
one’s feelings.

Large cohorts of feminists have followed in Miller’s footsteps. Using
the defense of abused children, feminism found a new tactic to criticize
the family and patriarchy. This was because the social problem labeled
“child abuse” enabled feminism to mobilize cultural categories, such as
that of the child, that had a broader and more universal appeal.

The cultural categories of “child abuse” and “trauma” were crucial in
feminists’ tactics because they tapped into universal and uncontested
moral views about the sacredness of children and of the family, shared
equally by the Right and by the Left. Feminists used the category of
trauma to criticize the family, to protect the child, to pass new legislation,
and to fight male violence against both women and children, thus illus-
trating the ways psychological knowledge was used in civil society to
convert private ills into political problems and to further universalize
feminist struggles. The result of these tactics was that the state and the
courts slowly started to indict a new category of perpetrators and to reg-
ulate men’s behavior inside the family.

Another group that was instrumental in promoting the therapeutic
narrative consisted of Vietnam veterans who used the category of trauma
to receive social and cultural benefits. In 1980, the American Psychiatric
Association officially recognized the category of trauma. “The establish-
ment of PTSD resulted, in part, from intense lobbying by mental health
workers and lay activists on behalf of Vietnam War veterans. The PTSD
diagnosis acknowledged and dignified the psychological suffering of
American veterans amid their ambivalent reception by a divided and
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war-weary populace. It grounded their puzzling symptoms and behav-
iors in tangible external events, promising to free individual veterans of
the stigma of mental illness and guaranteeing them (in theory, at least)
sympathy, medical attention, and compensation.”43 Here again we see at
work the blurring of political and private categories and the attempt to
ground claims (to compensation or judiciary pursuits) in the universal
categories of “psychological damage.” Following the institutional and
epistemological logic of the therapeutic discourse, PTSD became pro-
gressively applied to a wide variety of occurrences, such as rape, terror
attacks, crime, and even accidents, thus contributing to the expansion of
the category as an illness construct applied to an ever-widening pool of
victims.

As Ron Eyerman has argued, it is not the experience that produces
traumatic effect but rather how we remember it. Experience, as cultural
sociologists know, is mediated by culture.44 Both feminists and Vietnam
veterans could construct certain experiences as traumatic because they
held in common a few cultural assumptions that in turn could coalesce
into a memory of trauma: that people could be damaged psychically, not
just physically; that there could be a considerable time lag between the
time at which such damage was perpetrated and its actual consequences;
that there could be symptoms of PTSD without necessarily a self-aware
recollection of the events that led to it; that compensation could be
claimed (or indictment pursued) decades after the trauma; that trauma
severely threatened the possibilities of self-development; and that all cit-
izens had an equal right to a healthy psyche. These actors—feminists and
Vietnam veterans—were only paving the way for a variety of other polit-
ical actors who were increasingly entering civil society by making claims
to victimhood and psychic damage in the name of ideals of personhood
that intertwined the psychic and the political.

From the multitude of examples illustrating the inflation of the num-
ber of psychological diseases in general and the expansion of the defini-
tion of PTSD, we can cite that of Carol Wilson and Mary Ellen Fromouth,
two psychologists who argue that much of what is called sibling rivalry
should be properly relabeled as relationships of abuse. As Frank Furedi
reports, “Moral entrepreneurs attempting to raise public ‘awareness’ of
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this issue argue that emotional abuse is present in all forms of sibling
abuse. They suggest that survivors of sibling abuse often display signs of
PTSD, complex post-traumatic disorder and dissociative identity disor-
der.”45 Once they are redefined as suffering from any given disorder
resulting from PTSD, victims of siblings abuse can be processed by the
vast pharmaceutical-health-media-legal industries, which in turn pro-
vide the adequate vocabularies and cultural frames to construct a story,
make claims on institutions and agencies, and demand reparations.

While I agree with Eva Moskowitz and Frank Furedi that from the
1970s onward political problems were increasingly framed as personal
and psychic deficiencies,46 I do not believe, as they do, that this means
political problems were privatized or disconnected from politics. On the
contrary, once psychologized, social problems were refunneled into the
public sphere to make new and expanding claims on the polity (which
did not, however, take the form of organized ideological propositions).
This constitutes, undoubtedly, one of the most obvious transformations
of the public sphere in the 1990s, a transformation resulting from the fact
that so many different social actors had an interest in promoting a narra-
tive of disease and victimhood.

This analysis offers an outstanding example of what Latour calls a
“process of translation”—the process in which individual or collective
actors constantly work to translate their own language, problems, iden-
tities, or interests into those of others.47 Feminists, psychologists, the state
and its armies of social workers, academics working in the field of men-
tal health, insurance companies, and pharmaceutical companies have
“translated” the therapeutic narrative because all these actors, for differ-
ent reasons, have had a strong interest in promoting and expanding a
narrative of the self defined by pathology, thereby de facto promoting a
narrative of disease. The therapeutic persuasion thus functions as an
enlarged cultural “trading zone,” a twist on the expression of the histo-
rian of science Peter Galison, which designates that various groups with
different interests and ways of thinking are engaged in the exchange of
knowledge and symbols even when they differ on the meaning of what
they are exchanging.48

These various actors have all converged in creating a realm of action in
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which mental and emotional health is the primary commodity circulated,
a realm in turn marking the boundaries of an “emotional field,” namely
a sphere of social life in which the state, academia, different segments of
cultural industries, groups of professionals accredited by the state and
universities, and the large market of medications and popular culture
have intersected and created a domain of action with its own language,
rules, objects, and boundaries. The rivalry between various schools of
psychology, or even the rivalry between psychiatry and psychology,
should not overshadow their ultimate agreement on defining emotional
life as something in need of management and control and on regulating
it under the incessantly expanding ideal of health channeled by the state
and the market. A great variety of social and institutional actors compete
with one another to define self-realization, health, or pathology, thus
making emotional health a new commodity produced, circulated, and
recycled in social and economic sites that take the form of a field. The
constitution of this “emotional field” explains the emergence of new
forms of capital (see next chapter) and new schemas to understand the
self in terms of disease, health, suffering, and self-realization. In the same
way that artistic fields define “true” art, emotional fields define “real”
(mental, emotional) health. In the same way that artistic fields define the
set of competencies necessary to evaluate art, emotional fields define the
emotional and personal dispositions according to which health, maturity,
or self-realization is established. How such fields produce new forms of
habitus is what I examine in the remainder of this chapter and in the next
chapter.

T h e  T h e r a p e u t i c  N a r r a t i v e  o f  S e l f h o o d

The Therapeutic Narrative

As noted earlier, the therapeutic persuasion has transformed what was
once classified as a moral problem into a disease and may thus be under-
stood as part and parcel of the broader phenomenon of the medicaliza-
tion of social life. The therapeutic discourse has indeed performed a mas-
sive cultural recoding of what was previously defined as immoral
behavior into what Mariana Valverde has called a “disease of the will,” a

T r i u m p h a n t  S u f f e r i n g 171



disease in which the self’s capacity to monitor its actions and to change
them is at stake.49 With the injunction that we become our most “com-
plete” or “self-realized” selves, no guideline was provided to help deter-
mine what differentiated a complete from an incomplete self. If “the real
self” is continually evolving and if, as Maslow states, “one’s needs,
wishes, feelings, values, goals, and behavior all change with age and
experience,”50 then it is impossible to establish what the self-realized self
actually is. Conversely and symmetrically, any behavior could be classi-
fied (conceived of) as “self-defeating,” “neurotic,” or “unhealthy.” In
fact, when one examines the assumption that underlies most texts using
therapeutic language, a clear pattern structuring the therapeutic form of
thought emerges: the ideal of health or self-realization defines, a contrario,
dysfunctions that are produced by the very category of the “fully self-
realized life.” That is, the claim that an un-self-realized life needs therapy
is analogous to the claim that someone who does not use the full poten-
tial of his muscles is sick,51 with the difference that in the psychological
discourse it is not even clear what qualifies as a “strong muscle.” This
fundamental logic shapes the therapeutic narrative (see chapter 2).

Narrative has become a key category to understand how selfhood is
constituted through culture, how the self communicates with others,
and how one makes sense of one’s place in a particular social environ-
ment. Life stories focus attention on certain objects through the ways in
which they connect events in the life course together. Narratives contain
an abstract (summary of the gist of the narrative); an orientation in
space, time, situation, and participants; a complicating action (sequence
of events); an evaluation (significance and meaning of the action, atti-
tude of the narrator); and a resolution.52 A biographical narrative is a
narrative that selects and connects the “significant events” in one’s life,
thus giving a person’s life meaning, direction, and purpose. Students of
autobiographical discourse have argued that narratives shape our self-
understandings and the ways we interact with others. Indeed, how we
grasp our lives and communicate them to others depends on the narra-
tive form we choose “to tell our lives.”53 Life stories have a form. To use
Paul Ricoeur’s expression, they “emplot the self” in specific ways, inte-
grating the various events of one’s life within an overall narrative frame-
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work or story that carries a general theme.54 Narratives of self draw
upon broader, collective narratives, values, and scripts that imbue these
personal stories with socially significant meanings. Personal narratives
may also embed a collective dimension, as they can be linked to master
or grand “cultural key scenarios,”55 to use Sherry Ortner’s felicitous
expression.

The main characteristic of therapeutic narratives is that the goal of the
story dictates the events that are selected to tell the story as well as the
ways in which these events, as components of the narrative, are con-
nected.56 Narrative goals such as “sexual liberation,” “self-realization,”
“professional success,” or “intimacy” dictate the complication that will
prevent me from attaining my goal, which will in turn dictate which past
events of one’s life I will pay attention to and the emotional logic that will
bind these events together (e.g., “I should have a life with intimacy; yet I
do not experience intimacy; that is because all the men I am with are dis-
tant; the men I am with are distant because I choose them this way; I choose
distant men because my mother never attended to my needs. How do I
know my needs were unfulfilled then? Because they are unfulfilled
now”). In that sense, the therapeutic narrative is retrospectively emplot-
ted or “written backwards”: the “end” of the story (my present predica-
ment and my prospective improvement) initiates the story.

But we arrive here at an extraordinary paradox: therapeutic culture—
the primary vocation of which is to heal—must generate a narrative
structure in which suffering and victimhood actually define the self.
Indeed, the therapeutic narrative functions only by conceiving of life
events as the markers of failed or thwarted opportunities for self-
development. Thus the narrative of self-help is fundamentally sustained
by a narrative of suffering. This is because suffering is the central “knot”
of the narrative, what initiates and motivates it, helps it unfold, and
makes it “work.” Therapeutic storytelling is thus inherently circular: to
tell a story is to tell a story about a “diseased self.” As Michel Foucault
laconically remarked in his History of Sexuality, the care of the self, cast in
medical metaphors of health, paradoxically encouraged a view of a
“sick” self in need of correction and transformation.57

Let me offer an example of such narrative. As suggested in the previ-
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ous chapter, intimacy was posited by psychologists as an ideal to be
reached in sexual and marital relations. In the context of close relation-
ships, intimacy, like self-realization and other categories invented by
psychologists, became a code word for “health.” Healthy relationships
were intimate, and intimacy was healthy. Once the notion of intimacy
was posited as the norm and standard for healthy relationships, the
absence of intimacy could become the organizing overall narrative frame
of a variety of problems. In the therapeutic narrative, an absence of inti-
macy can only point to one’s emotional makeup: for example, to what
psychologists call a fear of intimacy. Quoting a therapist, a Redbook article
aptly makes the point as follows: “In our society, people are more afraid
of intimacy than sex. . . . Typically, people with intimacy problems have
trouble feeling sexual in close relationships, although they may function
very well in more casual affairs.”58 Therapeutic narratives are supremely
tautological, for once an emotional state is defined as healthy and desir-
able, then all behaviors or states that fall short of this ideal point to prob-
lematic emotions or unconscious barriers, which in turn must be under-
stood and managed in the framework of the therapeutic narrative. “Some
couples feel mismatched: They think that the distance in their marriages
exists because they are married to the wrong person. They both may have
chosen their incompatible mates because they need distance: If they were
married to someone they really liked, they would have to be intimate and
then they would be in even greater trouble.”59 Instead of taking “incom-
patibility” as a cause for discord, incompatibility is taken to be the symp-
tom of deep unconscious fears, the unearthing of which will initiate the
narrative reworking of the self. “Fear of intimacy” becomes a narrative
peg for intimate relationships, a way of framing, explaining, and trans-
forming them. If distant men (or women) are really only afraid of some-
thing they actually deeply long for, then this narrative provides both the
dominant theme of their deficient identity and the goal toward which
such an identity can be re-formed.

The symbolic structure of therapeutic narratives is highly compatible
with the cultural industry because narrative pegs can be easily changed,
thus making the psychological profession susceptible to renewable con-
sumption of “narratives” and “narrative fashions.” To illustrate, in the
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1980s, a new narrative frame was offered in a book that, one year after its
publication, had sold more than three million copies: Women Who Love
Too Much.60 That book replaced “fear” with a new narrative peg, namely
“addiction,” to play the narrative role of explaining why some relations
fell short of the ideal of intimacy psychologists had constructed. Any
behavior that falls short of the therapeutic ideal requires an explanation.61

In this process, opposites can become equivalent: in Norwood’s book, for
example, it turns out that addiction actually hides fear. “If you have
found yourself obsessed with a man, you may have suspected that the
root of that obsession was not love but fear. We who love obsessively are
full of fear.”62 And how does one know that one has the disease of “lov-
ing too much”? Simply by looking at one’s own childhood. Childhood
spent in a dysfunctional family is likely to produce addiction. What is a
dysfunctional family? A family where one’s needs are not met. And how
does one know that one’s needs were not met in childhood? Simply by
looking at one’s present situation. The nature of the tautology is obvious:
any present predicament points to a past injury (which can range from
severe physical abuse to lack of love or benign negligence). A past lack of
love can manifest in two equally opposite ways: either one is “afraid of
intimacy” or one “compensates for lack of love by being a care-giver.”63

Loving too much and not loving enough are thus converted into symp-
toms of the same pathology. The crux of the reasoning that lies behind
these claims again follows the psychologist’s reasoning: by definition,
healthy love does not hurt and is not painful; if anything hurts or goes
awry, it necessarily points to a psychological deficiency of the person
who loves, a deficiency that can mean either of two opposite facts, loving
too much or not enough. “When being in love means being in pain we
are loving too much. . . . When our relationship jeopardizes our emo-
tional well-being . . . we are definitely loving too much.”64 Intimacy and
health thus become equated and equivalent. “But we are not attracted to
healthy men, men with whom there was some hope of getting our own
needs met. . . . They seem boring to us. We are attracted to men who
replicate for us the struggle we endured with our parents, when we tried
to be good enough, loving enough, worthy enough, helpful enough, and
smart enough to win the love, attention, and approval from those who
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could not give us what we needed, because of their own problems and
preoccupations. Now we operate as though love, attention, and approval
don’t count unless we are able to extract them from a man who is also
unable to readily give them to us, because of his own problems and pre-
occupations.”65 The therapeutic narrative structure can produce contra-
dictory plot lines—fear of intimacy or addiction to intimacy—that orga-
nize the self in a consistent way by finding the causes of a deficient
relationship in a repressed or forgotten past. How is this narrative struc-
tured? Or more exactly, how does its structure reflect some important
ideological mechanisms of the therapeutic discourse?

A Demonic Narrative

William Sewell Jr. and many others have suggested that institutions build
cultural coherence not so much by trying to establish uniformity as by
trying to organize difference. Institutions are “constantly engaged in
efforts not only to normalize or homogenize but also to hierarchize,
encapsulate, exclude, criminalize, hegemonize, or marginalize practices
and populations that diverge from the sanctioned ideal.”66 What is inter-
esting and perhaps unprecedented in the therapeutic persuasion is that it
has institutionalized the self through “difference” that is actually gener-
ated by the moral and scientific ideal of health and normality.

Through the positing of an undefined and endlessly expanding ideal
of health, any and all behaviors could be labeled, a contrario, “pathologi-
cal,” “sick,” “neurotic,” or, more simply, “dysfunctional” or “un-self-
realized.” The therapeutic narrative posits normality as the goal of the
narrative of self, but because that goal is never given a clear positive con-
tent it in fact produces a wide variety of un-self-realized and therefore
sick people. The narrative of self-help is thus not the remedy to failure or
misery; rather, the very injunction to strive for higher levels of health and self-
realization produces narratives of suffering. The contemporary twist on
Freud’s famous claim is that we are the masters of our own house, even
when, or perhaps especially when, that house is on fire.

In other words, the narrative of therapeutic self-help is not, as struc-
turalists would have it, the binary opposite of a narrative of “disease.”
Rather, the very same narrative that promotes self-help is a narrative of
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disease and psychic suffering. Because cultural schemas can be extended
or transposed to new situations, feminists, veterans, courts, state services,
and professionals of mental care appropriated and translated the same
schema of disease and self-realization to organize the self, making the
narrative of self-realization a truly Derridean entity, containing and
enacting simultaneously that which it wants to exclude, namely disease,
suffering, and pain.

This narrative does not constitute a distortion of psychoanalysis but was
embedded within it from the start. For example, Margaret Mahler, one of
the foremost early proponents of psychoanalysis in America, claimed: “It
seems inherent in the human condition that not even the most normally
endowed child, with the most optimally accessible mother, is able to
weather the separation-individuation process without crises, come out
unscathed by the rapprochement struggle, and enter the oedipal phase
without developmental difficulty.”67 If the “most normally endowed child”
and the “most optimally accessible mother” still produce “difficulties” and
“crises,” then both normal and pathological children—all children—do
not and cannot achieve mental health and consequently need the help of
psychology to surmount the crises inherent in the very experience of liv-
ing. This basic vision of health—intrinsic in the therapeutic narrative of
self-liberation and self-realization—leans on a narrative of disease.

This narrative may be characterized as a “demonic narrative.”68 As
explained by Alon Nahi and Haim Omer, a demonic narrative situates
the source of suffering in an evil principle that is outside the subject,
whether Satan or a traumatic event. This form of evil is characterized by
its ability to insidiously get inside the person. Evil is inside a person and
is basically hidden from observers and even from the subject’s own view.
In the same way that the devil can take control of a person without his or
her knowledge, trauma can leave its destructive marks without the per-
son’s awareness. Moreover, in the demonic narrative, the identity of the
person is taken over and transformed by the evil principle, which has
insidiously entered his or her soul and body. Similarly, in the therapeutic
narrative a trauma forges a new identity. Another characteristic of the
demonic narrative is that only an outside person can correctly decipher
the signs of psychic contamination. This is why confession is central to
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the purification process, which must follow the identification of the
demonic possession. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, in the
demonic narrative one thing and its opposite are both interpreted as
proof of the presence of the demon. Acknowledgment that one has met
with Satan is as strong a proof of one’s encounter with the devil as vehe-
ment denial. Similarly, to become aware of one’s psychological problems
is as indicative of their power as one’s denial of them.

To summarize: in order to explain how therapy became a basic schema
for the self, we must account for the fact that it has become part of the
routine operations of large institutions that command many cultural and
social resources, or what William Sewell calls an “institutional node,”69

such as the state or the market. Moreover, the therapeutic narrative is
located at the tenuous, conflict-ridden, and unstable junction between the
market and the language of rights that has increasingly saturated civil
society. Institutionalization and diffuse dispersal of the therapeutic nar-
rative code throughout society go hand in hand and are key to under-
standing how the therapeutic self was made into a narrative schema
organizing the self.

P e r f o r m i n g  t h e  S e l f  t h r o u g h  T h e r a p y

Cultural schemas are deep forms of cultural encoding in that they orga-
nize perception of the world within basic structures that in turn constrain
the ways we communicate and interact with our environment. Because of
its wide institutional resonance, the therapeutic narrative has become a
basic self-schema, organizing stories about the self and, more specifically,
autobiographical discourse. It is the form as much as the content of how
we make sense of ourselves in the world. Cultural schemas can be
extended or transposed to new situations when the opportunity arises. In
that sense a schematic structure is virtual, that is, it can be actualized in a
potentially broad and undetermined range of situations. “Cultural action
puts texts into practice.”70 But just how does it do that? Therapeutic texts
have become translated into practice because from the start they were
texts that were performed. These performances started in the consulting
room of the psychoanalyst but later became considerably extended when
new sites were added, most conspicuously the support group and the
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television talk show. “Cultural performance is the social process by
which actors, individually or in concert, display for others the meaning
of their social situation. . . . It is the meaning that they, as social actors,
consciously or unconsciously wish to have others believe. In order for
their display to be effective, actors must offer a plausible performance,
one that leads those to whom their actions and gestures are directed to
accept their motives and explanations as a reasonable account.”71

The therapeutic narrative structures the mode of speech in a performa-
tive genre that has emerged in the last fifteen years and has transformed
the entire medium of TV, namely the television talk show. The most suc-
cessful and well-known example of this television genre is the Oprah
Winfrey talk show, viewed by more than thirty-three million people daily.
Oprah Winfrey has notoriously used a therapeutic style of interviewing
and has intensely promoted a therapeutic style of self-improvement. As I
have argued elsewhere, her vast cultural and economic enterprise has
depended on her capacity to perform her inner self, that is, on her capac-
ity to convince her audience of the authenticity of her suffering and self-
overcoming. Moreover, her show has been a platform for the performance
of the problems and struggles of ordinary guests who, in the act of their
self, use the therapeutic narrative. Here is an example of how the Oprah
Winfrey show provides its guests with a therapeutic narrative with which
to frame and perform their self-understanding.

Sue wants to file for divorce. Her husband, Gary, feels distressed by
the prospect and very much wants to go back to his wife. His desire to go
back to his estranged wife is framed as a psychological problem, pre-
sented under the broad heading of “why people want to get back to their
ex.” A psychotherapist, Carolyn Bushong, has the primary function of
framing Gary’s story as a problem and of providing the general narrative
accounting for his behavior:

Oprah: We’ve been joined by Carolyn Bushong. She’s a psychotherapist,
and her book is called Loving Him without Losing You. And she says that
love is not usually the reason that people can’t get over their exes. It is?

Bushong: Well, there are a lot of reasons, but a lot of it is rejection. And I
think that’s what’s hooking him [Gary] in here—is that he needs—you
need to win her back to feel like you’re OK with yourself. . . . [Later in
the show] Gary is addicted to that. And “that” is that feeling that “I’m a
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bad person. That—my ex says I’m a bad person. And maybe I am a bad
person. So if I can convince her that I’m not a bad person, then they’ll 
be OK again . . . in righting the wrong, it is the part, again, where maybe
I feel guilty about what I did and I want to—I want to make it up to that
person so that my guilt can go away.

Oprah: Do you feel some guilt, too, Gary?
Gary: Sure, I do.
Bushong: Yeah, about [your trying to control Sue].
Oprah: And you want to say, if you would just take me back, I can show

you I want to, and not do that anymore.
Gary: That’s the way I felt in the past, yes.
Oprah: Yeah, OK, that you can’t live or with—live with or without the ex.
Bushong: And that gets into addicted—addictive relationships. There are

so many relationships where people feel like, you know, “I want this
person, I love them, but I hate them.”72

A few observations are called for. First, a group of people who “love
too much” or people “who can’t live without their ex” are simultaneously
constituted as sick people and as consumers by the profession of therapy,
the publishing industry, and the television talk show, thus illustrating that
the cultural power and pervasiveness of therapy is related to the fact that
consumer culture has been one of the main venues for therapy. Second,
we can observe how the therapeutic narrative constitutes emotions, here
guilt, as public objects to be exposed, discussed, argued over, and, most of
all, performed, that is, communicated for an audience and evaluated for
their authenticity. Thus, in becoming therapeutic, the self becomes both
more private (centered on its inner interiority) and more public (in pos-
session of a language to make private life accountable and subject to the
objective evaluation of others). Third, the therapeutic biography is an
ideal commodity in that it demands no or little economic investment—it
demands only that the person allow us to peek into the dark corners of his
or her psyche and that he or she be willing to tell a story. Narrating and
being transformed by one’s narration are the very commodities pro-
duced, processed, and circulated by a wide array of media outlets
(women’s and men’s magazines, talk shows, radio call-in programs, etc.)
because they can generate an almost unprecedented surplus value. In
fact, what grants the therapeutic narrative its performative character is its
location in the market. If Oprah Winfrey has become one of the richest
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women in the United States, it is because talk shows demand very little
economic investment and because the conversion of private woes into
public concerns appeals to popular taste by transgressing the cultural
boundary between private and public. Fourth, in this account, the thera-
peutic narrative exerts an obvious and “substantial interpretive sway”
over processes of self-interpretation.73 What helps a person rewrite the
story of his or her life is the therapeutic goal of the story.74 Finally, this nar-
rative foregrounds negative emotions such as shame, guilt, fear, and
inadequacy, yet it does not activate moral schemes of blame or guilt.

The therapeutic narrative has significantly transformed autobio-
graphical discourse in that it makes the public exposure of psychic suf-
fering central to the account of oneself. If nineteenth-century autobio-
graphical narratives were characterized by their “rag to riches” storyline,
a new contemporary autobiographical genre takes an opposite character:
these stories are about psychic agony, even in the midst of fame and
wealth, and they are about the very act of telling them. Three examples
will clarify my point. The first concerns Oprah Winfrey, who, at the apex
of her glory, could construct her life as follows:

Before the Book [an autobiographical book she was supposed to write], she
was emotionally adrift in the murky and suffocating waters of self-doubt. . . .
What matters is how she felt inside, in the deepest corridors of her soul. And
there, she never felt good enough. Everything flows from that: her perpetual
struggle with obesity (“The Pounds represented the weight of my life”), 
her sexually active adolescence (“It wasn’t because I liked running around
having sex. It was because once I started I didn’t want the other boys to be
mad at me”), her willingness to make a fool of herself for a man in the name
of love (“I was in relationship after relationship where I was mistreated
because I felt that was what I deserved”). “I know it appears I have every-
thing,” Oprah says, glancing around her $20 million, 88,000 square foot film
and TV complex just west of downtown Chicago. “And people think because
you’re on TV you have the world by a string. But I have struggled with MY
own self-value for many, many years. And I am just now coming to terms
with it.”75

The narrative of psychic suffering recasts success biographies as
biographies in which the self itself is never quite “made” and in which
one’s psychic suffering becomes an ongoing constitutive aspect of one’s
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identity. In the new therapeutic autobiography, success is not what drives
the story; rather, it is precisely the possibility that the self is or can be
undone in the midst of worldly success. To take another example, an
actress as young and successful as Brooke Shields can write an autobiog-
raphy whose interest lies almost exclusively in its account of her post-
partum depression.76 The value of such accounts lies in the fact that in the
therapeutic worldview even successful lives are still in the making, with
the very act of telling the story being one aspect of such process of self-
making. In a similar way, Jane Fonda’s autobiography77 is told as the
unfolding of an emotional and psychological drama that starts with an
unhappy childhood spent with a cold and distant father, who, in her
story, becomes the hidden but real cause for her three equally failed mar-
riages. Fonda’s book is sarcastically reviewed by the New York Times
columnist Maureen Dowd in a way that highlights the overuse of the
therapeutic formula: “Fonda offers six decades’ worth of exhaustive
excavations into her lost and found selves. ‘My life so far’ is not a lyrical
title, but it captures Jungian Jane’s Sisyphean, Oprah-phean struggle to
process her pain and banish her demons. Her book is a psychobabble
loop of . . . forfeiting her authenticity and feeling disembodied, then try-
ing to reinhabit her body and ‘own’ her womanhood and her space and
her vagina, and her leadership and her wrinkles and her mother, so that
her ‘authentic self’ can emerge.”78 All three autobiographies of powerful,
successful, and glamorous women are thus told as tales of past wounds,
in which the protagonist is still at work in her successful and glamorous
life and is perpetually overcoming her emotional problems.

The narrative of self-help and self-realization is a narrative of memory
and of the memory of suffering, but it is simultaneously a narrative in
which the exercise of memory brings redemption from it. Central to this
narrative is the assumption that one exercises one’s memory of suffering
to free oneself from it.

Around the 1990s, such confessional autobiographies became a well-
established genre. As Furedi suggests, the “illness memoir became one of
the most distinct literary genres of the 1990s.”79 In fact, the illness mem-
oir has given rise to “what Bookseller magazine refers to as ‘mis lit,’ or
‘misery memoirs,’ in which the author tells of his or her triumph over



personal trauma.”80 Strangely enough, this genre seems to have particu-
larly flourished among the privileged, who, I suggest, can use the narra-
tive to further bestow on themselves symbolic capital, to show that their
life is still a struggle against (and a success over) an adversity that has
now a psychic character. To illustrate the cultural distinctiveness of this
narrative genre, we may quote here Abraham Lincoln’s remark about his
own life: “It is a great piece of folly to attempt to make anything out of
my early life. It can all be condensed into a single sentence . . . the short
and simple annals of the poor.”81 The therapeutic narrative is radically
opposed to this way of telling one’s life story, as it consists precisely in
making everything out of early life. In conformity with the stoicism and
restraint that pervaded much of Protestant culture, Lincoln refused to
adorn poverty and suffering with meaning. In contrast, the therapeutic
narrative consists precisely in adorning with maximum meaning any and
all forms of suffering, both real and invented.

It is tempting to lament the pervasiveness of such narrative. But we
should resist this temptation. Instead, we should explain how its sym-
bolic structure has resonated with the structure of wants and desires of
contemporary men and women. I posit that the therapeutic narrative has
had a wide cultural resonance for a number of reasons.

1. It addresses and explains contradictory emotions—loving 
too much or not loving enough; being aggressive or not being
assertive enough. In marketing terms, it is like a cigarette that
could satisfy both smokers and nonsmokers as well as smokers
of different brands of cigarettes. In other words, the therapeutic
structure is a generic structure that lacks specific content and is
therefore highly mobile and flexible, adaptable to a wide variety
of ills, able to account for individual particularity, yet able to 
be shared by many others. This generic flexibility in turn enables
the constitution of what David Held calls “communities of
fate,”82 or communities organized around common suffering,
best exemplified by the phenomenon of the support group.

2. The therapeutic narrative taps into the subject simultaneously as
a patient and as a consumer, as someone in need of management
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and care and as someone who can, if helped, be in control of 
his or her actions. In that respect, it merges two contradictory
constructions of self at work in contemporary culture: the self 
as a (potential or actual) victim of social circumstances and the
self as the sole author and actor of one’s life.

3. The narrative uses the basic cultural template of the Judeo-
Christian narrative. That template that is both regressive and
progressive: regressive because it is about past events that are, 
so to speak, still present and at work in people’s lives, and pro-
gressive because the goal of the narrative is to establish prospec-
tive redemption, here, emotional health. In that way, the narra-
tive is a very efficient tool to establish coherence and continuity
for the self.

4. The narrative makes one responsible for one’s psychic well-
being, yet does so by removing any notion of moral culpability.
It enables one to mobilize the cultural schemes and values of
moral individualism and of self-improvement. Yet by transpos-
ing these to childhood and to deficient families, it exonerates 
the person from the moral weight of being at fault for living 
an unsatisfactory life.

5. The narrative is performative, and in that sense it is more than a
story because it reorganizes experience as it tells it. In the same
way that performative verbs do the very action they proffer, a
wide variety of social sites such as support groups or talk shows
provide a platform on which healing is performed. This is an
important feature, as it is in the experience of self-change and 
in the construction of that experience that modern subjects 
experience themselves as morally and socially most competent.
Self-change is perhaps the chief source of contemporary moral
worth.

6. The therapeutic discourse is a contagious cultural structure
because it can be duplicated and spread to collaterals, grandchil-
dren, and spouses. For example, second- and third-generation
trauma victims now have their own support groups by virtue of
their grandparents’ having been actual victims of the Holocaust.83
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This is possible because they draw on a symbolic structure that
enables them to constitute their identity as sick subjects to be
healed. In this way, the therapeutic narrative can activate family
lineage and create continuity, both vertically and horizontally.

7. This narrative has been very compelling for men and women
alike because it taps into the (traditionally male) ideal of self-
reliance through the foregrounding of emotional life and be-
cause it enables self-management in both the private and the
public sphere. To that extent, this narrative can be said to be
gender blind.

8. Finally, and perhaps most crucially, the therapeutic narrative
emerges from the fact that the individual has become embedded
in a culture saturated with the notion of rights. The psychologi-
cal persuasion provides the lexicon and grammar to articulate
claims to “recognition,” claims that one’s private suffering ought
to be publicly acknowledged and remedied. Like no other cul-
tural language, the language of psychology mixes together
private emotionality and public norms. The language of psy-
chology has codified the private self and made this private self
ready for public scrutiny and exposure. This mechanism can
transform suffering into victimhood and victimhood into an
identity. The therapeutic narrative calls on us to improve our
lives, but it can do so only by making us attend to our defi-
ciencies, suffering, and dysfunctions. In making this suffering a
public form of speech, in which one must expose to others the
injuries inflicted on the self by others, one becomes ipso facto a
public victim, somebody whose psychic damage points to the
past injuries perpetrated by others and whose status as victim is
acquired in the very act of telling others one’s injuries in public.
In becoming public, this speech not only allows the subject to
obtain symbolic reparation (in the form of recognition) but also
compels him or her to change and to improve his or her con-
dition. It thereby inaugurates a new model of selfhood and
responsibility: it makes one responsible for one’s future but not
for one’s past. It promotes a self that is passive—in that it is
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defined by wounds inflicted by others—but is commanded to
become highly active, in that it is summoned to change. It is
highly responsible for self-transformation, yet it is not held
morally accountable for its deficiencies. This split model of re-
sponsibility marks, I believe, a new cultural form of selfhood.

My last suggestion is greatly at odds with the claim of many com-
mentators that the American creed of success and self-reliance is being
eroded by therapeutic self-absorption. Christina Hoff Sommers and Sally
Satel in particular have forcefully claimed that “therapism” corrodes a
stoic attitude and a sense of self-responsibility.84 As I have suggested, this
claim is mistaken and fails to recognize that therapeutic culture has
marked a major advance in the ethos of self-reliance; although it takes a
stance of victimhood and moral disculpation for the past, it enjoins a vol-
untarist responsibility for the future.

A  N a r r a t i v e  i n  A c t i o n

Cognitive typifications, or schemas, should be viewed as institutions
“deposited” in mental frames. Similarly and conversely, mental struc-
tures point back to the institutions from which they emanate.85 As Terry
Eagleton suggests, “A successful ideology must work both practically
and theoretically, and discover some way of linking these levels. It must
extend from an elaborated system of thought to the minutiae of everyday
life, from a scholarly treatise to a shout in the street.”86 Indeed, ideologi-
cal systems are particularly prone to be “action oriented,” that is, to
make their propositions and beliefs binding through an array of practices
and behaviors. Only within the context of a practical framework does a
theoretical discourse become integrated into ordinary conceptions of the
self. In other words, to circulate, culture must be embodied in social prac-
tices. To be operative, cultural ideas need to crystallize around objects,
interaction rituals, and social performances. Support groups have served
as one of the main cultural vehicles for the translation of the textual and
institutional structure of therapy into a cultural performance. In this
respect, the emergence of support groups should be understood as the
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other side of the cultural coin of institutionalized therapeutic language.
The therapeutic structure exists in the dense interplay of a textual culture
and of social performances, chiefly through support groups.

Support groups are very diverse in orientation and method. Their
themes and methods range from meditation groups to primal scream
groups, assertiveness training groups, Alcoholics Anonymous, groups
for survivors of sexual abuse, rape, trauma, or genocide, and groups for
single persons, overeaters, and people with anorexia. In fact, there is such
a wide variety of support groups that if we were to define them by their
content the very notion of the support group would dissolve. That there
can be such a wide variety of themes around which support groups get
organized suggests that they have a deeper cultural structure in common.
While much has been written about support groups, few have noted the
simple fact that support groups activate and perform the structure of
therapeutic narratives. The therapeutic narrative schema makes it possi-
ble to emplot the self in ways that turn the narration of the self into a pub-
lic performance.

Support groups are characterized by making private stories into pub-
lic communicative acts.87 The mechanism that enables the translation of
the private into the public is therapeutic: it is the therapeutic narrative
code that dictates how private stories can be shared, the motivation in
telling them in public, and how the audience should interpret them. If we
view the support group as a cultural framework in which one enacts and
acquires an identity narrative, it becomes obvious that the support group
is a cultural form in the sense given by Simmel, that is, a way to organize
social experience, negotiate distance between self and others, and draw
boundaries between private and public self.

What makes self-esteem, eating, alcohol, or being a third-generation
Holocaust survivor into problems to be exposed, told, and shared in the
context of a support group is the close interplay between three categories
of narratives: a generic therapeutic narrative, which conceives of the self as
in need of development and/or reparation and that summons the self to
reshape the present through the exercise of memory; a theme narrative,
shared by all members of the support group (obesity, alcohol, divorce,
social anxiety, etc.), that constitutes the focus and the experience presum-
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ably shared by all members of the support group; and finally a personal,
customized narrative for each member. Support groups structure encoun-
ters and storytelling through these three categories of narrative. I would
even venture to say that the therapeutic narrative could spread through
society as a set of techniques to present and perform the self because it
combined a standardized therapeutic narrative—applicable to men and
women, youth and adults, “normally neurotic” and pathologically dys-
functional persons—with one that was highly individualized and cus-
tomized, adapted to the life circumstances of the person who used it.

While many support groups have remained outside the purview of
the market and have developed in the interstices of civil society, the form
of the support group has increasingly become commodified. I would like
to focus here on a practice that bears affinities to the support group with-
out being equivalent to it, namely the for-profit workshop that lasts any-
where from a few hours to a few days. These workshops are usually led
by people who, like the leaders of support groups, claim to have them-
selves benefited from the techniques they offer. These workshops have a
more clearly defined commercial character and illustrate well the inser-
tion of therapy in the market and its commodification. While support
groups emanate from civil society, these workshops attempt to commer-
cialize the therapeutic narrative and to package it in a standardized,
short, and recyclable formula.

In 1998, I participated in one of the three-day Forum workshops pro-
vided by the Landmark Education Corporation (LEC). I chose this par-
ticular workshop because it is the most successful global therapeutic cul-
tural form—it not only “exports” global psychological cultural frames in
specific locales but presupposes them—and because it had the reputa-
tion for having a significant impact on its participants.

The Forum is an offshoot and development of est, which was founded
by Werner Erhard, a former car retailer who had a “revelation” that he
transformed into “empowerment” workshops. With no small amount of
bravado, the Web page presenting Werner Erhard claims that

Werner Erhard, a force for change, became a cultural icon and shaped
human consciousness in the last half of the 20th century. In 1971, Erhard
introduced the breakthrough notion of “transformation” to the American



public—a notion that redefined how people saw their lives and continues 
to be seen as a powerful, practical and relevant resource in contemporary
society. Transformation, according to Erhard, creates a clear distinction
between changing an existing model (no matter how significantly) and
creating an entirely new model. This thinking gave rise to the idea that
human beings could transform their lives in a very short period of time
yielding powerful, long-lasting results.

Erhard developed a dynamic, evolutionary “think tank” for leading-edge
programs designed to maximize personal and organizational effectiveness,
communication, and the ability to relate to others. The results were extraor-
dinary. To this day, people report remarkable, sustainable benefits in their
personal and professional lives—in their families, careers, organizations,
and communities.

Millions of people have been influenced by Erhard’s work through direct
participation or the cultural change that occurred as thought leaders built
upon and applied Erhard’s thinking. The multi-billion-dollar personal
growth industry continues to draw and expand on Erhard’s original
concepts.88

A few elements are interesting here. Like its successor the Forum, est
was a hodge-podge of doctrines and ideas, religious (Zen and scientol-
ogy), philosophical (most notably Heidegger’s existentialism), and psy-
chological (most conspicuously echoing Maslow and Rogers). The work-
shop is not, strictly speaking, psychological, but it has used many of the
themes and techniques characteristic of the therapeutic persuasion and
more specifically of humanist psychology. For example, an advanced
course called the Wisdom Course is described as an “eight-month-long
inquiry that transforms our ordinary conversations and ways of relating
to others, from a fundamentally childish way of being that we inherited
from our past to a fundamentally adult way of being that fully utilizes
our best capabilities.” It is noteworthy that Erhard was not a psychologist
but an ordinary, nonprofessional, white-collar worker. What would later
become an international workshop for self-change could spring from an
ordinary member of the American middle class because the therapeutic
language and narrative had become so deeply entrenched in American
culture that a nonprofessional psychologist could use its basic categories
and mix them with elements taken from the New Age movement to offer
a framework for self-change. The second noteworthy element in the cre-
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ation of the Forum is that it represented an unprecedented attempt to
commodify the therapeutic narrative, in that it could now become a fifty-
or sixty-hour object of consumption. Indeed, the Erhard Web site esti-
mates that close to one million people worldwide underwent the est
training before the seminars were halted in 1991, to be replaced by LEC.
LEC grosses some $50 million a year in business and has attracted several
hundreds of thousands participants worldwide. It is headquartered in
San Francisco and has forty-two offices in eleven countries, thus sug-
gesting that it is a global enterprise.

The workshop functions as a global company, both in the sense that its
structure is designed to spread worldwide and in the sense that it offers
a homogeneous cultural form that it circulates worldwide. At the top of
the corporation is a body of fifty leaders from different countries who are
trained in the United States. These leaders are the only ones authorized
to deliver the workshop at the senior level. They carry programs in more
than one hundred locations in the United States, Canada, the Middle
East, Australia, Europe, Asia, and India. What enables the corporation to
function as a global cultural form is its simultaneous use of Far Eastern
spirituality and therapeutic schemas,89 both of which have become per-
manent cultural features of Western cultures in the form of the New Age
movement. Reflecting an important aspect of the New Age movement,
the workshop seamlessly blends New Age spirituality with psychologi-
cal techniques of self-knowledge and discussion. But the most interesting
feature is LEC’s dual economic structure: a commercial structure embod-
ied in various workshops delivered only by authorized leaders and a vol-
untary structure, that is, a series of meetings held after the main work-
shop in which the attendees rehearse the lessons learned during the
workshops with the help of a group of volunteers whose main function
is to keep the participants within the cultural orbit of the Forum and to
motivate them to attend the more advanced workshops. Those after-
workshop sessions are all led by former attendees of the Forum, who,
after undergoing formal training, conduct voluntary sessions with
Forum attendants. The voluntary workshops are an important addition
to the for-profit workshops because they make self-transformation an
ongoing and incremental process, thus translating each “higher” step
toward self-transformation into a new economic outlay. LEC mixes a
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highly commodified version of the therapeutic narrative with the infor-
mal, voluntary work of people who can influence others through their
disinterestedness, past suffering, and capacity to restructure their selves.

In accordance with the self-realization narrative and the widespread
therapeutic ideal of communication, the LEC Web site defines the purpose
of its workshop as that of providing its participants with “a remarkable
enhancement in their ability to communicate and relate to others and to
accomplish what’s important to them in their own lives.” The leader of the
Forum workshop I attended defined the main goal of the workshop as
one of empowerment and self-transformation, thus firmly placing the
workshop in the genre of self-help. Moreover, the workshop makes force-
ful claims to self-realization. Toward that end, it uses at least two termi-
nologies: one derived from the realm of spirituality and New Age thought
(referring, for example, to Zen Buddhism) and the other derived from the
“scientific” terminology of psychology. However, the core of their pro-
gram is committed to the cultural model of communication analyzed in
the previous chapters. Their programs are described as “committed to
generating extraordinary communication—powerful listening and com-
mitted speaking that results in self-expression and fulfillment.”90

Support groups arise from disruptions and crises in the life course. It
is easy to see how divorce, rape, or sexual abuse can provide both the
motivations for participating in a support group and its thematic raw
material, for experiences that most reveal a breach between self and soci-
ety and between the ideal and the real are those most in need of being
narrativized.91 In this perspective, the main object of support groups is to
renarrate the self and to make sense of life-disrupting events. A study of
large group awareness training confirms that the participants (or pros-
pective participants) in these programs are more likely to be faced with
life crises.

A study was conducted to assess the psychosocial characteristics of individ-
uals who become involved in large group awareness training (LGAT) pro-
grams. Prospective participants in The Forum, which has been classified as
an LGAT, were compared with nonparticipating peers and with available
normative samples on measures of well-being, negative life events, social
support, and philosophical orientation. Results revealed that prospective
participants were significantly more distressed than peer and normative



samples of community residents and had a higher level of impact of recent
negative life events compared with peer (but not normative) samples.92

Yet although this workshop contains people whose lives have been
disrupted, the narrative structure it puts into service is essentially acti-
vated by the Rogerian ideal of self-realization. The Forum leader thus
opens the workshop by claiming that “to be extraordinary is what we are
committed to. . . . The Forum encompasses all areas of your life. It will be
taken care of. Just try it.”

To reach this extraordinariness, the leader calls upon participants to
identify a dysfunction, a source of complaint. Indeed, the first way of
emplotting the self offered by the workshop is to focus on what the
Forum calls “a racket,” or a recurring complaint. The first step toward a
narrative reconstruction of the self consists in “looking back in the past to
identify the source of complaint.” Following the therapeutic logic, the
Forum narrative is put into motion by focusing on a dysfunctional aspect
of one’s life that unfolds through the creation of a system of analogies
between different recurring aspects of one’s life. To mobilize the self—
and thereby to make it a source of emplotment and self-change—this
complaint is claimed to hold a hidden benefit for the complainer. As a
leaflet describing the Forum program suggests, “In the Rackets segment,
we discuss the idea of a racket as an unproductive way of being or acting
that includes a complaint that something shouldn’t be the way it is.
Often, we don’t notice that while our complaints may seem justified,
even legitimate, there is a certain payoff—some advantage or benefit we
are receiving that reinforces the cycle of behavior. At the same time, this
way of being has steep costs, whether in our vitality, affinity, self-
expression, or sense of fulfillment.” This step offers an explanation for
one’s discontent but almost simultaneously is accompanied by the claim
that such complaining serves hidden purposes and has hidden benefits;
the assumption of hidden and secondary benefit from suffering in turn
makes it possible to call on the individual to change.

The leader asks participants to think intensely about people they have
difficult relationships with, such as colleagues, bosses, or close relatives.
Here again the emplotment of the self is activated by focus on a dysfunc-
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tion. Moreover, the very ideal of self-realization or “extraordinariness” is
likely to generate a sense of perpetual crisis.

During the workshop in which I participated, various people stood up
in front of an audience of a few hundred people and told them the com-
plaints thus solicited. One woman claimed she had not talked to her
father for many years. A man claimed that he had always wanted to
become a musician but had never fulfilled his dream. He declared he was
now ready to make the move. Another man declared that he now under-
stood that he was always running away from home and avoiding his
responsibilities and that he was now ready to cope with them. Another
woman, whose parents had divorced when she was a child, claimed that
after twenty years she now understood that she was consumed by an
unexpressed anger toward her father, who had left home. To give a final
example, a forty-two-year-old woman whose brother had died when she
was twelve suggested that she now understood that her lifelong problem
had been a failure to grieve properly for her dead brother. As a result, she
had become passive and anxious and unable to get a hold of her life.

The workshop taps into two main categories of problems. The first cat-
egory concerns the self’s relative positioning vis-à-vis others, its compe-
tence, and its capacity to compare well to others: problems such as self-
esteem, assertiveness, an inferiority or superiority complex, or insecurity.
The second category concerns the viability and durability of close rela-
tionships and/or the difficulty of the self in entering such relationships.

For example, Daniel, who participated in the workshop, tells the fol-
lowing story on the Web:

One of my automatic ways of being came out of an incident when I was
eleven, and [when] I was forced to admit publicly to my friends that I was
too shy to kiss a girl who lived across the street. I felt humiliated, and I con-
cluded that I could never make it socially or really be brave with girls. So
instead I re-designed myself to be studious, serious, hard-working and
responsible as a way of compensating for this. Part of this was that I had to
do things on my own, by myself. It became my winning formula. It still is,
but since I can now distinguish it and see it, it doesn’t have to run me any-
more. I have the freedom to be ways and create things which the previous
automatic way of being would have forbidden as off-limits or too threaten-
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ing. I see myself as less rigid, and more able to enjoy integrating an increas-
ing variety of people and activities in my social circle, my community, and
my work.

The insignificance of this incident—admitting publicly he was too shy
to kiss a girl—illustrates how the dysfunctions that form the basis of
self-narratives have to do with how the self is sized up and evaluated.
Indeed, many of the diseases of the self are about how big or small one
feels vis-à-vis others.93 We see in this story the therapeutic narrative at
work. The person identifies a behavior—hard work, seriousness, or stu-
diousness—as “pathological” by identifying an incident responsible for
causing it and by focusing on the behaviors or feelings that the incident
presumably precluded. In conformity with the new narrative structure
provided by the Forum, this man also tries to identify the benefits
accrued by his behavior. Once a racket is identified and one’s life story is
accordingly and appropriately framed, the next step is to execute an act
that will signal a dramatic break from previous patterns and that can be
interpreted as signifying that one’s life story is in the process of changing.
This corresponds to dramaturgy as Victor Turner defined it: “The dra-
maturgical phase begins when crises arise in the daily flow of social inter-
action.”94 These public stories are forms of metalanguage dealing with
everyday crises that are neither amorphous nor open-ended but have a
diachronic structure, identifiable and isolatable phases, and an end, all
deemed by Turner to be characteristic of performances. In these groups,
men and women become reflexive and “reveal” themselves to them-
selves as well as to others. These narrations retell one’s life by viewing
the present as problematic, by locating in the past an event explaining
one’s predicament and directly connected to it, and by making emotional
self-understanding the motor of self-change. In conformity with the ther-
apeutic ethos, these stories of self-change stress self-understanding and
the capacity to exercise choices in a flexible way.

The group acts not only as the site for a verbal narration but also as the
witness for an immediate change demanded by the leader. After a racket
has been identified, each participant is asked to write a letter and/or
make a phone call to someone he or she has not spoken to and to ask for
forgiveness or otherwise have an important and revealing conversation.



The conversation is a purely performative event, for, in conducting it
with someone with whom one has a difficult relationship one is already
effecting a change (which can then be attributed to the powerful effects of
the Forum workshop). One is then asked to tell the group about how the
conversation produced a change in oneself, thus making the event into a
dramaturgical performance that acquires even more emotional power
when it is ratified by the group.

An example of the ideal Forum story is given below. It was told by a
former attendant of the first workshop whose story was supposed to con-
vince and recruit newcomers.

My story is simple. The Forum gave me back my life. I grew up in a family
with a father who used to beat me and I went around life carrying a heavy
burden on my shoulders. What the Forum made me see was that I was
afraid of people and was judgmental of them, how I could not get close 
to people, and how I chose to be a victim, a person who has been hurt and
victimized in his life. The biggest present I got in life was when I attended
and completed the Forum. I went to my father and I told him, “Daddy, I 
love you. It doesn’t matter what happened.” At that point I had not seen 
my father for a few years, since my parents had been divorced. But then I
spoke to him as if nothing had happened, I sat down with him in his house,
we drank coffee, and I got my life back. My father today has cancer and my
mother supports him very much, we all support him very much, and with-
out the Forum I can hardly imagine where we would all be. I would proba-
bly have come to him with all the weight of my past, with all the weight of
the years where he abused me. The fact that I’m able to forgive him makes
me a freer person. The past cannot dictate itself to me anymore.

Discussing Victor Turner, James Clifford argues that social perfor-
mances enact powerful stories “that provide the social process with a
rhetoric, a mode of employment, and a meaning.”95 In the story just
quoted, as in the entire therapeutic persuasion, the rhetoric, mode of
employment, and meanings are chiefly provided by the therapeutic nar-
rative and performance of self-change.

During the various intermissions of the workshop, I discussed with
various (five) participants whether they liked the Forum and what they
liked about it. All were very enthusiastic about the workshop. When I
asked them informally to state what they liked about it, the four women
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and one man concurred that the idea that “you are in charge” and that
“you can change your life” was by far the most appealing.

Self-change is thus the keystone of the large therapeutic cultural edi-
fice, and self-change can take place only if ills and suffering are first
defined, labeled, and categorized. This dual narrative structure in turn
generates the dual moral world of contemporary men and women, a
world in which both “victims” and “survivors” are celebrated. The dual
narrative structure of victimhood and survival is also a moral structure
that endows selfhood with a moral status.

C o n c l u s i o n

In his discussion of narcissism, Fred Alford suggests that the sociologist
Christopher Lasch and the philosopher Alaisdair McIntyre share the
view that the therapeutic-narcissistic self can no longer have a coherent
narrative of selfhood. Because the self retreats into the present and into
the realm of inner emotional life, it can no longer produce a narrative
meaningfully connecting life events and projecting the self into the
future.96 However, as this chapter suggests, the opposite seems to be true.
The therapeutic discourse offers endless possibilities for coherently nar-
rativizing the life story through its “diseases.” This assumption, central
to the support group, is what makes the therapeutic persuasion “work”:
if failure can always be corrected, then it has to be somehow the result of
a “disease of the will,” that is, to be self-made, and if it is self-made, it can
also be unmade, which in turn legitimates and perpetuates the very exis-
tence of the therapeutic institution. Indeed, what is particularly interest-
ing about therapeutic narratives is that the narrative about the self quickly
becomes a “narrative in action”—a narrative about the process of under-
standing, working at, and overcoming (or not overcoming) one’s prob-
lems. Far from being unable to bestow coherence on a given life, thera-
peutic narratives can be faulted for making too much sense of one’s life, of
binding too tightly the present, the past, and the future in a seamless nar-
rative of psychic wounding and self-change. The social and economic
consequences of such gender-blind or androgynous narratives of self-
hood are examined in the next chapter.
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SIX A New Emotional Stratification?

The less the skill and exertion implied in manual labour, in

other words, the more modern industry becomes developed,

the more is the labor of men superseded by that of women.

—Karl Marx

In 1883, before the birth of psychoanalysis, writing a letter to his future
wife Martha Bernays, Freud commented on the differences between the
pleasures of “the masses” and those of the middle and propertied classes.
He wrote:

The mob gives vent to its appetites, and we deprive ourselves. We deprive
ourselves in order to maintain our integrity, we economize in our health, our
capacity for enjoyment, and our emotions. We save ourselves for something,
not knowing for what. And this habit of constant suppression of natural
instincts gives us the quality of refinement. . . . Why don’t we get drunk?
Because the discomfort and disgrace of the after-effects gives us more un-
pleasure than the pleasure we derived from getting drunk. Why don’t we
fall in love with a different person every month? Because at each separation
a part of our heart would be torn away. . . . Our whole conduct of life
presupposes that we are protected from the direst poverty . . . The poor
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people, the masses, could not survive without their thick skins and their
easy going ways. . . . Why should they scorn the pleasure of the moment
when no other awaits them?1

In these surprisingly sociological remarks on the emotional and instinctual
structure that separates the working classes from the middle classes, Freud
anticipates what would become a cliché of the 1960s, namely that the mid-
dle and propertied classes achieve economic security at the price of con-
straining and constricting their emotions, impulses, and desires. Using
such metaphors as “economizing,” “saving,” and “deprivation,” Freud
suggests that his middle-class contemporaries treat their emotions as an
economic asset: they save and conserve energy; they “invest” emotions in
objects that do not threaten their stability and security; they make their
emotions yield social benefits such as “refinement” and a genteel
demeanor. Conversely and symmetrically, Freud suggests that the working
classes are less stifled by emotional constraints. The middle-class emo-
tional ethos would be of no use to the working classes, Freud tells us,
because it would weaken them (they need their “thick skins” to survive)
and because emotional deprivation serves no purpose when one may not
expect future rewards such as respectability and social standing. The work-
ing classes have no choice but to enjoy ordinary pleasures when they can.

In these succinct lines, Freud formulates a relationship between a psy-
chic economy of emotions and social class, or more exactly between emo-
tions and what Pierre Bourdieu would later call “economic necessity.”2 The
more pressing one’s economic necessity, the less restrained one’s emotions
are likely to be: this is clearly what we can read between Freud’s lines.

In a later text, Freud brings a new twist to these evocative statements.
Freud imagines a house divided between a “basement” and a “first
floor.” The caretaker’s daughter lives in the basement and the landlord’s
daughter on the first floor.3 Freud imagines that early in their lives the
two girls engage in sexual play. But, Freud tells us, they will develop
quite differently: the caretaker’s daughter, who does not think much of
playing with genitals, will remain unharmed and perhaps become a suc-
cessful actress, marry above her condition, and even eventually become
an aristocrat. By contrast, the landlord’s daughter, who at a young age
has learned the ideals of feminine purity and abstinence, will view her



A  N e w  E m o t i o n a l  S t r a t i f i c a t i o n ? 199

childhood sexual activity as incompatible with such ideals. She will be
haunted by guilt, will take refuge in neurosis, and will not marry. Given
Freud’s and his contemporaries’ prejudices, we are led to presume that
the landlord’s daughter will lead the lonely and dull life of a spinster.
Thus Freud suggests that the social destiny of these two girls is inter-
twined with their psychic development and that their neurosis (or lack
thereof) will determine their social trajectory. However, the idea pro-
posed here by Freud differs from what he expressed in his letter to
Martha. Freud again suggests that members of different classes have
access to unequal emotional resources, but here the lower classes are, so
to speak, emotionally better equipped, for it is precisely their lack of sex-
ual inhibition that will prevent the birth of neurosis and will in turn help
the caretaker’s daughter achieve upward social mobility.4

In these two texts, Freud makes a complex claim about the relations
between social and psychic trajectories. He points to reciprocal connec-
tions between emotions and social position, for he argues that if class
determines emotions, emotions may play an invisible but powerful role
in social mobility. By suggesting that the economic ethos of emotions,
engendered within the capitalist sphere of work, is incompatible with
successful personal and emotional development, Freud implicitly relies
on a model in which psychic development may disturb and invert the tra-
ditional hierarchical supremacy of money and social prestige.

Freud’s observations have important consequences for our under-
standing of the relationship between culture, emotions, and social class.
First, Freud suggests that the middle-class private sphere is not sealed
from the economic marketplace. Nor is it a zone of free-flowing, sponta-
neous, and disinterested emotions. On the contrary, Freud clearly sug-
gests that even in their private lives members of the middle class continue
to treat their emotions as capital—as something to be properly amassed
toward the acquisition of a respectable social identity and “distinction.”
Second, Freud suggests that by using the economic ethos to manage one’s
emotions and libido, members of the middle class deprive themselves of
emotional fulfillment and happiness. Economic success and “distinction”
come at the price of “true” intimacy and stand in the way of happiness.
Third and perhaps most important, emotional development and happi-
ness may ultimately disturb conventional class hierarchies.



In the few sentences quoted here, Freud tentatively suggests that there
are some significant points of connection between social stratification
and emotions and that emotional life can shape one’s social destiny and
success. He offers a supremely sociological idea, namely that emotional
life is not only stratified but stratifying as well.

But for emotional life to play this role in social structure, there must be
a mechanism that makes possible the conversion of emotional action into
social resources. In fact, Freud’s remarks are strangely premonitory of the
ways psychological ideas have contributed to making emotions play an
increasingly crucial role in social mobility. In other words, the mechanism
mediating between social structure and emotions is the vast cultural
apparatus deployed by the psychological persuasion that I have docu-
mented in the previous chapters. As Karin Knorr-Cetina puts it: “With
the current understanding of the society, we tend to see knowledge as a
component of economic, social, and political life. But we can also turn the
argument around and consider social, political, and economic life as part
and parcel of a particular knowledge culture. . . . Knowledge cultures have
real political, economic, and social effects that are not neutral with respect to
social structures and interests and with respect to economic growth” (empha-
sis added).5

In this chapter, I examine, in a somewhat preliminary and tentative
way, some effects of psychological knowledge on social structure. If cul-
ture is central to the sociological project, this is not only because it
bestows meaning on action but also because it shapes the very structure
of economic and symbolic resources. As Roger Friedland and John Mohr
put it, “Materiality is a way of producing meaning; meaning is a way of
producing materiality.” 6

T h e  R i s e  o f  E m o t i o n a l  C o m p e t e n c e

Freud’s ideas quoted at the beginning of this chapter have nowhere been
more thoroughly applied than in the personality tests that were estab-
lished during the first decade of the twentieth century.7 As Andrew Abbott
noted, “Psychological tests, both intelligence tests and personality tests,
have been a central part of organizational America since the 1920s.”8

200 S a v i n g  t h e  M o d e r n  S o u l



Personality tests aimed at selecting the most suitable candidates for work
in organizations and thus were premised on the assumption that there
was a close connection between personality traits, emotional makeup, and
work performance. As two leading researchers of personality tests argue,
somewhat unsurprisingly, “Psychoanalytic concepts and psychoanalysis
itself have had a rather profound impact on the assessment process.”9

Psychoanalysis played an important role in making emotions and per-
sonality an aspect of social mobility by providing the tools with which to
recruit people and to evaluate their performance in corporations.

In the 1940s, the field of personality screening went through an impor-
tant phase of development with the use of Jungian “archetypes.” On the
basis of their interpretation of Jung’s archetypes, Katherine C. Briggs and
Isabel Myers developed the famous Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, which
included such categories as “sensing” and “intuitive,” subsequently used
widely for personality evaluation and job placement.10 Another example
of the influence of clinical psychology on personality tests was the Min-
nesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), initially designed to
diagnose clinical pathologies and later transplanted from its initial clini-
cal context to the workplace. This test was based on the assumption that
choosing between true-false statements about a number of propositions
such as “I prefer my boss to be good-natured but inconsistent than sharp-
tongued but logical” would reveal one’s personality.

Through psychologically inspired categorization and classification,
emotional behavior imposed itself as a central criterion on which to eval-
uate and predict economic behavior. Personality tests have become so
widespread that they can be said to be to emotions what scholastic tests
are to cultural capital: a way to sanction, legitimize, and authorize a spe-
cific way of handling feeling. In her Cult of Personality, Ann Murphy Paul
reports that there are today twenty-five hundred kinds of personality
tests and that testing has become a $400 million industry. Eighty-nine of
the Fortune 100 largest corporations use personality tests for hiring and
training employees.11

Personality tests are predicated on a few core assumptions: that indi-
viduals’ actions and reactions can be captured under the category of
“personality”; that personalities are stable and therefore predictable; that

A  N e w  E m o t i o n a l  S t r a t i f i c a t i o n ? 201



202 S a v i n g  t h e  M o d e r n  S o u l

they can be measured; and finally that certain personalities—the pat-
terned cluster of attitudes and emotions through which we respond to
situations—are more suited to certain professions than others. In an
extension of this core notion, some personalities came to be viewed as
more competent than others.

The practice of measuring personality included two components, atti-
tudinal and emotional. But it was the emotional component that, through
time, became most decisively developed. The idea that emotions point to
(professional and social) competence has nowhere been more apparent
than in the now widespread notion of “emotional intelligence” (EI),
which explicitly connects emotional management and social success.
According to this notion, one’s emotional makeup, however subjective,
can be objectively evaluated, thus enabling comparisons of people’s emo-
tional capacities.

When the notion of EI emerged in the 1990s, it swept American cor-
porations and even American culture at large and quickly became a new
instrument for evaluating work performance. With it, psychologists
could now “discover” in the world characteristics they had helped shape,
namely that emotional demeanor had become a marker of social identity.
The notion of EI claimed that how we handle our emotions points to
essential aspects of who we are and that emotions can in turn be curren-
cies to be exchanged for a variety of social goods, most noticeably that of
leadership.

E m o t i o n a l  I n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d  I t s  A n t e c e d e n t s

The notion of EI seems to have been recently “discovered,” but as is often
the case in the history of science and ideas, its basic tenets had already
been established and diffused by psychologists throughout the twentieth
century. EI marks the culmination of a century in which the presence and
hegemony of the therapeutic loomed large.

Even before the concept was coined, psychologists can be said to have
promoted the tenets of EI. For example, a 1985 Redbook article advises that

at your job you can take advantage of your greater ease with emotion if you
start using it strategically. You can begin by thinking about what you’re feel-
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ing, trying to understand why you feel the way you do. Consider your emo-
tions an early-warning system, to alert yourself that an office situation needs
to be adjusted. “If you are angry or upset,” Dr. Potter says, “something’s
wrong. That’s what your emotions can tell you. Then use your intelligence 
to decide what to do. Analyze the degree of risk you face, and decide
whether it’s in your best interests to express your emotions. If you think
before you speak, revealing your feelings might actually turn out to be savvy
office politics.”12

This article advances the central idea behind the later notion of EI,
namely that emotions should be at the service of one’s intelligence,
always used to understand and further one’s self-interest. To be emo-
tionally intelligent is tautologically defined as the ability to manage one’s
emotions in such a way that they are disciplined by the cognitive and
practical understanding of one’s interests. A second illustration of the
existence of the idea before the concept emerged can be found in a 1997
book claiming that “emotional literacy” is the key to a happy life lived
without emotional mistakes. Whereas “emotions like anger, fear, or
shame make smart people behave stupidly, rendering them powerless,”
emotional literacy makes it possible to respond skillfully to situations as
varied as a street riot, wife beating, and a magistrate’s lying under oath.13

If Daniel Goleman, a journalist with training in clinical psychology,
was able to turn his book Emotional Intelligence into a worldwide best-
seller and into a new standard against which to evaluate conduct,14 it was
because American popular culture had already been saturated for almost
a century in psychological notions that increasingly made emotions cen-
tral to the evaluation of self and others. Psychological culture had long
been advocating the main tenet behind the notion of EI, namely that emo-
tions ought to be informed and guided by rational judgments.

EI is, among other things, an offshoot of Howard Gardner’s pioneering
notion of multiple intelligence,15 and more specifically of his notion of
“personal intelligence.” Personal intelligence consists of “access to one’s
own feeling life—one’s range of affects or emotions: the capacity instantly
to effect discriminations among these feelings, and eventually label them,
to enmesh them in symbolic codes, to draw upon them as a means of
understanding and guiding one’s behavior.”16 EI is an extension of this
form of intelligence in that it “is a type of social intelligence that involves
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the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ emotions, to discriminate
among them, and to use the information to guide one’s thinking and
actions.”17

John Mayer, Peter Salovey, and David Caruso, three prominent
researchers in EI, define EI as the set of abilities that determine the accu-
racy of one’s emotional reports and in turn affect one’s problem-solving
skills. According to their definition, EI includes the ability to perceive and
express emotion, incorporate emotion into cognitive processes, and reg-
ulate one’s own emotion as well as that of others.18 In this definition, EI
is the cognitive ability to process one’s own feelings mentally and ver-
bally, such rational processing being in turn important for the reflexive
management of situations.19 EI is thus the rational capacity to manage
one’s emotions in order to create adaptive responses to situations.

Given that sociology has been very preoccupied with mechanisms of
social reproduction and exclusion,20 the concept of EI should be a wel-
come guest: at face value, it should help us build more complex models
of social stratification—helping us introduce another variable that may
or may not explain and predict social mobility. In addition, the notion of
EI could offer an alternative to the much criticized concept of IQ. Indeed,
the standard measurements of intelligence have been sharply criticized
by sociologists on the ground that they reflect the cognitive competence
and social environment of the middle and upper middle classes, thus
subtly discriminating against those whose socialization excludes the cog-
nitive skills that are tapped into by the IQ tests. An example of the ways
in which the notion of EI has been seized in popular culture as a welcome
alternative to standard notions of intelligence can be found in Oprah
Winfrey’s show on EI in which she enthusiastically endorsed the concept:
“And isn’t it exciting to know you’re smarter than you think? Because
success in life, in relationships, with your family and at work really isn’t
about how well you did in school, test scores or even a high IQ. It’s about
something completely different, and it’s something you have the power
in yourself to change. It is called emotional intelligence. . . . The best part:
Unlike your IQ score which is pretty much set in stone, you can actually
raise your EQ score and become emotionally smarter.”21

It is also easy to understand why the notion of EI would be enthusias-
tically endorsed by feminists who hold that women are more attuned
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than men to interpersonal relations and that they base their moral deci-
sions on empathic thinking. If it is indeed frequently the case that women
(and perhaps minorities in general) develop the skill of tuning into the
emotional needs of others, of managing social relations in a noncon-
frontational fashion, and of monitoring their verbal and emotional
behavior, they should score high on EI tests. Consequently, making our
institutions sensitive and responsive to EI would make it possible for
emotional competence to increase the status of minorities that have been
disadvantaged when competing with others on the basis of formal intel-
lectual skills. In light of this, the concept of EI would seem to be analyti-
cally useful, as it complicates our picture of social stratification, and nor-
matively important, as it could help us define positively skills other than
those traditionally used to rank children and adults. Hence, at face value,
the concept of EI should be welcome, as it reinforces the repeated claims
that forms of intelligence are multiple, that intelligence does not neces-
sarily demand formal cognitive skills, and that our institutions (schools
or corporations) should be more attuned to identify and reward this new
form of competence. But despite the promise of EI as enabling more
plural and democratic distribution of resources, I argue that it in fact rep-
resents a new axis of social classification that creates new forms of social
competence (and incompetence).

Emotional Intelligence and the Therapeutic Ideology

Let me refer to a vignette presented in a seminal article by two of the
most prominent academic researchers in the field of EI, Mayer and Geher.
They define EI through its opposite, the lack of EI: “A patient (a woman)
was having an affair with a married man. One day she asked the married
man to promise her that he would not come from his home when he vis-
ited his wife and that he would not return home when he left her. She for-
mulated what she expected from him more clearly the next day: “You
must not come from her or go to her when you see me.” She spoke of it
as if it were an indifferent thought that had occurred to her, a convenient
arrangement, yes, even a kind of amusing idea. But the analyst could put
himself into the place of his patient. . . . He got an inkling . . . of the emo-
tions of his patient: her jealousy, her suffering from the thought that her
lover left her to go home to his wife.”22 The authors suggest that this



woman’s request is formulated in a way that renders her own interest
unintelligible: unable to tell to herself and to her lover what her “real”
feelings are, she runs the risk of seeming capricious, irrational, and
demanding. Thus one must conclude that her coping strategies are inad-
equate in helping her achieve her goals. According to the authors, she
offers an example of a lack of EI.

The authors’ analysis of the vignette is interesting precisely because it
helps expose the assumptions contained in the notion of EI, assumptions
derived mostly from the therapeutic ideology. Their first and perhaps
most obvious assumption is that there are “real” feelings trapped inside
the self, only waiting to be appropriately named and known by a con-
scious and knowing subject. As I argued in chapter 4, such an “ontologi-
cal” view of emotion is central to clinical psychology and stands in oppo-
sition to the view that feeling an emotion is a labile process, a result of
interpretation and labeling that in turn depend on symbolic cues pro-
vided by the environment. As numerous anthropologists and social psy-
chologists have argued, there is no emotional “substance” waiting to be
known, named, and revealed.23 Far from being blocks of experience or
consciousness waiting to be discovered and appropriately named, names
of emotions and the experience of emotions are fluidly and contextually
generated. The view that emotions are blocks of experience, repressed,
stored, and only waiting to be named and freed, feeds directly into the
interests of psychologists who define their work as that of exposing, ade-
quately naming, and transforming emotions.

Furthermore, the authors assume that grounding one’s claims on
“what one feels” is socially more competent. This claim, which is never
made explicit in the text but is only axiomatically assumed, is, once
again, a central tenet of the therapeutic persuasion. I would, on the con-
trary, argue that a competent emotional response depends on the con-
straints embedded in situations, not on a context-free rational processing,
understanding, and labeling of emotions. In other words, a competent
emotional response does not necessarily entail a self-conscious aware-
ness of one’s emotional responses. For example, in the vignette evoked
above, the woman’s request was, in all likelihood, perfectly comprehen-
sible to her lover, who would have had to be singularly ignorant of con-
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temporary codes of love not to understand that her request was an
attempt to claim the uniqueness of their relationship and to isolate their
relations from his married life. As it was formulated, this woman’s
request was not only reasonable but highly competent precisely because she
did not verbalize her motivations. She was able to make a clear demand
on this man’s movements without expressing anxiety, jealousy, or pos-
sessiveness, all emotions likely to have weakened her position and status
within the relationship. This suggests an important theoretical point:
social actors attend to situations and function in them with stored cultural
knowledge, or cultural codes, that make them finely attuned to the con-
straints embedded in a situation without going through the elaborate
operation of identifying, naming, and explicitly expressing the emotions
produced by these constraints. In other words, what guarantees that
social interactions “flow” is that so much of these interactions relies on
tacit and stored knowledge. Echoing the psychological persuasion at
large, Mayer and Geher’s suggestion that EI involves the reflexive and
explicit naming of emotions for oneself and for others is oblivious to the
fact that people attend to the meaning of the emotions felt by others
without having recourse to a reflexive foregrounding and manipulation
of emotions. EI as defined by these authors would make most social
interactions cumbersome, as it would hamper interactional flow and flu-
ency. Reflecting the rational views of actors and action that have engulfed
and colonized the social sciences,24 the notion of EI equates intelligence
with the harnessing of emotions to problem solving. In contrast, for cul-
tural sociologists, situations are construed and dealt with through the
tacit knowledge we bring to them; such tacit knowledge makes us opt for
less explicit emotional responses grounded in practical and habitual
knowledge. Like pianists playing difficult sonatas, we attend to situa-
tions by using rules we have perfectly internalized, not by mentally
reflecting on and contemplating different courses of action. Pianists or
social actors who become too intensely aware of themselves and of the
rules they use, of their bodily and emotional movements, play their
social score awkwardly, without the flow and fluency that distinguish
virtuosity from rote learning. In short, mental awareness of one’s emo-
tions is not always possible, nor is it always desirable. The very idea and
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ideal of EI emanate from the ideology of psychologists, which has reified
emotional life in constructing and institutionalizing the distinction
between competent and incompetent emotional responses.

This connects to another crucial point: in this particular social situa-
tion—a situation in which a married man has control over a single
woman—making her claim in a roundabout fashion rather than clarify-
ing her emotions forthrightly is the most competent emotional response,
since it enables this woman to retain control of the situation. Indeed, as
this example suggests, we often maintain control of situations by veiling
emotions, both to ourselves and to others, rather than by disclosing them.
Given that power and control are fundamental dimensions of social
interactions, and given that they crucially depend on hiding emotions
(from others but also sometimes from oneself), this implies that the
reflexivity and verbal disclosure of emotions advocated by psychologists
and by the experts in EI may ultimately disturb a subtle and more effi-
cient manipulation of social relations and situations. To be more precise:
the aforementioned woman is caught in the double bind within which
her lover has placed her. Her indirect request elegantly reconciles two
contradictory requirements: to retain control by seeming detached from
the predicaments inherent to the situation and to establish her amorous
territory. Therefore, this example does not illustrate the woman’s incom-
petence; rather, it shows that actors often operate in situations with con-
tradictory demands unreflexively navigating in them and improvising
responses. Emotional ambiguity, ambivalence, and unclarity are highly
competent because they are ways of coping with contradiction-ridden
social situations. Had this woman showed what the authors would call
EI by becoming conscious of her feelings and by voicing them to ground
her claims, she might have lost her control over the situation or over her
lover. Specifying her emotions, needs, and goals to herself or to her lover
would have made her unable to cope strategically and practically with
her situation. The forms of competence posited and implied by the notion
of EI thus overlook the fact that actors make inferences about their emo-
tions from situational cues, use practical and tacit emotional knowledge
to function in them, and must therefore often be inattentive to whatever
background emotions they may have in order to navigate between con-
flicting situational demands.
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The rationalist assumptions guiding the notion of EI curiously contra-
dict not only sociologists of culture but also a line of research in cognitive
psychology about some of the processes involved in decision making.
This research paradigm shows that many intelligent decisions are based
on intuitive thinking, or what cognitive psychologists call “thin slicing,”
the ability to make accurate snap judgments about people, problems, and
situations without going through a formal process of labeling and
rehearsing cognitively the dimensions of the situation, emotional or oth-
erwise. Such snap judgments derive from unconscious thought pro-
cesses, the capacity to mobilize past experiences and to zero in and focus
on very few elements of the object judged. Further, in pathbreaking ex-
periments, the cognitive psychologists Timothy Wilson and Jonathan
Schooler and their colleagues have showed that introspection can be an
obstacle to problem solving based on insight. When introspecting about
such tasks as tasting a jam or choosing an interesting university course,
people do less well at recognizing the good from the bad jam, the inter-
esting from the boring course.25 In the vocabulary of sociologists, intro-
spection interferes with action that is moved by the logic of practices,
such as taste and social tact.26

Let me thus make the following suggestion: EI is characterized by the
reflexive, cognitive, and verbal foregrounding of emotions. Yet it is
highly arguable that the injunction to be self-aware, to introspect about
one’s emotional makeup, and to process one’s emotions rationally
through thought describes adequately emotional competence in its many
forms. What we can say, however, is that the value of EI in the form of
this definition is a widespread and even dominant notion because it cor-
responds to the ideology of social groups that are key to the production
process and because it corresponds quite well to the requirements made
on the self by new forms of capitalism. We should then ask ourselves
whose social and emotional skills the notion of EI naturalizes and legit-
imizes. This is what I turn to examine now.

Emotional and Social Competence

It is not by chance that in the vignette offered by Mayer and Geher the
therapist is presented as the one who is emotionally intelligent. This is so
because to define emotional incompetence is to simultaneously define



competence and the social bearers of that competence. This is not sur-
prising given that the notion of EI corresponds quite well to the world-
view of a particular class of professionals—the psychologists—who
have historically been extraordinarily successful in claiming a monopoly
over the definition and the rules of emotional life in the private and pub-
lic spheres and have redefined professional success in terms of emotional
demeanor and management. To be emotionally intelligent has become
the prerogative of a professional class responsible for the management of
emotions, and being emotionally competent would seem to consist in
acquiring the cognitive and emotional skills of which clinical psycholo-
gists and mental health workers claim to be the virtuosos. EI, like the
notion of IQ, serves as an instrument of classification and stratification by
virtue of being implemented in organizations that sanction and legit-
imize it. In the same way that IQ served to classify people in the army
and in the workplace so as to increase their productivity, EI has become
a way to classify productive and less productive workers, this time along
the lines of emotional rather than cognitive skills. But in claiming to sim-
ply describe different forms of emotional competencies, the notion of EI
in fact helps organize social groups around a new axis of social classifi-
cation. Emotions have come to be increasingly defined as a form of com-
petence that in turn can be “played” with in social fields of struggle.

As I argued in the previous chapter, emotional fields work by con-
structing and expanding the criteria to evaluate health and pathology.
These emotional fields construct and regulate access to new forms of
social competence that I will dub emotional competence. In the same way
that cultural fields are structured by cultural competence—the capacity
to relate to cultural artifacts in a way that signals familiarity with high or
legitimate culture sanctioned by the upper classes—emotional fields are
regulated by emotional competence, or the capacity to display an emo-
tional style defined and legitimized by the main actors in that field,
namely psychologists and mental workers. The notion of EI constitutes a
formalization and codification of such emotional competence.

Like cultural competence, emotional competence may be translated
into a social benefit such as professional advancement or social capital.
Indeed, for a particular form of cultural behavior to become a form of
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capital, it must be convertible into something that agents can play with in
a field, such as an economic and social benefit that will in turn give them
a right of entry and help them seize what is at stake in that field.27 In that
sense, we may speak of a concept of emotional capital, similar in function
to that of cultural capital.

Browsing the Internet on EI yielded several examples of the uses of the
construct of EI in modern corporations and of the relations it bears to
emotional capital. An article reviewing the various uses of EI in the
industry deserves to be quoted at length because it (unwittingly) pro-
vides an illustration of the way EI is used as a new form of classification
that can be converted into real economic capital.28 The article celebrates
the capacity of EI to evaluate and measure economic performance.

• “The US Air Force used the EQ-I to select recruiters (the Air
Force’s front-line HR personnel) and found that the most suc-
cessful recruiters scored significantly higher in the emotional
intelligence competencies of Assertiveness, Empathy, Happiness,
and Emotional Self Awareness. The Air Force also found that by
using emotional intelligence to select recruiters, they increased
their ability to predict successful recruiters by nearly three-fold.
The immediate gain was a savings of $3 million annually. These
gains resulted in the Government Accounting Office submitting 
a report to Congress, which led to a request that the Secretary 
of Defense order all branches of the armed forces to adopt this
procedure in recruitment and selection.”29

• “Experienced partners in a multinational consulting firm were
assessed on the EI competencies and three other tests. Partners
who scored above the median on 9 or more of the 20 competen-
cies delivered $1.2 million more profit from their accounts than
did other partners—a 139 percent incremental gain.”30

• “An analysis of more than 300 top-level executives from fifteen 
global companies showed that six emotional competencies
distinguished stars from the average: Influence, Team Leader-
ship, Organizational Awareness, Self-Confidence, Achievement
Drive, and Leadership.”31
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• “In jobs of medium complexity (sales clerks, mechanics), a top
performer is 12 times more productive than those at the bottom
and 85 percent more productive than an average performer. 
In the most complex jobs (insurance salespeople, account mana-
gers), a top performer is 127 percent more productive than an
average performer. Competency research in over 200 companies
and organizations worldwide suggests that about one-third of
this difference is due to technical skill and cognitive ability while 
two-thirds is due to emotional competence. (In top leadership
positions, over four-fifths of the difference is due to emotional
competence.)”32

• “At L’Oreal, sales agents selected on the basis of certain emotional
competencies significantly outsold salespeople selected using the
company’s old selection procedure. On an annual basis, salespeo-
ple selected on the basis of emotional competence sold $91,370
more than other salespeople did, for a net revenue increase of
$2,558,360. Salespeople selected on the basis of emotional compe-
tence also had 63% less turnover during the first year than those
selected in the typical way.”33

• “In a national insurance company, insurance sales agents who
were weak in emotional competencies such as self-confidence,
initiative, and empathy sold policies with an average premium of
$54,000. Those who were very strong in at least 5 of 8 key emo-
tional competencies sold policies worth $114,000.”34

• “In a large beverage firm, using standard methods to hire divi-
sion presidents, 50% left within two years, mostly because of
poor performance. When they began hiring based on emotional
competencies such as initiative, self-confidence, and leadership,
only 6% left in two years. Furthermore, the executives selected
based on emotional competence were far more likely to perform
in the top third based on salary bonuses for performance of the
divisions they led: 87% were in the top third. In addition, division
leaders with these competencies outperformed their targets by 
15 to 20 percent. Those who lacked them under-performed by
almost 20%.”35
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• “For 515 senior executives analyzed by the search firm Egon
Zehnder International, those who were primarily strong in
emotional intelligence were more likely to succeed than those
who were strongest in either relevant previous experience or IQ.
In other words, emotional intelligence was a better predictor of
success than either relevant previous experience or high IQ. More
specifically, the executive was high in emotional intelligence in 74
percent of the successes and only in 24 percent of the failures. The
study included executives in Latin America, Germany, and Japan,
and the results were almost identical in all three cultures.”36

• “Financial advisors at American Express whose managers
completed the Emotional Competence training program were
compared to an equal number whose managers had not. During
the year following training, the advisors of trained managers
grew their businesses by 18.1% compared to 16.2% for those
whose managers were untrained.”37

• “The most successful debt collectors in a large collection agency
had an average goal attainment of 163 percent over a three-month
period. They were compared with a group of collectors who
achieved an average of only 80 percent over the same time
period. The most successful collectors scored significantly higher
in the emotional intelligence competencies of self-actualization,
independence, and optimism. (Self-actualization refers to a well-
developed, inner knowledge of one’s own goals and a sense of
pride in one’s work.)”38

The numerous examples discussed in this article call for a few re-
marks: EI is used as a new way to predict and control economic produc-
tivity and to classify the people in charge of production. It employs what
Wendy Espeland and Mitchell Stevens call “commensuration,” a com-
mon metric to standardize and compare different objects in order to
build (symbolic and/or material) equivalence between them.39 Here the
equivalence one tries to build is between jobs and people. As Joan Acker
puts it, “[A job] is an empty slot, a reification that must continually be
reconstructed, for positions exist only as scraps of paper until people fill
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them. . . . Human beings are to be motivated, managed, and chosen to fit
the job. The job exists as a thing apart.”40 Emotional competence has
become a formal criterion for measuring and quantifying competencies,
thus creating a system of equivalence between emotions and profes-
sional performance, measured almost exclusively in monetary terms.
The system of equivalence enabled by the notion of EI suggests an
unprecedented process of commodification, for EI makes it possible to
ascribe a monetary value to a person’s emotional makeup, and even to
convert one into the other.41

Following the logic of capital described by Bourdieu, emotional forms
of capital can be converted into monetary ones. The emergence of the cor-
porate field has given rise to what Bourdieu terms new forms of symbolic
capital that are used in fields of struggle.42 If, as Bourdieu suggests, fields
maintain themselves through the mechanism of habitus or “the structur-
ing mechanism that operates from within agents,”43 then we may suggest
that a certain emotional habitus is increasingly a prerequisite to enter and
play in more and more fields. Surpassing traditional forms of cultural
capital, such as wine tasting or familiarity with high culture, emotional
capital seems to mobilize the least reflexive aspects of habitus. It exists in
the form of “long-lasting dispositions of mind and body” and is the most
“embodied” part of cultural capital.44 Emotional habitus lies thus at the
intersection of three domains of social experience: the interactional, the
bodily, and the linguistic. It reflects and signals one’s social class position
at these three junctures. Emotional habitus shapes the ways in which
one’s emotions are bodily and verbally expressed and used in turn to
negotiate social interactions.

Although Randall Collins’s approach substantially differs from that of
Bourdieu, some of his insights may perhaps help explain the formation of
emotional habitus and the reason why it may play an important role in
social interactions. Collins has famously discussed the notion of emo-
tional energy to account for what holds interaction rituals together.45 I
would argue that while emotional energy is not equivalent to emotional
intelligence or competence, it is a precondition for it. Collins argues that
emotional energy is the type of energy we accumulate from a series of
successful interactions with others.46 Emotional energy—undoubtedly
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an important component of sociability—is the self-confidence we acquire
from having repeatedly gained a sense of belonging in a status group.
Collins depicts here a kind of Durkheimian synergism—a capacity to
“connect” to others—that we derive from having felt like a member in a
group in the past and that we can in turn presently feed back to the
group. People with such emotional energy, Collins claims, are likely to
assume a position of leadership because they have the energy that
derives from the group that can in turn embody the group. If, as Collins
argues, emotional energy is accumulated through past membership in a
status group and successful interactions, then displaying it becomes a
way of signaling one’s previous successful interactions—a sort of positive
emotional capital that can be converted into leadership. Emotional competence
can thus be said to depend on the frequency of one’s social interactions
and of one’s status in these interactions. But because Collins’s notion of
emotional energy is Durkheimian, it does not pay attention to the status
markers with which emotions are associated. Emotions function as a cap-
ital not only because they are derived from one’s social bonds and one’s
position within those bonds but also because emotional habitus, like
one’s taste, has a style that is defined by one’s social position and social
identity and that in turn defines it.47 In other words, not all forms of emo-
tional energy can function as social currencies and be converted into
social capital. A rowdy and exuberant energy will not get you very far in
such settings as the army or an economic organization. We may thus say
that certain emotional styles are more likely than others to be converted
into capital, and it is these forms that interest me here.

By proclaiming that personality and emotions were assets for leader-
ship and that these assets could be acquired by a self-reflexive work of
introspection and self-observation, psychologists contributed to the con-
version of emotional style into a social currency or capital and articulated
a new language of selfhood with which to seize that capital. While in
Freud’s descriptions the economic self exacted a high price from private
life—that peculiar flavor of morose repressiveness that leads to repres-
sion and neurosis—the psychic economy of people working in the
contemporary service industry—especially lower- and middle-ranking
managers—demands a subtle and complex emotional work that in-
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cludes rather than excludes others, is both assertive and other-oriented,
and is attuned to the emotional aspects of interaction, yet also in full cog-
nitive control of them. For this reason, EI is fundamentally connected to
the organization and class dynamics of contemporary capitalism. Con-
temporary capitalism demands symbolic and emotional skills that will
help one cope with a wide variety of social situations and persons in
complex, variable, and uncertain markets. EI reflects the emotional style
and models of sociability of the middle classes, whose work in the con-
temporary capitalist economy demands a careful management of the self,
who are tightly dependent on collaborative work, who constantly evalu-
ate others and are evaluated by them, who move in long interactional
chains, who meet a wide variety of persons who belong to various
groups, who must gain the trust of others, and, perhaps most of all, who
work in environments in which criteria for success are contradictory, elu-
sive, and uncertain. EI is a disposition through which one is able to cope
emotionally with structural uncertainty and with the problem of trust
and consensus building. Such an emotional disposition yields emotional
competence, which has become particularly prominent in a form of cap-
italism that can be characterized, following Luc Boltanski’s expression, as
“connectionist.” As Boltanski puts it, in connectionist capitalism the
“class habitus of the dominant classes can no longer rely on its own intuition.
This habitus needs to know how to establish relationships between peo-
ple, who are geographically and socially distant from oneself.”48 In con-
nectionist capitalism, status is established by one’s capacity to know
many people and to establish connections between them.

More specifically, EI is central to social capital because emotions are
the nuts and bolts of how people acquire networks, both strong and
weak. Emotions are essential components of the mechanism of social cap-
ital in the two senses identified by Alejandro Portes: one designates the
ability to form positive social networks, that is, a positive form of socia-
bility in which solidarity and emotional energy are produced; the other
designates the ways in which personal relationships are converted into
forms of capital, such as career advancement or increased wealth.49

Adding a new layer to our conceptualization of emotional competence,
here emotions have become a form of capital because establishing social
relationships is central to connectionist capitalism.



T h e  G l o b a l  T h e r a p e u t i c  H a b i t u s

a n d  t h e  N e w  M a n

Let me take this analysis one step further. The therapeutic habitus marks
the emergence of new forms of masculinity, and such new masculinities
are, if not directly caused by, at least closely associated with the diffusion
and even globalization of therapeutic cultural models, which are them-
selves connected to the emergence of a “connectionist” structure of
feeling.

In a series of articles, John Meyer and his associates have argued that
globalization is the process by which an increasing number of states
worldwide adopt the same cultural models (of the economy, the polity,
the individual), thus making these models penetrate social life.50 In the
modern globalized polity, individuals constitute themselves by using
standard rules in order to establish the essence of modern actorhood,
such as being rational and purposeful. Psychology is one of the main
cores of cultural globalization, a source of models around which individ-
uality gets organized worldwide. This model is diffused worldwide
through university curriculum and training, through the regulated prac-
tice of professional therapy, through the state adoption of therapeutic
modes of intervention in society, and through the more informal struc-
ture of the market. Israel provides an excellent illustration of this process
of globalization of models of actorhood through psychology, as it has
deeply institutionalized psychological expertise in a number of key social
sites and as it also counts a large number of commercial workshops
intended to change and improve the self.

To illustrate, I will analyze the example of a workshop on EI that I
attended in Israel in 1998. The purpose of the workshop was to teach and
spread the insights of the then newly discovered but already widely pop-
ular concept of EI.51

The workshop was attended by approximately two hundred partici-
pants. During the day, I sat at several tables and had informal discussions
with several dozens of participants. Their professions were varied: the
majority worked in average-sized corporations and were middle man-
agers; some were owners of small businesses; still others were educators
and organizational consultants. For most participants, this day qualified
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as a “training” day and was therefore paid for by their workplace (school,
corporation, etc.). This in turn suggests and confirms that the appeal and
social uses of the notion of EI are mostly economic.

The first part of the day consisted of various lectures given by Israeli
local organizational consultants and coaches, many of whom held
degrees in clinical psychology. The second part of the day consisted of a
workshop given in English by a certified American psychologist who had
come to Israel from the United States for the workshop.

The translator of Goleman’s book into Hebrew opened the event and
was followed by a variety of speakers, most of whom were in the field of
organizational consulting, claiming expertise in leadership training. In
response to one of the organizers’ question as to “who had read” the
book, everyone, as far as I could tell, had read it. Yet although the book
and its insights were the main topic of the day, there was very little coher-
ence between the different approaches offered by the speakers. One
speaker claimed that EI consisted in knowing how to be determined and
stubborn, while another claimed that the failure to understand when to
stop trying marked a lack of EI. One speaker argued how important it
was to plan and think ahead about what we do and what we say, while
another claimed that spontaneity was of paramount importance. One
advised to “look at what people do, not what they say,” while another
argued that “what people do may have so many meanings that we don’t
know for sure what it means. We can only know from their intentions,
and thus we must always ask them.” None of these contradictions
seemed to disturb or to be perceptible to the audience because they were
in fact in line with the therapeutic persuasion, which “works” by seizing
upon a wide variety of mutually contradicting narrative pegs that can all
organize retrospectively the proper management of self. EI is one such
narrative peg while also functioning as a classification scheme around
which various consultants and psychologists in turn organize their pro-
fessional practices.

The second part of the day entailed a workshop delivered by David
Ryback, PhD and author of Putting Emotional Intelligence to Work.52 One of
an increasingly large number of psychologists, coaches, and organiza-
tional consultants who travel globally to distill their standardized tech-
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niques locally, Ryback spoke in English to an audience of Israeli partici-
pants about his techniques to gain EI.

The content of his workshop—delivered as an interactive lecture—
was highly congruent with many of the themes discussed in previous
chapters of this book: he claimed that the skills of EI are to be practiced
in the private and public spheres and that the skills required for a good
marriage are equivalent to the skills required to conduct business or even
international diplomatic negotiations. For the most part, these skills are
gender neutral, but if they were to be gendered they would undoubtedly
be female. Ryback, like all psychologists, distinguishes between appro-
priate and inappropriate emotions and posits that emotional life should
be conducted in accordance with objective rules. A competent emotional
life contains skills that mix neutrality with spontaneity; sincerity with
lack of judgmentality; self-assertion with listening skills; and flexibility
with firmness. In short, EI as advocated by this psychologist contained a
“mix” of conflicting attributes, precisely the mix that has made the ther-
apeutic persuasion so effective, because it creates a permanent uncer-
tainty and desire to reconcile conflicting attributes.

The attendees were able to refer to insights from Goleman’s book dur-
ing the workshop. All participants spoke fluent English, which in the
Israeli context suggests that they had at least a partial university educa-
tion. In informal conversations during dinner, all the people I spoke to
claimed they had enjoyed the workshop a great deal. One woman, who
worked as an administrative assistant in a high-tech firm, claimed that
“this stuff influenced [her] a lot” and that she “think[s] a lot about how
to improve [her] relationships.” A man who had started his company
claimed that people didn’t think enough about the human factor in busi-
ness and that he was very interested in improving his emotional skills.
Finally, another man, who was unemployed and looking for a job,
claimed he believed that “the impression one makes is very important.
You may be a very good person inside but yet, for some reason, not make
a good impression. If you become aware of how you behave and of the
impression you make on others, you can better control the whole
process.” At the end of the workshop, people were asked to state in pub-
lic whether they had learned anything from the workshop, and if so,
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what. The answers varied and can be listed (in summarized form) as fol-
lows: “I feel it has improved my listening skills”; “It teaches me we don’t
listen to each other”; “I have learned from this workshop that we should
live our life to the fullest”; “These are very important ideas that should be
introduced to schools”; “It reinforced me in my way of being, to be sin-
cere, open, and honest”; “It has taught me the importance of self-control,
how we must watch ourselves carefully”; and “I am happy to be legiti-
mated in my position that our feelings can be empowering and not
weakening.”

It is very doubtful whether this workshop can single-handedly trans-
form the emotional makeup of its participants. But such workshops
should nonetheless interest the sociologist because they point to the for-
mation of what I would like to call a “global emotional habitus.” The for-
mation of such a habitus takes place in the usual sites of socialization
(family, school, media), but, as the plethora of psychological workshops
that have flourished in Israel for the last two decades attests, its acquisi-
tion also takes place in the voluntarist cultural framework of educational
workshops such as the one analyzed above. These workshops, I argue,
have the main purpose of instilling new emotional dispositions, or skills
required to navigate the volatile conditions of late modernity, to move
along long chains of social networks, and to meet the demands of global
connectionist capitalism.

Such habitus is related to economic and cultural globalization (under-
stood as a process that gets deployed within local class structures, even if
it often ends up disturbing that class structure). In this vein, John Meyer’s
ambitious and highly persuasive analyses have remained curiously
oblivious to the class dynamic through which the process of globalization
occurs. Indeed, not only have psychological models of selfhood given
rise to a new habitus—which we may characterize as a “global” thera-
peutic habitus—but, I would argue, this habitus is characteristic of a
social group of managers and cultural specialists most involved in the
process of globalization. Such habitus works by destructuring traditional
forms of masculinity and by fracturing social groups along lines of new
gender (and emotional) identities.

Let me explain with an example. In 1998 I interviewed Eyal, a twenty-
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eight-year-old Israeli man who had earned a graduate degree in the social
sciences from Tel Aviv University and who worked as a cultural specialist
in a cultural/political association with a clear global orientation. During
the interview, he distinguished between two types of men, one he called
“the hero-type,” who had served in the army, ate national foods (e.g.,
hummus), and did not express his feelings under any circumstances. The
second type, he said, was the “New Man,” as he called him in Hebrew (Ha
Guever Hachadasch), who was able to “get in touch with his feelings,” with
what he called “the feminine side of things.” The interviewee claimed that
all his male friends were “like that,” like the New Man, and that he could
not have other kinds of friends. The following excerpts of the interview
further outline the profile of the “New Man”:

Interviewer: Do you think you are typical in that? Or do you think that
your views of men and emotions are strange in Israeli society?

Eyal: No. I am quite typical of a certain social group, a certain social milieu.
Interviewer: What do you mean?
Eyal: I mean that to be able to enter a certain social territory, to belong to

certain groups, emotional complexity is a must.
Question: Can you point to a character known or unknown that would

embody for you that kind of emotional complexity?
Eyal: That would have to be the movie Annie Hall. I saw that movie perhaps

thirty times. That was a very formative movie for me and for many
others.

Interviewer: Let me go back to something you said just before, with
regard to belonging to a certain social group, men, or at least the men
you know, have to have a certain way of expressing their emotions. 
Did I understand you correctly?

Eyal: Absolutely. Definitely. It is a part of the “entry exams.” Let me give
you an example. My wife, Liora, is a clinical psychologist. She has a
sister who lives in Jerusalem. Her husband is some kind of redneck. 
He comes from a Moshav [agricultural settlement.] He is a stereotypical
moshavnik. He lacks any kind of emotional expressivity. He has no
emotions. And we make fun of him, all three of us, me, my wife, and 
my wife’s sister precisely about that, about the fact that he does not 
have feelings. He never longs for anything, or misses anything, or feels
depressed. He does not know the concept of “being depressed.” Where
have you seen anything like that? So that’s the criterion. When I used 
to date women, if she did not know what “being depressed” meant—
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I don’t mean a big clinical depression but just regular ordinary depres-
sion—then she would not qualify. She would not be a possible candi-
date. No way.

Cultural globalization is largely at work in the above excerpt: Woody
Allen’s movies have been a powerful instrument of diffusion of a certain
therapeutic style and a new form of masculinity. This style of masculin-
ity is strongly associated with a specific emotional style (anxious, ner-
vous, self-conscious, verbal, reflexive) and has become diffused mostly
among the new middle classes. Emotional style functions here as a token
of membership in certain social groups—educated, Western, secular, and
perhaps, most of all, not defined by the nation, that is, global. That style
is associated with everyday markers of taste—how one dresses and what
one eats. The “New Man” here thus expresses membership in a status
group, for emotional competence marks a form of social distinction. Two
men could be technically members of the same socioeconomic group, yet
have very different emotional habituses. If globalization creates new
forms of inequality, it does so by destructuring gender identities and by
driving a wedge between old and new masculinities. We may thus sug-
gest that therapy is a cultural structure mediating between globalization
and class structure through the formation of new masculinities. How the
formation of new masculinities creates new emotional hierarchies is what
I examine now by going back to my American fieldwork, though in a
sketchy and tentative fashion.

I n t i m a c y  a s  a  S o c i a l  G o o d

Much of the Marxist or Weberian sociology of capitalism has implicitly
held the same view offered by Freud at the beginning of this chapter: the
bourgeoisie may exploit others in the realm of production, but they find
themselves, after all, the victims of a poetic justice that dispossesses them
of the poor man’s emotional riches, for in the process of submitting the
world to the dispassionate pursuit of gain they sacrifice on the altar of
Mammon their well-being and capacity to forge long-lasting meaningful
bonds. This cliché—at the heart of which lie the dichotomies of “market”
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and “gift” and “interest” and “sentiment”—has prevented sociologists
from grasping the ways in which therapeutic habitus may provide better
access not only to economic performance but also to such ill-defined and
vague concepts as well-being and intimacy. What if the bourgeoisie, or
their postindustrial version, have turned out to be the best candidates for
love and well-being not despite but because of the emotional habitus that
they require and use in the economic sphere?

Because most critiques of therapy oppose the therapeutic ethos to a
model of civic virtue or political engagement, they have usually ignored
the question of its social uses, its pragmatics, thus failing to grasp that the
therapeutic discourse orients perceptions, classifications, and modes of
social interactions toward the pursuit of social goods, and more espe-
cially emotional goods, such as intimacy. Many claim that the most inter-
esting social effect of the cultural domination of therapy has been to cre-
ate new forms of social goods and new forms of social competence with
which to attain intangible goods as intimacy.

This claim is based on what is perhaps the single most important con-
tribution of feminist scholarship, namely that the public sphere (political
or economic) cannot be our only way to evaluate the “good society”: inti-
mate relations, friendship, and parenthood are no less—and perhaps
even more—the arenas by which to evaluate how good and just a society
is.53 Or to say this differently with Andrew Sayer: “Class inequalities
involve not merely differences in wealth, income and economic security,
but differences in access to valued circumstances, practices, and ways of
life—‘goods’ in a broad sense and in the recognition or valuation of those
goods and their holders.”54 This in turn implies that to critically examine
the impact of therapeutic habitus on stratification we cannot rely on a
model of society based on economic goods narrowly defined. Intimate
relations ought to figure no less in our accounts of the connection
between culture and just social arrangements. This also implies that my
critique of the social uses of therapy does not contradict actors’ own
understandings and uses of therapy as a cultural resource to improve
their lives. That is, I am able to illuminate new forms of goods and hier-
archies not by ignoring the meaning and goals of actors when they use
therapy (as traditional concepts of “ideology” or “surveillance” do) but
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by taking these very goals and meanings as the departure point of my
critique.

In this respect, I suggest that if we view intimacy as a sphere of meaning
in its own right, the therapeutic ethos appears to be a cultural resource
that helps actors reach forms of well-being as they are socially and histori-
cally constructed. In other words, if we view intimacy as a good of a spe-
cial kind, we may inquire about the cultural and symbolic forms that
grant access to such spheres of well-being.

This proposition runs counter to the dominant paradigm of the soci-
ology of domination, which typically addresses various forms of capital
in the context of competitive arenas and finds it disconcerting to
approach the family and intimacy as goods in their own right. For exam-
ple, Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction approaches the family as an
institution that is ultimately subordinate to social structure.55 In that the-
ory, the family is the institution that instills the early and invisible dispo-
sitions that will later be converted into practical choices in competitive
fields of social struggle. However, as Michael Walzer has persuasively
suggested, a theory of justice ought to account for (and respect) the val-
ues of each sphere of life.56 Michael Rustin works with the same premise
when he suggests that we include “well-being” as a category of social
right. According to Rustin, with the increasing complexity and variety of
human values, there is a parallel increase in the need for personal devel-
opment, which becomes “one of the goals which people seek through
relationships of kinship or friendship, through education, through work
and culture.”57 Rustin suggests that psychoanalysis should have its place
as a “sphere of justice,” with its own criteria of value, helping one to
achieve one’s definition of the good life, and that psychic development
and satisfaction can and should matter to public institutions. In this
respect, we may inquire about intimacy not only as a sphere subservient
to the greater socioeconomic structure but also as a sphere of meaning
and well-being in its own right. It would then make sense to ask whether
intimacy is “justly” distributed.

If we approach the family and intimacy as autonomous spheres of
meaning and action, we may analyze them as institutions meant to pro-
vide moral goods in which the content of selfhood and well-being are at
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stake.58 That is, if we reverse Bourdieu’s model and inquire about the
ways in which one’s professional habitus helps one reach particular
forms of eudaimonia (happiness and well-being), then we may inquire
about the ways in which intimacy is, like other forms of goods, socially
distributed and allocated. This is, I think, what Anthony Giddens has in
mind when he suggests that “life politics” (which includes such issues as
self-realization, intimacy, and the good life in general) restructures older
social divisions: “Class divisions and other fundamental lines of inequal-
ity, such as those connected with gender or ethnicity, can be partly defined
in terms of differential access to forms of self-actualization and empow-
erment. . . . Modernity, one should not forget, produces difference, exclu-
sion and marginalization.”59 If Giddens is correct, then we must inquire
into the “mechanics” of inclusion and exclusion from such spheres of
well-being as intimacy. How is exclusion from such (moral) goods as
well-being and intimacy produced? As I argue now, the language of
therapy plays an important role in relaying such exclusions by mediating
between class structure and new masculinities.

The following example may help us begin to illustrate what I mean
here. Natasha is a thirty-two-year-old professional editor who holds a
PhD in English literature from a top American university. She has been
married for four years to a university teacher in philosophy. She has been
in therapy off and on for the past eleven years.

Interviewer: Do you have negative emotions?
(Silence)
Interviewer: You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.
Natasha: Well, I am not sure if I should say.
Interviewer: It is completely up to you.
Natasha: Well . . . I am jealous. I am very jealous. And I know where it

comes from. It basically comes from my father leaving my mother for
another woman, and growing up with a mother who told me over and
over again not to trust men.

Interviewer: Does it have any impact on your relationship with your
husband?

Natasha: Yes, oh yes, I can become very jealous, very possessive, and feel
really threatened by other women. Like the other day, we were having
dinner with friends of ours, and one of my friends asked Larry [her hus-
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band] if he had been to India. And he said he did but he did not want 
to talk about it, because he had been there with a girlfriend, and he knew
it would upset me to talk about it. So he didn’t want to talk about it, but
she kept asking him questions, until I told her: “Look he does not want
to talk about it. He was there with a girlfriend, and that’s making me
upset.” Larry and I, we had some rough times over this issue. . . . 

Interviewer: Did you do something about it?
Natasha: Yeah . . . Just talking, we talked for a long, long time about it.

Both of us are sort of very aware of ourselves; both of us have a strong
interest in psychoanalysis and therapy; so we talked and talked about 
it, and analyzed it. So it was just talking about it, understanding it, and
having him tell me over and over again that he loved me, and that he
would not leave me for another woman. And I think that the fact we
could talk about our feelings and really understand them is what got 
us through.

This highly educated couple displays “emotional competence” (what
psychologists would call EI), namely self-awareness, ability to identify
their feelings, name them, talk about them, empathize with each other’s
position, and find solutions to a problem. It is not a coincidence that this
man and woman display such emotional and linguistic practices: both
have earned PhDs in fields where language is crucial to their professional
performance and where self-awareness can be converted into symbolic
capital. These skills are closely intertwined with their cultural capital.
Both hold PhDs in fields in which self-expression is important and in
which the cultivation of self and authenticity are rewarded. The therapeu-
tic language and this couple’s EI are “real” cultural resources, not because
the couple understand the “real” nature of their emotional problems, but
because they can deploy a common cultural habitus, in which language is
viewed as a tool for solving problems and for expressing the inner self.
They can in turn use this tool to make sense of difficult emotions and put
them “to work” by eliciting a narrative of verbal intimacy and self-help,
which they can in turn both share and capitalize on to further their inti-
macy. Clearly, they are both using a single habitus transposable from the
workplace to the sphere of intimacy and vice versa. Furthermore, and per-
haps most conspicuously, as discussed in previous chapters, this habitus
destructures gender identities. As is obvious from the quote, this woman
and her husband display similar linguistic and emotional competence;
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they hold common emotional models; the man is no less able than this
woman to show empathy and care, to think reflexively about his own and
her emotions, and to process them in a rational overall scheme.

EI may thus have real positive effects (in the same way that IQ does),
not because of its inherently positive aspects, but because it is a form of
emotional competence that is very well adapted to the conditions of inti-
mate relations in late modernity. (In that respect, unlike Bourdieu’s cul-
tural competence, it is not entirely arbitrary.) As women have entered the
workforce, and as norms of equality have progressively penetrated mar-
riage, marriage has become increasingly individualized, the meeting
point between two distinct biographies. As a result, the need for func-
tional cooperation and communication between partners has increased.
Moreover, the therapeutic ideal increases the injunction to share all needs
and feelings, with the result that the coordination must take place both at
the level of daily tasks and at the level of emotional and verbal disclo-
sure. Men with a therapeutic habitus—New Men—are most likely to
navigate successfully within these new conditions. These new conditions
and the pervasiveness of psychological culture may explain why a 2001
poll in the United States found that 80 percent of women in their twenties
believed that “having a husband who can talk about his feelings” was
more important than “having one who makes a good living.”60

Let me illustrate this further with another interviewee, Sherwood, a
twenty-seven-year-old personnel manager who explains the nature of his
work as follows:

Sherwood: In my work, communication is critical.
Interviewer: Why is it critical?
Sherwood: We operate under assumptions about people and must be able

to communicate. We are more clear about other people’s beliefs, so, to
give an example, uh, if I’m making a decision on behalf of my fiancée,
say, I may project onto her what I think her beliefs are based on what I
know from the past. You know, a lot of wrong decisions may happen by
just not understanding what other people are thinking and not knowing
what their attitudes are.

Here Sherwood unproblematically transfers the therapeutic ethos of
“communication” from the workplace to his relationship with his girl-



friend and vice versa, thus indicating that the therapeutic language and
model of “communication” is a habitus that directs feelings, thoughts,
and action in both the private and public spheres and is transferable from
one to the other. As a self-help book puts it: “It is only recently that orga-
nizations have begun to value employees who can deal effectively with
people. The best place to learn that skill is in your intimate relation-
ship.”61 By the same token, corporate skills may contribute to intimate
relationships: “Because conversation control [i.e., communication] is cen-
tral to everything we do, we will see the benefits not only in our work life
but in our home with our family and with our friends in social rela-
tions.”62 We see clearly here how the person-centered economy of con-
nectionist capitalism, which requires incessant bargaining and consensus
building through communication, shapes and informs the forms of emo-
tional competence used in romantic and domestic bonds.

To take a further example, after one interviewee, Christian, a thirty-
four-year-old international investment banker, told me that he “talk[s] a
lot with [his] wife,” I asked him what they “normally talk about.” His
answer is very illuminating:

Christian: She’ll bring up, “Somebody said this today at work” or “This
happened at work today, what’s your spin on it?” And the usefulness 
of this conversation is that you’ll have an extra perspective of somebody
who isn’t going to—you know, maybe she doesn’t want to go ask a
co-worker what or how to interpret that comment because it’s a
co-worker and that person is not as confidential. Where she can 
ask me and vice versa.

Interviewer: And do you help each other figure out things?
Christian: Yeah. All the time.

Domestic communication here fulfills a few important functions: it
helps this man’s wife perform better at work, for, as he suggests, these
kinds of conversations are “useful” in that they help one plan one’s
moves. Further, they may help one better perform in the workplace
because they may help alleviate anxieties and uncertainties relating to
one’s performance at work. But what is most interesting perhaps is that
this kind of conversation provides a sense of continuity between the home
and the workplace. To share with one’s partner hesitations about the
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moves one should make to get a promotion, to decipher the cues of a cryp-
tic manager with one’s partner, may help one not only be more strategic
in the workplace but also be more intimate and trusting within the frame-
work of a domestic relationship. Clearly here the practice of “communi-
cation” is both expressive and instrumental, affective and rational.

Thus the therapeutic ethos has contributed to blur the cultural bound-
aries between the spheres of work and intimacy: it makes the dialogical
and emotional skills central to intimacy skills that can be capitalized on in
the workplace, and vice versa, it makes the skills in human relations ordi-
narily used by people working in American corporations skills they can
also use with their partner. The middle-class domestic sphere and the
workplace, far from being opposed to each other, are closely connected
through the cultivation of a common reflexive and communicative self-
hood that in turn tends to blur distinctions of gender roles and identities.63

To illustrate this, let me quote Sharon, a single twenty-eight-year-old
high school teacher with a graduate degree in literature:

Interviewer: If you knew that a man is going to therapy, would that make
him more or less attractive?

Sharon: More! Definitely more attractive!
Interviewer: Can you say why?
Sharon: Because that means he is in touch with his feminine side. It means

he is going to be talkative, emotional, understanding.

The reflexive and communicative selfhood codified, made visible, and
legitimated by psychologists has articulated male and female identities in
a common and convergent androgynous model of selfhood, alternatively
used in the home and in the workplace.

The final example is that of a thirty-three-year-old manager, Paul,
who works as a marketing director:

Interviewer: Are there things that make you angry?
Paul: Well, here’s another piece of the whole puzzle. I also had some

problems with depression, the last serious problem was when I was
about twenty and, uh, just sort . . . debilitating bouts of black moods and
being unable to do things and then being frustrated by being unable to
do things. . . . 
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Interviewer: [later in the interview] How did you overcome this
depression?

Paul: I just started feeling bad. I just started getting depressed and hum . . . ,
I started sleeping a lot. I was sleeping all the time. I had constant anxiety.
I wasn’t able to do any of my schoolwork. I turned myself off to most 
of my friends. And hum . . . it all came to an end one evening, I was able
to, I had a real blowout, uh, real blowout session one evening with my
family where I told them everything that had been going on.

Interviewer: They had not known.
Paul: Well, they had known something was going on, but I had never really

talked about it with them. So I talked it through with them, and that 
was great to be able to acknowledge that something was going on, and 
I made some subtle changes in my orientation at school.

Interviewer: Talking to your family had this impact.
Paul: Well, it was an opportunity to articulate what was going on with me,

something I hadn’t done really up to that point. And by articulating it
start to understand it. And also the nature of the depression was that I
felt that there was something really wrong with me and that everybody
was perceiving me because of this as some kind of pariah. So to be able
to talk all of this through with my family and them do nothing but
express their love and support for me in return was an important way
for me to understand that, okay, that this is something that I have to 
deal with but it doesn’t really have to do with me.

Interviewer: Can you recall where that conversation took place?
Paul: I remember sitting in the kitchen with my father and my sister, and

they, I can’t remember exactly, my memory is just that they expressed
their love for me and that they were very warm. . . . By speaking with
somebody that I trust and I feel understands me, by talking about
something that is upsetting me, it allows me to articulate it. (muffled) 
so much more important than hearing what they have to say in response
to it, by sort of trying to talk to somebody and describe what it is I’m
feeling, I feel that is critical, because then that understanding leads you
in the direction of “Well, what may I do to deal with it next.” Because
typically the people I trust and love will come back and say: “I under-
stand and that’s fine and I love you, and there’s nothing wrong with
you.”

Interviewer: Are you saying that what had an impact on you is the
feeling of being loved and understood?

Paul: Okay, so, um, now I’m thinking in terms of recent examples, so in
terms of being with my girlfriend . . . there have been times when things
have not been working out that well between us when she was resentful
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of me or just when we haven’t been communicating, and I would
usually talk to—I have a friend up in San Francisco, or I’ll talk to my
mother or I’ll talk to my sister, and you know when I describe what
upsets me between us but I sort of do so by talking through, so first that
first understanding comes by articulating it to one of them, so I can sort
of understand for myself. Whether I am right, you know, I can put some
structure around it, and typically the response is: you know, I love you,
something like that. My girlfriend Lisa may not say that to me, but that
is what she expresses. And just by knowing that there are supportive
people out there I feel strengthened by that.

Although he comes from an upper-middle-class family, depression
could very well have taken this respondent off the track of school and
sent him off on a spiral of downward mobility. His family showed an
ability to respond to his difficulties through the display of support and
conversation. Whether he really understood the “true” and “real” nature
and cause of his pain is beside the point. What is important is that he was
able to overcome his difficulties, not because he changed something
about his objective surroundings, or because he discovered the true and
real cause of his depression, but because he readily had a model of ther-
apeutic selfhood in which the self values the capacity to understand itself
and to reveal difficult emotions to others through communication and
even more critically because his social environment shared the same
habitus. This man and his family could create and fashion social support
through a (class-based) emotional and linguistic therapeutic habitus,
thus illustrating Freud’s point about the caretaker’s daughter: emotional
strategies can be crucial in (downward or upward) mobility, but here
clearly the therapeutic outlook plays a crucial role in shaping those emo-
tional strategies.

Let me make a further important point. As these interviews suggest, in
their use of therapeutic cultural frames, middle- and upper-middle-class
men may have access to a new form of masculinity more compatible with
“feminine” models of selfhood. This new form of masculinity is becom-
ing increasingly dominant, since it is viewed by the reigning therapeutic
ethos as the only healthy form of masculinity. As Frank Furedi argues,
hegemonic masculinity—silent, strong, self-reliant, unemotional—is
now pathologized, and feminine masculinity is clearly preferred (i.e.,
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thought to be healthier) by mental health workers: “According to the
emotionally correct hierarchy of virtuous behavior, feminine women
come on top. Feminine men beat masculine women for second place.
And of course, masculine, macho men come last. This hierarchy informs
the attitude of many health professionals.”64 My claim has been that this
hierarchy also reflects a social hierarchy of forms of masculinity, for non-
macho men are significantly more likely to have college education and to
be involved in types of work oriented toward the manipulation of knowl-
edge and cultural symbols. Indeed, as Maureen Dowd, the New York
Times columnist and astute observer of men’s and women’s differences,
put it: “Now to win, men have to feminize themselves.”65 This becomes
clearer when we compare the interviews discussed earlier with my inter-
view with George, a fifty-six-year-old African American working-class
man who is employed as a janitor in the Chicago area:

George: I was married a few years ago and had a stepson who was know-
ing that he was an only child, and his mother was a whole entire differ-
ent breed compared to what my mother—compared to what my first
wife was in the way she raised kids. I mean she let him do a lot of dif-
ferent things that I didn’t approve of, like—to telephone all night long,
and so after eight years of her I wouldn’t give a damn about the tele-
phone line, you know, because the phone would ring all night long. 
I don’t believe in that.

Interviewer: Did the phone bother you?
George: Yeah, oh yeah.
Interviewer: Did you tell him?
George: Oh yes. Oh yes. I told him and her.
Interviewer: What did you tell her?
George: Well, I don’t know. Well I have a . . . I have a . . . a . . . I can be 

foul at times. I told her more than once. So in the eight years we were
together we’ve always had problems with the phone ringing all night
long and then as he got older, ’cause he was fifteen years old when I 
met him, we broke up two years ago—he was a full-grown man.

Interviewer: You broke up with your wife?
George: Well, we broke up. I’m, I’m, I’m the one . . . so—in the process 

of that—that was one the big reasons why we broke up. And she, of
course, was someone who thought he couldn’t do any wrong, and, uh,
so therefore he got away with a lot of stuff being an only child. I mean 
it’s halfway dangerous about kids when you meet women out there
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nowadays who have teenage kids and they run ’em in. You know what 
I mean? I mean, I have several buddies of mine who have relationships
with women who have teenage kids, and it’s a misfit.

Interviewer: Did your marriage fall apart because of that?
George: Well, well, well, well, it wasn’t all his fault. It was part of the

problem.
Interviewer: Did you have arguments?
George: Oh yes. Sure, I shouted at him. I shouted at her. There’s only so

much you can take, but, but also, like I said, I can do my shouting, but 
in the end I’ve got it all out of my system and I’m going on with my
business. I don’t hold grudges to anybody, you know what I mean?

I hate to go to bed—I hate to wake up in the morning—I hate to
wake up in the morning mad at your woman. I like to settle all the stuff
before going to bed, you know what I mean? We may be fighting all day
long, but holding a grudge and being angry at each other is something 
I try to avoid. It’s also nice to make up, you know, after you’ve had your
fight you know to make it up.

Interviewer: How do you make up?
George: Um, different ways. Well, it’s always nice when you have a good

sex partner. That’s always nice. I most enjoy it after a fight . . . 
[later in the interview] And the second [wife], she left me—I didn’t

leave her. I mentioned that I left her, but I didn’t leave her. She left me. 
I came home one morning from work at two o’clock in the morning and
she had took a lot of stuff that she shouldn’t have took and didn’t tell me
anything about it. See, so I would’ve told her—

Interviewer: And she did not tell you anything beforehand that indicated
that she might leave?

George: No. No.
Interviewer: How do you explain she left?
George: She left. And she didn’t tell me anything about it. That’s the only

thing I can think. [later in the interview] After she left—after I got the
initial shock and it wasn’t so much the shock about her going, it—it was
the shock over what she done, you know. That’s the thing that upset me
more than anything else.

Interviewer: What is this that she had done?
George: Well, uh, uh, you know, uh, I mean the way she didn’t sit down

and talk to me. She could’ve told me about, I would’ve felt much better
if she would’ve told me—if she says, “George, uh, uh, I am not satisfied
with the situation and I’m going to move.” I would’ve loved her to come
straightforward and told me. ’Cause that’s the way I—I told her on
several occasions that I wasn’t satisfied, and, uh, you know— (silence)
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Interviewer: And how did she tell you?
George: I don’t know. I don’t know. (silence)
Interviewer: And what is the thing that is difficult in having her move

out without telling you?
George: It makes me feel like I can trust very few women or for that per-

centage trust anybody, because once you sleep with somebody every
night and all of a sudden then you come home one day, that’s a horrible
feeling. It’s like, “I let you break into my house and then you devastate
my sixty years on earth.” It’s like leaving like she did—I come home
from work and somebody has broken the house and taken a lot of stuff
out of it. It’s something that I worked hard for, you know what I mean?
That’s a devastating feeling. You know. When I picked up the wreaths 
at the hospital and they told me that my [first] wife was deceased in an
automobile accident—those were the biggest shocks in my entire life.

This working-class man exemplifies in a dramatic fashion the fact that
working-class marriage contains potential for havoc, not only because of
the objective difficulties to which working-class lives are incessantly sub-
ject, but also because working-class men and women do not have a clear
common language in which to organize their private selves and to artic-
ulate a common project for two different biographies. Notice that this
man mentions they frequently screamed at each other and that they
resolved their conflicts by having sex, two modes of action opposed to
the therapeutic gospel of verbal communication. That is, they lacked a
common cultural resource that they could use in the framework of daily
life to manage their relationship and their conflicts. This working-class
man was left with the experience of a suffering all the more intolerable in
that it remained meaningless, without an interpretative frame to account
for it. He did not have readily available a narrative that could give mean-
ing to this event, nor could he put himself to “work” toward a psycho-
logical goal to process, integrate, or overcome it.

Working-class people whom I (or other researchers) interviewed com-
plain, much more than their middle-class counterparts, of silence, of
difficulties in communicating and having satisfying relationships.
Therapeutic emotional and linguistic skills and habitus are absent from
working-class lives because they have less currency in the working-class
man’s workplace. As the British sociologist Paul Willis has shown in his
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ethnographic study of the shop floor, blue-collar work mobilizes an ethos
of bravery, strength, and distrust of words.66 Skills in human relations,
the ability to attend to one’s emotions and to negotiate with others, have
little relevance in the working-class man’s work domain. Unlike middle-
class men, whose emotional makeup plays an important role in their
work performance, working-class men are more likely to conform to
models of hegemonic masculinity. More broadly, these differences reflect
differences between working-class individualism and middle-class indi-
vidualism, in that the former can be described as “rugged” or “tough”
and the latter as “soft” and “psychological.”67 The individualism of the
working-class men and women is characterized by narratives of struggle
with adversity; it is a rugged individualism that emphasizes distrust,
toughness, and physical strength. In contrast, middle- and upper-
middle-class individualism can be characterized as “soft psychologized
individualism,” emphasizing a sense of uniqueness, individuality, and
self-confidence as well as the emotions, needs, and desires of the psy-
chological self. These differences should be viewed as inequalities in the
chances of obtaining access to ordinary forms of well-being. Quoting the
sociologist Frank Furstenberg, the historian Stephanie Coontz suggests
that “it’s as if marriage has become a luxury consumer item, available
only to those with the means to bring it off.”68 Furstenberg and Coontz
may have meant “material means,” but clearly also, marriage is a luxury
item because it demands cultural means to “bring it off.”

C o n c l u s i o n

One last example will summarize the preceding discussion. In an article
trying to explain why black males and females marry each other in much
lower proportions than their white counterparts, the authors—two soci-
ologists specializing in the African American family—locate one of the
possible sources of the problem in what they call “the cool pose of the
Black male.” In their own words: “This term refers to the ability to pre-
sent oneself as emotionless, fearless, and aloof, and functions both to pre-
serve the Black male’s pride, dignity, and respect, and to express bitter-
ness, anger, and distrust toward the broader society. Although this
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behavior may be functional in protecting Black males from the pain of
living in an oppressive society, . . . it may be dysfunctional in relation-
ships with not only Black women but other Black men and White men.”69

The cool pose illustrates the point raised earlier, namely that our emo-
tional responses are more often than not indirect responses to situations
that present conflicting demands, here the contradiction between main-
taining one’s dignity and needing to express rage. It also illustrates that
what is adaptive in protecting oneself from an unjust society may be mal-
adaptive for finding a mate and that one of the social sites in which
inequality may be visible is the realm of intimacy, or the capacity to form
long-lasting bonds based on trust. Finally, were we to measure these men
according to scales of EI, we would introduce yet another dimension
along which they would doubtless fare poorly. Using EI as a classifica-
tory device would categorize black men with the “cool pose” as emo-
tionally unintelligent and inept. Hence the notion of EI may in fact
deepen the exclusion of working-class men by offering yet another mea-
surement of their social incompetence. In using and adopting the notion
of EI, we are in fact tautologically defining as “competence” what our
institutions have already defined as competence and are reaffirming the
social privileges of those who are already privileged.

However, the notion of emotional competence or intelligence may
also signal that the social identity of the privileged has subtly but impor-
tantly changed: in the new emotional economy, women may play a more
significant role than the one traditionally assigned to them. In connec-
tionist capitalism women are equipped with skills and forms of capital
that enable them to play new and different games in the social field. As
Marx himself suggested, in his uncannily prescient way: “The less the
skill and exertion implied in manual labour, in other words, the more
modern industry becomes developed, the more is the labor of men super-
seded by that of women.”70 The point here is not to deny current male
hierarchies and distributions of power but rather to suggest that increas-
ingly the cultural category of emotions is likely to make our traditional
models of social hierarchy more complex. The general shift toward emo-
tional androgyny described throughout this book points to the fact that
women can compete in social markets with emotional skills and that they
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may have access to forms of goods that have been imperfectly accounted
for by the traditional (male) sociology of stratification. Indeed, people
have been traditionally classified and stratified by their access to goods
such as money and prestige. Yet from the standpoint of the sociology of
emotion we could also say that people have unequal access to eudai-
monic goods, intangible goods that constitute the good life, the capacity
to give and receive what Axel Honneth calls “recognition,” which,
according to him, is the keystone of successful membership in social com-
munities.71 One of the urgent tasks that lie ahead for the sociology of gen-
der and emotion will be to explore the differential position of men and
women vis-à-vis eudaimonic goods in order to unravel new forms of
inequality.
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SEVEN Conclusion
I n s t i t u t i o n a l  P r a g m a t i s m  

i n  t h e  S t u d y  o f  C u l t u r e

As in many other domains, it is not easy to determine which is the

cause and which is the consequence. Did the kapia [the middle of 

the bridge] make the inhabitants of the city what they are, or on 

the contrary, was it conceived according to their mentality and their

ideas and constructed in order to respond to their needs and habits?

—Ivo Andric

Intellectual queries frequently have their origins in questions that nag
our personal lives. Like others, I have witnessed the frequently palpable
successes of therapy. Yet, when encountering “the therapeutic” in books,
turns of phrases, and popular advice literature, I have often been struck
by the banality of a language that has curiously flattened our emotional
imagination and experience. As this book has argued, the success of a
cultural idiom as ubiquitous as therapy is in need of an explanation that
is not predicated on an a priori normative and political vision of the
social bond. Instead, by working through the tangled terrain of the soci-
ology of culture and the sociology of emotions, I hope to have been able
to uncover some important cultural and social processes.

Indeed, the therapeutic discourse has been the cultural conduit for a
few major social transformations that have run through the twentieth



century, and perhaps more especially through the second half of the
twentieth century. The first is the cultural codification of the language
and emotional norms of the modern workplace and the family. Psy-
chologists have been historically the great codifiers of the twin spheres of
work and the family, stipulating and categorizing the interaction rituals,
rules of emotional conduct, and models of verbal interactions in these
two spheres. But the language of therapy has also reshuffled the cultural
boundaries separating and regulating the public and private spheres, the
masculine and the feminine, making private selfhood a narrative to be
told and consumed publicly. By infusing into the private self techniques
and languages that have turned privacy into a public performance, psy-
chology has blurred the differences between the emotional cultures of the
two genders, and this in two main ways: it has made verbal and emo-
tional “communication” a central component of a gender-blind sociabil-
ity, and it has put psychic suffering at the center of modern performance
of the self. The result of this codification has been the increasing conver-
gence of the cultural models and language presiding over the family and
the workplace, making selfhood more rational and strategic on the one
hand and more focused on emotions on the other. This implies that inter-
ests and emotions are neither ontological categories nor dichotomous cat-
egories to understand the self; rather, my analysis shows that both have
been simultaneously vigorously culturally encoded in the self by psy-
chologists. The management theories that have played an important role
in shaping conceptions of leadership have put sentiments, interpersonal
relations, and self-interest squarely at the center of the economic language
of productivity and efficiency; conversely, through the influence and
mediation of feminism, psychology has grafted utilitarianism and proce-
dural forms of speech onto intimate relationships. The emotionalization
of economic conduct and the rationalization of intimate relations have
given rise to a form of selfhood in which strategic self-interest and emo-
tional reflexivity are seamlessly interconnected. The cultural model that
has best synthesized the strategic and emotional constituents of psycho-
logical selfhood by providing new models of sociability is the model of
communication, which has marked the rise of one of the most important
epistemes and forms of sociability of the twentieth century. The thera-
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peutic ideal of communication aims to instill emotional control, a “neu-
tral” point of view, and the capacity to listen to and identify with others
and to carry on relationships according to fair procedures of speech.

This model in turn points to the increasing convergence of male and
female gender identities into an androgynous identity, both in the work-
place and in intimate relationships. In the therapeutic era, men and
women are called upon to reconcile “masculine” attributes of assertive-
ness with the “feminine” capacity to monitor relationships and emotions.
The intensely emotional culture fostered by psychology has destructured
and disorganized traditional gender identities, opening up a greater vari-
ety of cultural models for the formation of gender and, even more subtly,
privileging woman’s selfhood and point of view. This destructuring has
had in turn consequences for the classifications and practices at the heart
of the mechanism of social reproduction. The therapeutic discourse has
greatly contributed to the formation of new forms of inequality in at least
two ways: it sanctions new forms of competence inside the workplace,
and it structures differential access to what I call “moral goods.” Moral
goods concern those noncompetitive spheres of justice (family, friend-
ship, love) in which intangible goods (such as well-being) are at stake.
Emotional competence might thus be a new form of capital to access
social goods both in the workplace and in the sphere of intimate
relations.

The analysis exposed in this book offers an implicit model for the
study of culture and cultural change. The metaphor of a map may cap-
ture the underlying conceptual model of how culture works. A map, like
culture, does not “reflect” or “describe” a landscape; rather, it charts it
through codes and symbols that represent social reality in stylized ways
(e.g., metaphors, narratives, prescriptive models) and help one orient
oneself in it. The stylized signs and symbols of maps help one make
broad distinctions, say between different types of landscape (water,
mountain, or valley), and provide one with a general sense of direction,
where one should move and perhaps even more crucially how—that is,
along which path. A cultural map is thus what we use to orient ourselves
in both charted and uncharted social terrains. Culture helps us get a
sense of the main “lines of force” of a social landscape and allows us to
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orient ourselves in it, that is, to get a sense of the different “paths” avail-
able to us and to choose—through calculation or sheer familiarity with
the terrain—how to proceed from one point to another.1 Thus culture not
only gives a sense of how one’s social world is constituted but also pro-
vides the cognitive and practical tools with which to orient oneself, that
is, to choose between different possible routes, stay on course, and help
solve problems as they arise. My main argument has been that therapy
has become the lingua franca of the new service class in most countries
with advanced capitalist economies because it provides the cognitive and
emotional “tool kit” for disorganized selves to manage the conduct of
their lives in contemporary polities.

But the metaphor of the map goes one step further: once designed and
made available for use, maps modify the ways people move in space and
ultimately the territory originally charted by the map. Like geographical
maps, cultural maps orient the self within the intricate terrain of social
relationships, which are in turn transformed by the social practices they
themselves have helped orient and organize. As Marshall Sahlins put it
in another context, “Events are ordered by culture, . . . [and] in that
process, the culture is reordered.”2 The story told in this book is not only
that of the progressive drawing of a new cultural map provided by the
language of psychology but also the story of how this map changed
social relations. The contours of this new map started being drawn with
the rise of psychoanalysis and of the Freudian enterprise, with Freud’s
charisma being the impetus accounting for the initial speed and strength
of the social networks that helped spread psychoanalysis. Freud’s most
distinctive contribution to American culture has been to formulate a lan-
guage and to provide frames of meaning that put everyday life, psychic
health, and normality squarely in the center of the identity of modern
men and women. The incipient discipline of psychoanalysis rapidly took
hold of American culture because it offered recipes, plans of action,
metaphors, and narrative templates that helped modern men and
women cope with the increasing complexity and normative uncertainty
of modern lives, most noticeably in the workplace and in the family.
Freud’s metaphors and narratives could be used pragmatically, that is, as
a way to solve practical problems in everyday life. While meaning shapes
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action, not all meanings are equal in their capacity to constrain people’s
interpretive frames and to help them navigate in their social environ-
ment. For meanings to be long-lasting, they must resonate with existing
cultural templates, recruit the self in a highly energetic way, and be
simultaneously institutionalized and used as practical currencies in
everyday life. I dub this approach to culture “institutional pragmatism,”
as illustrated by the three main objectives I hope to have accomplished in
this book. My first objective has been to document the emergence of a
new cultural structure. While sociologists of culture traditionally assume
the presence of structure as the invisible but powerful organizer of action,
I have instead asked how this cultural structure came about. As I have
documented throughout the book, the body of knowledge of psychology
quickly penetrated the core institutions of American society—the army,
the corporation, the family, the state, the mass media, and civil society.
Such saturation of American society with psychology was not the result
of a concerted action; rather, it was the result of different, asymmetrical,
and somewhat autonomous logics at work in each field in which it was
incorporated. It was only natural that a body of knowledge that claimed
to help control and predict “the human factor” it would be espoused and
used by corporations in search of new modes of governing the work-
force. Moreover, because the modern state’s legitimacy derived primarily
from its capacity to secure the well-being of its citizens, it was eager to
adopt a body of knowledge whose purpose was to relieve human suffer-
ing and contribute to general mental health. Finally, because the family
had become an emotional social unit, and because men’s and women’s
roles in that sphere had become increasingly democratized, psychology
played an important role in offering models to help overcome the
increasingly conflictual character of modern marriage. Between the large-
scale institutions that adopted psychology as their main legitimating dis-
course and the microperformance of the therapeutic self, media indus-
tries have played an essential role in codifying, legitimizing, and
disseminating the worldview of psychology and in providing a platform
for the performance of the therapeutic self. Media were crucial in that
they mediated between a group of professional experts on the one hand
and the public on the other, a public simultaneously constructed as
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patients and consumers. Between institutions and civil society, between
institutional meanings and everyday life, the media industries have
loomed large and are central to explaining the emergence, codification,
and diffusion of the psychological cultural structure. In other words, the
four most powerful institutional sites of American society—the corpora-
tion, the family, the mass media, and the state—adopted psychology and
made it a central feature of modern identity through different institu-
tional and cultural dynamics. Thus the second thing I hope to have
accomplished in this book is to show that if the historian must account
for different types of temporalities,3 the sociologist of culture must
expose asymmetrical institutional dynamics behind what may seem to be
homogeneous cultural processes. Even if we can speak with Max Weber
of a wide-ranging process of rationalization running through modern
institutions, this process takes different forms and courses in different
institutional spheres.

But—and this is the third contribution I hope this book has made—
the asymmetrical institutional model alone cannot explain the grip and
tenacity with which psychology has taken hold of everyday life.
Psychology was enthusiastically espoused by lay actors because it
“worked,” that is, it offered tools and technologies to manage the prob-
lems that plagued modern men and women, such as the uncertainty gen-
erated by the incipient democratic norms and rules in the workplace and
in the family, the multiplicity of social roles assumed by men and women,
and the complexity of a culture riddled with contradictory normative
imperatives. The self has become the prime site for the management of
the contradictions of modernity, and psychology has offered techniques
to manage those contradictions. In other words, psychology is less about
“surveillance” or “bio-power” than it is about containing and managing
the contradictions of modern selfhood. For, in becoming democratized,
both the workplace and the family became more “chaotic,” that is,
endowed with a normative structure in which the self had to perform
many more, contradictory tasks to monitor social relationships: become
self-reliant, yet attuned to others’ needs; conduct relationships in a highly
rational way, yet be highly focused on its own and others’ emotions; be a
unique individual, yet constantly cooperate with others. Psychology
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played a crucial role in providing dialogical models of interaction that
could presumably manage these tensions, inside the workplace and the
family. These dialogical models became all the more efficient in that they
were not only a set of cultural themes and prescriptions but also a narra-
tive with which to perform the self in a variety of social and cultural plat-
forms, such as therapeutic sessions, television talk shows, support
groups, and a wide variety of for-profit workshops aimed at making the
self better adapted to its environment and more functional in it.
Institutional pragmatism thus aims to explain simultaneously how cul-
tural structures come about, how they are enacted in everyday life, and
how they in turn transform everyday life.

The approach advocated in this book does not abandon the critical
vocation of sociology but enables us to pursue it differently, from a dif-
ferent point of view from the one traditionally assumed by proponents of
cultural studies. When seen from the perspective of a pragmatic cultural
sociology and the sociology of emotions, the social effects of therapy turn
out to be quite different from the ones that have been traditionally
decried by critical sociologists of various persuasions.

First, the contemporary ideal of communication, which has penetrated
and thoroughly saturated our models of social relationships and which
has never been questioned by sociologists, may well be what anthropol-
ogist Michael Silverstein calls “a language ideology.” A language ideol-
ogy is a set of “self-evident ideas and objectives a group holds concern-
ing roles of language in the social experiences of members as they contribute to
the expression of the group” (emphasis added).4 The language ideology
that has been promoted by therapy resides in a number of beliefs: that
self-knowledge is gained by introspection; that introspection can in turn
help us understand, control, and come to terms with our social and emo-
tional environment; and that verbal disclosure is key to social relations.
There are quite a few reasons to doubt many of the premises of the reign-
ing psychological credo. Quoting the poet Theodore Roethke, the psy-
chologist Timothy Wilson argues that “self-contemplation is a curse /
That makes an old confusion worse.”5 Not only do we seem to be cogni-
tively poorly equipped to understand ourselves, but self-analysis may
even interfere with other intuitive (that is, practical) ways of knowing the
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world. I would suggest that the language ideology of therapy has been
responsible for a vast cognitive and cultural process of “verbal over-
shadowing.” Research by cognitive psychologist Jonathan W. Schooler
and T. Y. Engstler-Schooler shows that when people are asked to remem-
ber a face in their minds and then identify this face in a lineup, they do
quite well. But if these people are asked first to describe the face in
words and then to identify it, they actually do much less well at recog-
nizing the face. Schooler and Engstler-Schooler call this effect “verbal
overshadowing,” an interference of verbal processes with visual ones.6 In
other words, they and many other psychologists suggest that there are
things we simply do better without words, without verbalizing what we
are doing and why we are doing it. I would argue that culturally the ther-
apeutic persuasion may have been responsible for a vast process of ver-
bal overshadowing that makes linguistic self-introspection a substitute
for nonverbal ways of functioning in social interactions. What I call a cul-
tural process of verbal overshadowing is the broad process by which
increasingly verbality comes to interfere with decisions that require us to
use our “intuition,” “insight,” or snap judgment. Psychologists’ ideology
ironically ends up reifying the very concept of personality that has been
a crucial assumption of their body of knowledge. This claim is bolstered
by the social psychologist and foremost expert on personality Walter
Mischel, who has argued that personality varies across situations and
does not consist of cross-situationally consistent traits.7 For Mischel, peo-
ple’s actions and reactions are shaped by situational constraints, not by
invariant inner properties of the self (that need to be revealed). Mischel’s
view is highly consistent with sociologists’ approach in that it claims that
personality is influenced more by situational factors than by a set of traits
acquired in infancy. The point here is simply to suggest that the psycho-
logical persuasion reifies personality in its view that there is an essence—
our self—that we can and must grasp.

Second, I would argue that, in contrast to the standard Foucauldian
account of psychology, according to which “we have . . . invented a dif-
ferent kind of pleasure: pleasure in the truth of pleasure, the pleasure of
knowing the truth, of discovering and exposing it,”8 the therapeutic nar-
rative has produced a multiplicity of forms of suffering. Against the
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Foucauldian view that psychology produces pleasure, I would argue that
one of its most objectionable aspects lies in the ways that it produces suf-
fering. For with anthropologist Richard Schweder I would suggest that
“a people’s causal ontology for suffering plays a part in causing the suf-
fering it explains, just as people’s representation of a form of suffering
may be part of the suffering it represents.”9 There is a poignant irony in
the therapeutic discourse. The more the causes for suffering are situated
in the self, the more the self is understood in terms of its predicaments,
and the more “real” diseases of the self will be produced. Because the
therapeutic narrative discusses, labels, and explains predicaments of the
self, the self is in turn invited to conceive of itself as ridden with emo-
tional and psychological problems. Far from actually helping manage the
contradictions and predicaments of modern identity, the psychological
discourse may only deepen them.

While the experience of suffering has traditionally brought a cultural
system to the very limits of its legitimation,10 in the contemporary thera-
peutic worldview suffering has become a problem to be managed by
experts of the psyche. The disturbing question regarding the distribution
of suffering (or theodicy)—Why do the innocent suffer and the wicked
prosper?—that has haunted world religions and modern social utopias
has been reduced to an unprecedented banality by a discourse that views
suffering as the effect of mismanaged emotions or a dysfunctional psyche
or even as an inevitable stage in one’s emotional development. As Susan
Neiman has magisterially argued, the problem of theodicy has been one
of the central moral puzzles of Western thought.11 And we could add that
the tension between merit and fortune has often produced great cultural
systems and movements whose purpose has been precisely to account
for the chasm between the two. Clinical psychology is the first cultural
system to dispose of the problem altogether by making misfortune the
result of a wounded or mismanaged psyche. It brings to perfect comple-
tion one of religion’s aims: to explain, rationalize, and ultimately always
justify suffering. As Max Weber put it: “In treating suffering as a symp-
tom of odiousness in the eyes of the gods and as a sign of secret guilt, reli-
gion has psychologically met a very general need. The fortunate is sel-
dom satisfied with the fact of being fortunate. Beyond this, he needs to
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know that he has a right to his good fortune. He wants to know that he
‘deserves’ it, and above all, that he deserves it in comparison with others.
He wishes to be allowed the belief that the less fortunate also merely
experiences his due. Good fortune thus wants to be ‘legitimate’
fortune.”12

What Weber describes here is the most powerful form of preservation
of the status quo, namely the retrospective explaining and therefore legit-
imizing of good or bad fortune by hidden virtue or vice. Psychology
resuscitates such forms of theodicy with a vengeance. In the therapeutic
ethos there is no such thing as senseless suffering and chaos, and this is
why, in the final analysis, its cultural impact should worry us.
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