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Foreword by Scott Lash:
Individualization in a Non-Linear Mode

Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society, and indeed the theory of ‘reflexive modernization’ is
characterized by two theses: an environmental thesis or the ‘risk thesis’, and an
‘individualization thesis’. Beck’s work has, from the mid 1980s, been understood
in Germany in terms of a balance of these two theses. In Anglo-Saxon sociology
the risk thesis has been enormously influential. The individualization thesis, for
its part, has passed virtually ignored. That is the shortcoming that this book,
Individualization, addresses. In the original German the individualization thesis
is found across a range of articles and books. English readers have better fortune.
In this single volume this thesis receives the exclusive attention of Ulrich and
Elisabeth Beck. This book represents the other half of Beck’s work. And this half
today may be the most important half.

At stake in this book is a notion of the individual and a process of ‘becoming-
individual’ that is clearly from another space than the possessive and ego-istic
individualism of Thatcher, Reagan, George W. and contemporary global free-
market liberalism. Perhaps more importantly it is also a notion of the individual
that is vastly different from even the ethical and altruistic individualism of
the Enlightenment. Indeed Enlightenment individualism is more about ‘being-
individual’ than becoming-individual at all. And this is because Enlightenment
individualism takes place in what Beck understands as ‘the first’ or ‘simple
modernity’, while the individualism at stake in this book is a phenomenon of
‘the second’, ‘reflexive’ modernity. If the first modernity comprises predomi-
nantly a logic of structures, then the second modernity, if we are to follow
Manuel Castells, involves a logic of flows. Beck’s notions of unintended conse-
quences, of ever-incomplete knowledge, of not irrationality but a rationality that
is forever indeterminate is comfortable in the logic of flows. Beck’s chronic
indeterminacy of risk and risk-taking, of living with risk is of much more a piece
with not the determinacy of structure but with the partial, the elusive determi-
nacy of flow.

So we need to ask ourselves, along with Ulrich and Elisabeth Beck-
Gernsheim, what can individualization and individualism mean in an age of
flows. There are two issues at stake here. One is what Durkheim saw as an
anomic individualism. In the shift from one set of social arrangements to
another, there is a necessary period of movement, of unsettling that is under-
stood as anomie. Thus in the move from the traditional Gemeinschaft and the
ancien regime there is a transition phase of rootlessness until the first, indus-
trial modernity develops its own normativities and classic Enlightenment indi-
vidualism becomes routinized. Thus Hegel understood the shift from the
anomic excesses of the French Revolution to the institutionalized individualism
of property, contract, the bourgeois family and civil society of The Philosophy



of Right. The same sort of process is at stake in the transition from industrial to
the second, informational modernity. First an anomic individualism. The point
for Beck is that even after the transition to reflexive modernity, the new indi-
vidualism does not become routinized. It is, even in its mature phase indeter-
minate, full of risk and precarious freedom.

In order to come to grips with Beck’s notion of individualization and individu-
alism I do not think it is helpful to make comparisons with either Habermas or
Anthony Giddens. This is because German sociology has a markedly different
genealogy than its Anglo-American counterpart. In many respects both Habermas
and Giddens wrote from a dissatisfaction with the structural functionalism, the lin-
ear systems theory of Talcott Parsons, and the dominance of Parsonsian sociology
in the post-war decades. Both Habermas and Giddens had affinities with Marxism.
Both featured a stress on the importance of agency in contrast to structure. This was
the position from the late 1970s when the two theorists came to hegemonic posi-
tions in German and Anglo-Saxon sociology. Beck comes effectively from another
generation. He came to a position of predominance in the 1990s in Germany. This
was a decade of intellectual history that defined itself against Habermas and cor-
poratist and Marx-influenced social democracy. Indeed Beck came to prominence
among a generation for whom no longer Habermas, but Niklas Luhmann was
the guiding figure. It is significant that Giddens’s two most influential younger
colleagues and co-workers have been John Thompson and David Held, two
Habermas-influenced sociologists who have produced indeed an impressive corpus
of work. Beck in contrast came to prominence against the grain of Habermas and
with Luhmann. Surely in the early years of the present millennium the outbreak of
dogmatic Luhmannism in Germany is something Beck feels distinctly uncomfor-
table with. Beck is clearly not a Luhmannianer. Yet a generation of German
students have come to maturity in an ambience that is given shape to by both Beck
and Luhmann, and this ambience is not characterized less by conflict than by
convergence of their respective conceptual frameworks.

At stake in this, and the defining thematic of this book, is a decidedly non-
linear notion of the individual and individualization. In the first modernity, the
modernity of structure, society is conceived as a linear system. Talcott Parsons’s
social system is such a linear system. Linear systems have single points of equi-
libria, and only external forces can disturb this equilibrium and lead to system
change. The reflexive individualization of the second modernity presumes the
existence of non-linear systems. Here system dis-equilibrium and change is pro-
duced internally to the system through feedback loops. These are open systems.
The point is that the feedback loop, that is the defining property of non-linear
systems, passes through the individual. Individualization now is at the same time
system destabilization. Complex systems do not simply reproduce. They change.
The individual is the point of passage for the unintended consequences that lead
to system dis-equilibrium. Beck does not use this sort of language, but this sort
of non-linearity is at the heart of individualization in the second modernity. It
breaks with the linear individualism – both possessive and ethical-moral – of
simple modernity. Indeed it might be fair to suggest that Parsonsian systems-
linearity was in many respects the other side of Habermas’s linearity of agency.
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By the same token Luhmann’s second-modernity non-linearity of system finds its
parallel in Beck’s non-linear individualism.

In this sense also the individual of the first modernity is reflective while that of
the second modernity is reflexive. The idea of reflective belongs to the philoso-
phy of consciousness of the first modernity. And, to be fair, Habermas was one
of the first to note this. To reflect is to somehow subsume the object under the
subject of knowledge. Reflection presumes apodictic knowledge and certainty. It
presumes a dualism, a scientific attitude in which the subject is in one realm, the
object of knowledge in another. Beck’s work from the very start has presupposed
a critique of such objectivist knowledge, a critique of such dualisms, be they
Cartesian or Kantian. Beck’s very first book, well before Risk Society (1992),
stemming from his doctoral work, addressed issues of knowledge and science.
This work was already implicitly phenomenological, breaking with assumptions
of the subsumptive (possessive) individualism of the Enlightenment and posi-
tivism. For Beck, as for phenomenology, the knowing individual was already in
the world with the objects of his/her knowledge. This subject could only grasp a
certain portion of the object, in connection with what Husserl called the subject’s
‘attitude’, in Beck’s case the interest-constituted attitude of the knower. Thus the
objectivity of simple-modernity individualism is replaced by the intentionality of
knowledge in the second modernity. This intentionality is again at centre stage in
Risk Society, now tied up with the ecological problematique. Science and indus-
try for all their claims to objectivity, and to being somehow objective and outside
of the world, are indeed in the world with their own proper interest constituted
intentionality. The problem here, although it is at the same time its saving grace,
is that what is intended leads to the most extraordinary unintendedness, to side
effects, to unintended consequences.

The Cartesian subject of simple modernity, of Descartes’ Metaphysical
Meditations is reflective. So is the Kantian subject of determinate judgement.
Beck often describes today’s non-linear individual in terms of, not the ‘I think there-
fore I am’, but instead in terms of ‘I am I’. ‘I think, therefore I am’ has to do with
reflection. ‘I am I’ has more to do with reflex. And Beck often indeed works from
the contrast of ‘reflex’ with reflection. Reflexive he argues has more to do with
reflex than reflection. Reflexes are indeterminate. They are immediate. They do not
in any sense subsume. Reflexes cope with a world of speed and quick decision-
making. The contemporary individual, Beck never tires of saying, is characteri-
zed by choice, where previous generations had no such choices. What Beck often
omits to say is that this individual must choose fast, must – as in a reflex – make
quick decisions. Second-modernity individuals haven’t sufficient reflective dis-
tance on themselves to construct linear and narrative biographies. They must be
content, as Ronald Hitzler has noted, with Bastelbiographen, with bricolage-
biographies in Levi-Strauss’s sense. The non-linear individual may wish to be
reflective but has neither the time nor the space to reflect. He is a combinard. He
puts together networks, constructs alliances, makes deals. He must live, is forced to
live in an atmosphere of risk in which knowledge and life-changes are precarious.

So what is at stake here? The second modernity and its non-linear individualism
is a result of the retreat of the classic institutions: state, class, nuclear family, ethnic
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group. The roles that reproduced linear individuals and systems in the first modernity
are transgressed. Yet the result is not the disappearance of the subject, or a general
irrationality. The subject relating to today’s fragmented institutions instead has
moved from a position of reflection to one of being reflexive. Yet this subject is so
constantly in motion that it makes little sense to talk about a subject-position. The
subject is still with us and so is knowledge. Only knowledge itself is of uncertainty.
What happens now is not non-knowledge or anti-reason. Indeed the reflexive-
modern individual is better educated, more knowledgeable than ever. Instead the
type of knowledge at stake changes. It is itself precarious as distinct from certain,
and what that knowledge is about is also uncertain – probabilistic, at best; more
likely ‘possibilistic’.

Beck has written extensively about globalization, about cosmopolitanism, in
the years since the publication of Risk Society and Reflexive Modernization (1994).
But Individualization and the individualization thesis more generally is not about
the extensivity of the global, but instead the intensivity of the individual.
Cosmopolitanism is in fact as much a property of the individual as it is of the
global system. Indeed cosmopolitanism itself presumes a certain movement of
strategic locus both extensively and intensively away from the nation-state. A
number of chapters of this book thus address the family. What happens to the
family in the second and reflexive modernity? What happens is to a certain extent
a generalized outsourcing. In Beck’s Risk Society or what John Urry and I at
about the same time called ‘disorganised capitalism’, there is a generalized
outsourcing of functions, of operations. The hierarchical economic organization
begins to regularly make decisions, not to ‘make’ but to ‘buy’. A whole host of
functions of the firm are outsourced in this age of vertical disintegration. The
welfare state begins to outsource functions onto private and charitable sector
organizations. There is it seems also an outsourcing of the family. At stake here
is first an anomic disorganization but then a new normalization, which again is a
normalization that institutionalizes abnormality, institutionalizes not the normal
but the state of exception (as Carl Schmitt might have it). It is in a sense a rou-
tinization of Weberian charisma that winds up not as bureaucracy but instead as
somewhat more regularisable charisma.

What is happening however is not just an outsourcing but also an insourcing.
Anthony Giddens of course has always been well aware of this. A number of pro-
perties, functions and activities previously attributable to the nation-state, the
welfare state, the hierarchical firm, the family, and the centralized trade union
have been otherwise located. Some of them have been extensively displaced
onto global instances, while others have been intensively displaced, onto the
individual, to conscious or unconscious subjectivity: in any sense more private
instances. Even the shift of activities onto small forms have been such an inten-
sification. Today’s start-ups – not so much the dot.coms, but patent-generating
technology firms and copyright-generating new media firms, have very private,
personal and intense characteristics. They are not so to speak paternalistic as they
were in the bygone days, not the least because women now run a number of them.
It has to do with the fact that so many of the employees are freelance and sub-
contractors and hence eminently individualize. It has to do with the individual not
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the paternalist charisma of firm leaders. These are not so to speak ‘leaders of
men’, but risk takers and innovators.

So there is in our times an outsourcing of governance functions of the state, of
national rights to become global rights, of accountancy organizations, of eco-
nomic functions onto supra-national economic bodies, and supra-national cultural
instances like the world-wide spread of biennales. There is just as much an
offloading of functions onto private instances. Thus we have globalization, on the
one hand, paralleled by individualization on the other – both as the constitutive
features of the second modernity. In the first modernity the individual was consti-
tuted in consonance with a set of roles in a variety of institutions. Now these insti-
tutions are in crisis, and functions which were once taking place at the interface of
institution and individual in the role are now taking place much more intensively
and closer to the individual. What has happened is that there has been a de-
normalization of roles. The individual has become, and Beck too uses this word,
‘nomadic’. There has been a move toward complexity, indeed towards ‘chaos’.
But it is somehow a regularizable chaos. The ‘roles’ of the first modernity
depended very much on what Kant called determinate judgement; on prescription,
on determinate rules. Now the individual must be much more the rule finder him-
self. Determinate judgement is replaced by ‘reflective judgement’. Reflective
judgement is not reflection because there is now no universal to subsume the
particular. In reflective judgement the individual must find the rule. Reflective
judgement is always a question of uncertainty, of risk, but it also leaves the door
open much more to innovation. Thus Beck and Beck Der ganz normale Chaos
der Liebe has appeared perhaps misleadingly in English as The Chaos of Love
(1995). The German title translates literally as ‘The Totally Normal Chaos of
Love’ and this need to be taken seriously. Love here becomes dissociated from
roles and hence chaotic. Yet this chaos becomes totally normal. Becomes
regularized in a fashion. Becomes even more or less predictable. Yet at the same
time it remains nonetheless chaos. Chaotic love, regularizable chaotic love is
non-linear love to parallel the Beck’s non-linear individualization.

This all leads to the question of institutions. Today’s debates about globali-
zation and cosmopolitanism have led to a considerable literature on the extensive
outsourcing of, in this case, sovereignty. The pursuing for example of governance
as discussed by Held, of economic functions as discussed by Sassen, of rights
(Homi Bhabha). But what about institutions that regulate the above mentioned
insourcing of functions. What kind of institutions can regulate what Beck and
Beck since the early 1980s have understood under the heading of ‘a life of one’s
own’ (Eigenes Leben). What kind of institutions can regulate an individual whose
differentia specifica is precisely not to be determined by the rules of institutions.
What institutions can enable individuals to be reflexive in the sense of being rule-
finders. At issue here is an individual that is not so much anomic as auto-nomic.
And this is the 64-dollar question. Governance of second-modernity flows is
always going to be a lot different than governance of first modernity structures.
Perhaps at stake is a question of institutions so different that for us they are almost
unrecognizable as institutions. It may make sense in this context to think in terms
of two types of institutions: of institutions that proffer us two types of rules. Let
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us go back to the distinction between constitutive and regulative rules. Constitutive
rules are those that let us play the game, much akin to constitutional law. Without
them there is no playing field. Regulative rules are more prescriptive. What kind
of constitutive rules, we may ask, are consistent with a set of regulative rules that
do not regulate? What type of constitutive rule is consistent with a set of rule-
finding, as distinct from rule-determining, activities? Perhaps new second
modernity institutions must be comprised primarily of not regulative, but consti-
tutive, rules. And in this sense they may not be recognizable to us as institutions.

It has become commonplace to say that in the global information age, in the
second modernity, that power and inequality operate less through exploitation
than exclusion. Beck is very cognisant of this with his notion of ‘Brazilianization’.
The point I am trying to make here is that exploitation takes place through regula-
tive rules while exclusion take place through constitutive rules. This is consistent
with Hardt and Negri’s argument in Empire that the transition from one mode of
production to another is governed less by class struggle than by ‘lines of flight’.
Here the subordinate class escapes literally as flight, flow, or flux away from the
dominant class and its institutions. So perhaps the key institutions at stake in the
second modernity are those that govern exclusion. And here is where I have my
strongest quibble with Beck’s work. I think that a great number of these charac-
teristically second-modernity institutions, if that is the word for them, are now not
solely social, but socio-technical. Now this is completely consistent with the
technologization of science thesis that has been so prominent in Beck’s work.
Pivotal for me among the socio-technical (constitutive more than regulatory)
institutions that govern contemporary power relations are platforms, operating
systems, communications protocols, standards, intellectual property and the like.
There is a certain awareness of such socio-technical institutions also in Elisabeth
Beck’s work on genetic databases in this book. But I do not think that the tech-
nological dimension is sufficiently taken on by the Becks. Nor the dimension and
extent to which social relations are mediated through the (now interactive) mass
and non-mass media of communications. Individualization, the Becks in this
book argue, is a question of ‘place-polygamy’. My point is that such place-
polygamy is always necessarily technologically mediated, by cheaper air flights,
by mobile phones, by microprocessors in various smart boxes, by protocols and
channels enabling communication at a distance between individuals.

This brings me back to the centrality of non-linearity in Beck’s notion of the
individual. The first modernity was linear, the second non-linear. The first
modernity a question of determinate judgement and rule following, the second a
matter of rule finding and reflective judgement. There is as I argued above a very
loose and implicit notion of complex (open in both senses) and non-linear systems
in Beck’s work. But these are always social systems. The point I want to make in
this preface is that there has been a shift here, which again is implicitly addressed
in Beck’s work. In the fist modernity we were faced with relatively mutually
exclusive and exhaustive systems: of (Parsonsian) social systems, on the one
hand, and engineering-like technical systems, on the other. The second moder-
nity’s totally normal chaos is regulated by non-linear systems. It is also regulated
by an extraordinarily powerful interlacing of social and technical systems: by,
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precisely, socio-technical systems. It is at the interface of the social and the
technical that we find the second-modernity’s individual. It is at this interface that
we take on the precarious freedom of a ‘life of our own’; that we ‘invent the politi-
cal’, that we take on ecological responsibility. The individual in the second
modernity is profoundly a socio-technical subject.

Scott Lash
April 2001

London

This introduction draws on a number of long discussions with Jakob Arnoldi and
June Hee Jung. I am grateful to them for a number of points here. The judgements
here however are my own, and they should not be held responsible for them.

To be fair to Giddens, his notion of agency has important dimensions of non
linearity, especially with the centrality of unintended consequences and the
individual as experiment in his work.
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Foreword by Zygmunt Bauman:
Individually, Together

The title given by Norbert Elias to his last, posthumously published study,
‘Society of individuals’, flawlessly grasps the gist of the problem which
has haunted social theory since its inception. Breaking with the tradition
established with Hobbes and reforged by John Stuart Mill, Herbert Spencer
and the liberal orthodoxy into the doxa – the unexamined frame for all further
cognition – of our century, Elias replaced the ‘and’ and the ‘versus’ with the
‘of’; and by so doing he shifted the discourse from the imaginaire of the
two forces locked in a mortal, yet unending battle of freedom and domination,
into that of ‘reciprocal conception’: society shaping the individuality of its
members and the individuals forming society out of their life actions while pur-
suing strategies plausible and feasible within the socially woven web of their
dependencies.

Casting members as individuals is the trademark of modern society. That
casting, however, was not a one-off act. It is an activity re-enacted daily.
Modern society exists in its activity of ‘individualizing’, as much as the activ-
ities of individuals consist in that daily reshaping and renegotiating of their
mutual engagements which is called ‘society’. Neither of the two partners stays
put for long. And so the meaning of ‘individualization’ keeps changing, taking
on ever new shapes – as the accumulated results of its past history set ever new
rules and turn out ever new stakes of the game. ‘Individualization’ now means
something very different from what it meant 100 years ago and what it con-
veyed in the early times of the modern era – the times of extolled human ‘eman-
cipation’ from the tightly knit web of communal dependency, surveillance and
enforcement.

Ulrich Beck’s ‘Jenseits von Stand und Klasse ?’ (1983),1 and a few years later
his Risikogesellschaft: Auf den Weg in eine andere Moderne, as well as Elisabeth
Beck-Gernsheim’s Vom Dasein für andere zum Anspruch auf ein Stück ‘eigenes
Leben’ – Individualisierungsprozesse in weiblichen Lebenszusammenhäng
(1983),2 opened a new chapter in our understanding of the ‘individualization
process’. The works presented this process and an ongoing and unfinished history
with its distinct stages – without a ‘telos’ or preordained destination but with an
erratic logic of sharp twists and turns instead. It can be said that just as Elias
‘historicized’ Sigmund Freud’s theory of the civilized individual, exploring civi-
lization as an event in (modern) history, so Beck historicized Elias’s account of
the birth of the individual by representing that birth as an aspect of the continu-
ous and continuing, compulsive and obsessive modernization. Beck also set the
portrayal of individualization free from the time-bound, transient accoutrements
that now becloud the understanding more than they clarify the picture (first and
foremost, from the vision of linear development or ‘progress’ plotted along the



axes of emancipation, growing autonomy and freedom of self-assertion), thereby
opening to scrutiny the variety of historical tendencies of individualization and
their products and allowing a better comprehension of the distinctive features of
its current stage.

To put it in a nutshell, ‘individualization’ consists in transforming human
‘identity’ from a ‘given’ into a ‘task’ – and charging the actors with the respon-
sibility for performing that task and for the consequences (also the side-effects)
of their performance: in other words, it consists in establishing a de jure auto-
nomy (although not necessarily a de facto one). No more are human beings
‘born into’ their identities; as Jean-Paul Sartre famously put it: it is not enough
to be born a bourgeois, one must live one’s life as a bourgeois. (The same did
not need to be said, nor could it have been, about the princes, knights, serfs
or townsmen of the pre-modern era!) Needing to become what one is is the
hallmark of modern living – and of this living alone (not of modern ‘individu-
alization’ – that expression being evidently pleonastic; to speak of individual-
ization and of modernity is to speak of the same social condition). Modernity
replaces determination of social standing with compulsive and obligatory self-
determination.

This holds for ‘individualization’ in all its renditions and for the whole of the
modern era; for all periods and all sectors of society. Yet within that shared
predicament there are significant variations, which set apart denizens of succes-
sive periods as well as various categories of actors co-inhabiting the same histori-
cal stage. The task of ‘self-identification’ set before men and women of the early
modern era, once the stiff frames of estates had been broken, boiled down to the
challenge of living ‘true to kind’ (‘up with the Joneses’); of actively conforming
to the established social types and models of conduct; of imitating, following the
pattern, ‘acculturating’, not falling out of step, not deviating from the norm.
‘Estates’ came to be replaced by ‘classes’. While the former were a matter of
ascription, membership of the latter contained a large measure of achievement;
classes, unlike estates, had to be ‘joined’ and the membership had to be con-
stantly renewed, reconfirmed and documented in day-to-day conduct.

One may say in retrospect that the class division (or gender division for that
matter) was a by-product of unequal access to resources required to render self-
assertion effective. Classes differed in the range of identities available and in the
facility of choice between them. People endowed with fewer resources, and thus
with less choice, had to compensate for their individual weakness by the ‘power
of numbers’ – by closing ranks and engaging in collective action. As Claus Offe
pointed out, collective, class-oriented action came to those lower down the social
ladder as ‘naturally’ and ‘matter-of-factly’ as individual pursuit of their life-goals
came to their employers.

Deprivations, so to speak, ‘added up’ and congealed in ‘common interests’ –
and were seen as amenable solely to a collective remedy: ‘collectivism’ was a
first-choice strategy for those on the receiving end of individualization yet unable
to self-assert as individuals deploying their own, individually owned, blatantly
inadequate resources. The class orientation of the better-off was, contrariwise,
partial and, in a sense, derivative; it came to the fore mostly when the unequal
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distribution of resources was challenged and contested. It can be said, however,
that by and large the ‘disembedded’ individuals of the classic ‘modernity’ era
deployed their new empowerment and the entitlements of autonomous agency in
the frantic search for ‘re-embeddedment’. And there was no shortage of ‘beds’
waiting and ready to accommodate them. Class allocation, though formed and
negotiable rather than inherited or simply ‘born into’ as the Stände used to be,
tended to become as solid, unalterable and resistant to individual manipulation as
the pre-modern assignment to the estate. Class and gender hung heavily over the
individual range of choices; to escape their constraint was not much easier than
to contest one’s place in the ‘divine chain of being’. To all intents and purposes,
class and gender were ‘facts of nature’ and the task left to the self-assertion of
most individuals was to ‘fit in’ – that is, fit into the allocated niche by behaving
as the other occupants did.

This is, precisely, what distinguishes the ‘individualization’ of yore from the
form it has taken in Risikogesellschaft, in terms of ‘reflexive modernity’ or
‘second modernity’ (as Ulrich Beck variously calls the contemporary era). No
‘beds’ are left to ‘re-embed’ – not for long at any rate. There are instead ‘musi-
cal chairs’ of various sizes and styles as well as of changing numbers and
positions, forcing men and women to be constantly on the move and promising
no rest and no satisfaction on ‘arrival’, no comfort on reaching the destina-
tion where one can disarm, relax and stop worrying. There is no ‘re-embedded-
ment’ prospect at the end of the road taken by (now chronically) disembedded
individuals.

Let there be no mistake: now, as before, individualization is a fate, not a
choice; in the land of individual freedom of choice, the option to escape indivi-
dualization and to refuse participation in the individualizing game is emphati-
cally not on the agenda. That men and women have no one to blame for their
frustrations and troubles does not mean, any more than it did in the past, that
they can protect themselves against frustration by using their own domestic
appliances or pull themselves out of trouble, like Baron Münchhausen, by their
bootstraps. If they fall ill, it is because they were not resolute or industrious
enough in following a health regime. If they stay unemployed, it is because they
failed to learn the skills of winning an interview or because they did not try hard
enough to find a job or because they are, purely and simply, work-shy. If they
are not sure about their career prospects and agonize about their future, it is
because they are not good enough at winning friends and influencing people and
have failed to learn as they should the arts of self-expression and impressing
others. This is, at any rate, what they are told and what they have come to believe –
so that they behave ‘als ob’, ‘as if ’, this were indeed the truth of the matter. As
Beck aptly and poignantly puts it: ‘How ones lives becomes a biographical solu-
tion to systemic contradictions.’ Risks and contradictions go on being socially
produced; it is just the duty and the necessity to cope with them that is being
individualized.

To cut a long story short: there is a growing gap between individuality as
fate and individuality as practical capacity for self-assertion (as ‘individuation’,
the term selected by Beck to distinguish the self-sustained and self-propelled
individual from a merely ‘individualized’ individual, that is, a human being
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who has no choice but to act as if the individuation had not been attained); and
bridging that gap is, most crucially, not part of that capacity.

The self-assertive ability of individualized men and women falls short,
as a rule, of what a genuine self-constitution would require. As Leo Strauss
observed, the other face of unencumbered freedom is insignificance of choice –
the two faces conditioning each other: why bother to prohibit what is anyway of
little consequence? A cynical observer would say that freedom comes when it
matters no more. There is a nasty fly of impotence in the ointment of freedom
shaped through the pressures of individualization; that impotence is felt as all the
more odious and upsetting in view of the empowerment that freedom was
expected to deliver.

Perhaps, as in the past, standing shoulder and marching step would offer a
remedy? Perhaps if individual powers, however wan and meagre, are condensed
into a collective stand and action, things will be done jointly which no man or
woman on their own could dream of doing? The snag is, though, that the most
common troubles of the individuals-by-fate are these days not additive. They sim-
ply do not sum up into a ‘common cause’. They are shaped from the beginning in
such a way as to lack the edges allowing them to dovetail with other people’s
troubles. Troubles may be similar (and the increasingly popular chat-shows go
out of their way to demonstrate their similarity and to hammer home the message
that their most important similarity lies in being handled by each sufferer on his
or her own), but they do not form a totality ‘greater than the sum of its parts’, and
acquire no new, easier to handle quality through being confronted together. The
sole advantage the company of other sufferers may bring is to reassure each one
that fighting troubles alone is what all the others do daily – and so to reinvigorate
the flagging resolve to go on doing just that. One may perhaps also learn from
other people’s experience how to survive the next round of ‘downsizing’, how to
handle children who think they are adolescents and adolescents who refuse to
become adults, how to get fat and other unwelcome ‘foreign bodies’ ‘out of one’s
system’, how to get rid of a no longer satisfying addiction or a no longer plea-
surable partner. But what one learns in the first place from the company of others
is that the only service which company can render is advice about how to survive
in one’s own irreparable solitude and that everyone’s life is full of risks which
need to be confronted and fought alone.

So there is another snag as well. As de Tocqueville long suspected, setting
people free may make them indifferent. The individual is the citizen’s worst
enemy de Tocqueville suggested. The individual tends to be lukewarm, sceptical
or wary of ‘common good’, ‘good society’ or ‘just society’. What is the sense of
‘common interests’ except allowing each individual to satisfy his or her own?
Whatever else individuals may do when coming together portends constraint on
their freedom to pursue what they see fit for themselves and won’t help such
pursuit anyway. The only two useful things one would expect, and wish, from the
‘public power’ to deliver are to observe human rights (that is, to let everyone go
his or her own way) and to enable everyone to do it in peace – by guarding the
security of his or her body and possessions safe, locking up criminals in prison
and keeping the streets free of muggers, perverts, beggars and obnoxious and
malevolent strangers.
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With his usual inimitable wit, Woody Allen unerringly grasps the fads
and foibles of late-modern individuals-by-decree, when browsing through imagi-
nary leaflets advertising ‘adult summer courses’ which Americans would be
eager to attend. The course in economic theory includes the item ‘Inflation and
depression – how to dress for each’. The course in ethics entails ‘the categorical
imperative, and six ways to make it work for you’ and the prospectus for astro-
nomy informs one: ‘The sun, which is made of gas, can explode at any moment,
sending our entire planet system hurtling to destruction; students are advised
what the average citizen can do in such a case.’

To sum up: the other side of individualization seems to be the corrosion
and slow disintegration of citizenship. Joël Roman, co-editor of Esprit, points out
in his recent book (La Démocratie des lndividus, 1998) that ‘vigilance is
degraded to the point of surveillance, engaging collective emotions and fear of
the neighbour’ – and urges people to seek a ‘renewed capacity for deciding
together’, a capacity now conspicuous mostly by its absence.

If the individual is the citizen’s worst enemy and if individualization spells
trouble for citizenship and citizenship-based politics, it is because the concerns
and preoccupations of individuals qua individuals fill the public space, claiming
to be its only legitimate occupants and elbowing out from public discourse every-
thing else. The ‘public’ is colonized by the ‘private’; ‘public interest’ is reduced
to curiosity about the private lives of public figures and the art of public life is
tapered to the public display of private affairs and public confessions of private
sentiments (the more intimate the better). ‘Public issues’ which resist such reduc-
tion become all but incomprehensible.

The prospects for a ‘re-embedding’ of individualized actors in the republican
body of citizenship are dim. What prompts them to venture onto the public stage
is not so much a search for common causes and ways to negotiate the meaning of
the common good and the principles of life in common, as a desperate need for
‘networking’. The sharing of intimacies, as Richard Sennett keeps pointing out,
tends to be the preferred, perhaps the only remaining, method of ‘community-
building’. This building technique can spawn ‘communities’ only as fragile and
short-lived, scattered and wandering emotions, shifting erratically from one tar-
get to another and drifting in the forever inconclusive search for a secure haven;
communities of shared worries, shared anxieties or shared hatreds – but in each
case a ‘peg’ community, a momentary gathering around a nail on which many
solitary individuals hang their solitary individual fears. As Ulrich Beck puts it (in
his essay ‘On the mortality of industrial society’3): ‘What emerges from the fading
social norms is naked, frightened, aggressive ego in search of love and help. In the
search for itself and for an affectionate sociality, it easily gets lost in the jungle
of the self. . . Someone who is poking around in the fog of his or her own self is
no longer capable of noticing that this isolation, this “solitary confinement of the
ego”, is a mass sentence.’

Individualization is here to stay; all thinking about the means to deal with its
impact on the way we all conduct our lives must start from acknowledgement
of this fact. Individualization brings to the ever growing number of men and
women an unprecedented freedom of experimenting – but (timeo danaos et dona
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ferentes. . .) it also brings an unprecedented task of coping with the consequences.
The yawning gap between the right of self-assertion and the capacity to control
the social settings which render such self-assertion feasible or unrealistic seems
to be the main contradiction of the ‘second modernity’ – one which, through trial
and error, critical reflection and bold experimentation, we must collectively learn
to tackle collectively.

In The Reinvention of Politics,4 Ulrich Beck suggests that nothing less than
‘another Reformation’ is needed and that this calls for the ‘radicalization of
modernity’. He proposes that ‘this assumes social inventions and collective
courage in political experiments’ – only to add at once that these ‘inclinations and
qualities. . . are not exactly frequently encountered, and are perhaps no longer
even capable of garnering a majority’. Yet here we are: we have no other condi-
tions in which to act. And in these conditions, like it or not, act we will, bearing
the consequences of our actions or our failure to act.

Zygmunt Bauman
February 1999
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Authors� Preface:
Institutionalized Individualism

An international dispute about fundamental principles is raging beneath the
surface in the social sciences. One side starts from the idea that the social and
political landscape has fundamentally changed, at the latest since the collapse of
the Berlin Wall and the Soviet empire in 1989, but that this has not been reflected
in sociology and political science. The other side, the majority, sees no sign of an
‘epochal shift’ and argues that modernity has always been another word for cri-
sis; feeling outraged and insulted, it continues as before, only with still more
figures and still better methods. There is no doubt that, when this dispute breaks
into the open and rouses the national and international sociological congresses
from their Sleeping Beauty world, it will revitalize the discipline and help it to
regain public attention.

The essays collected in this volume document the position of two authors
who do think there has been a categorical break. In our view, the suppression
of the new is one of the great traumas of modern capitalism; it has brought
forth a huge structure of postponement and denial, which claims that every-
thing remains as it was. As the result of a more radical process of ‘reflexive
modernization’,1 however, a fundamental change is occurring in the nature of
the social and political – an erosion of anthropological certitudes which com-
pels the social sciences to modify their theoretical tools and even to reinvent
the social sciences themselves, in a collaborative division of labour with
history, geography, anthropology, economics and natural science.2 This is a
far-reaching supposition, of course. But the crucial question is how, beyond
the mere assertion of an epochal break, sociology can strengthen its theoreti-
cal, methodological and organizational foundations by making them more con-
crete or focused, and in this way ultimately renew its claim to another
enlightenment.

The keyword in this international controversy is globalization. The conse-
quences of this for society (and sociology) have been spelt out most clearly in the
English-speaking countries, but above all in Britain, where it has been forcefully
argued that conventional social and political science remains caught up in a
national-territorial concept of society. Critics of ‘methodological nationalism’
have attacked its explicit or implicit premise that the national state is the ‘con-
tainer’ of social processes and that the national framework is still the one best
suited to measure and analyse major social, economic and political changes.3 The
social sciences are thus found guilty of ‘embedded statism’,4 and thought is given
to a reorganization of the interdisciplinary field.

Within a different perspective, a comparable critique of the conceptual
bases of social science has been conducted since the mid-1980s in the German-
language area under the keyword individualization, although its empirical and



theoretical scope has not yet been registered in the English-speaking countries.
The discussion of Risk Society,5 for example, has centred mainly on the risk argu-
ment (Part 1) and little or not at all on the individualization argument (Part 2).6

The present volume is an attempt to remedy this gap. If the globalization debate
took up the territorial bias, the individualization debate has probed and criticized
the collective bias of the social sciences.

One can hardly think of a word heavier with misunderstandings than ‘indivi-
dualization’ has proved to have in the English-speaking countries. To prevent the
discussion of this book from running aground on these misunderstandings, it is
necessary to establish and keep in view the distinction between the neoliberal
idea of the free-market individual (inseparable from the concept of ‘individual-
ization’ as used in the English-speaking countries) and the concept of
Individualisierung in the sense of institutionalized individualism, as it will be
developed in this book.

Neoliberal economics rests upon an image of the autarkic human self. It
assumes that individuals alone can master the whole of their lives, that they
derive and renew their capacity for action from within themselves. Talk of the
‘self-entrepreneur’ makes this clear. Yet this ideology blatantly conflicts with
everyday experience in (and sociological studies of ) the worlds of work,
family and local community, which show that the individual is not a monad but
is self-insufficient and increasingly tied to others, including at the level of world-
wide networks and institutions. The ideological notion of the self-sufficient indi-
vidual ultimately implies the disappearance of any sense of mutual obligation –
which is why neoliberalism inevitably threatens the welfare state. A sociological
understanding of Individualisierung is thus intimately bound up with the question
of how individuals can demystify this false image of autarky. It is not freedom of
choice, but insight into the fundamental incompleteness of the self, which is at the
core of individual and political freedom in the second modernity.

The social-scientific sense of ‘individualization’ should thus be distinguished
from the neoliberal sense. A history of sociology could be written in terms of how
its principal theorists – from Marx through Weber, Durkheim and Simmel to
Parsons, Foucault, Elias, Luhmann, Habermas and Giddens – have varied the
basic idea that individualization is a product of complex, contingent and thus
high-level socialization.7 For although they tell quite different – some optimisti-
cally, many pessimistically tinged – narratives of individualization, and although
some see it as a danger to society and/or individuality itself, the red thread run-
ning through them all is that individualization (a) is a structural characteristic of
highly differentiated societies and (b) does not endanger their integration but
actually makes it possible. The individual creativity which it releases is seen as
creating space for the renewal of society under conditions of radical change. In
developed modernity – to be quite blunt about it – human mutuality and commu-
nity rest no longer on solidly established traditions, but, rather, on a paradoxical
collectivity of reciprocal individualization.

In this book, the concept of ‘individualization’ will be deployed in this socio-
logical sense of institutionalized individualism. Central institutions of modern
society – basic civil, political and social rights, but also paid employment and the
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training and mobility necessary for it – are geared to the individual and not to the
group. Insofar as basic rights are internalized and everyone wants to or must be
economically active to earn their livelihood, the spiral of individualization
destroys the given foundations of social coexistence. So – to give a simple defi-
nition – ‘individualization’ means disembedding without reembedding.

But what then is specific about individualization and second modernity? In
second modern society the separation between subjective and objective analysis,
consciousness and class, Überbau and Unterbau is losing its significance.
Individualization can no longer be understood as a mere subjective reality which
has to be relativated by and confronted with objective class analysis. Because
individualization not only effects the Überbau – ideology, false consciousness –
but also the economic Unterbau of ‘real classes’; the individual is becoming the
basic unit of social reproduction for the first time in history.

To put it in a nutshell – individualization is becoming the social structure of
second modern society itself. Institutionalized individualism is no longer Talcott
Parsons’ idea of linear self-reproducing systems; it means the paradox of an ‘indi-
vidualizing structure’ as a non-linear, open-ended, highly ambivalent, ongoing
process. It relates to a decline of narratives of given sociability. Thus the theoreti-
cal collectivisms of sociology ends. A ‘microfoundation of macrosciology’
(Collins) may not be possible. But sociology as an institutionalized rejection of
individualism is no longer possible either.

So what does individualization beyond the collective bias of the social science
mean? An institutionalized imbalance between the disembedded individual and
global problems in a global risk society. The Western type of individualized
society tells us to seek biographical solutions to systemic contradictions. For
example, the tension in family life today is the fact that equality of men and
women cannot be created in an institutional family structure which presupposes
and enforces their inequality.

But does this not mean that everyone just revolves around themselves, forget-
ting how much they rely on others for the assertion of their own push-and-shove
freedom? Certainly the stereotype in people’s heads is that individualization
breeds a me-first society, but, as we will try to show, this is a false, one-sided pic-
ture of what actually happens in the family, gender relationships, love and sex,
youth and old age. There are also signs that point towards an ethic of ‘altruistic
individualism’. Anyone who wants to live a life of their own must also be socially
sensitive to a very high degree. 

To adapt Habermas’s concept of an ‘ideal speech situation’, we might speak
here of an ‘ideal intimacy situation’. If the former refers to general norms, the
latter establishes specific rules for the intimate interactions involved in relation-
ships, marriage, parenthood, friendship and the family – a normative horizon of
expectations of reciprocal individuation which, having emerged under conditions
of cultural democratization, must be counterfactually assumed and sustained.8

The result is that ‘natural’ living conditions and inequalities become political. For
example, the division of labour in the family or workplace can no longer claim to
be a ‘natural’ matter of course; like much else besides, it must be negotiated and
justified. But part of the same phenomenon is the right to a life of one’s own
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(space, time and money of one’s own) within relationships and the family. The
issues of fairness and recognition of the other’s identity thus become highly charged
or ‘jinxed’ as they get caught up in the partners’ distribution of daily tasks and
career chances, and as the ‘family’ more and more becomes the rubbish bin for all
the social problems around the world that cannot be solved in any other way.

The French sociologist Jean-Claude Kaufmann once asked what actually con-
stitutes a couple now that it is no longer a marriage certificate. His answer was
that a couple arises when two people buy one washing-machine together, instead
of two separate ones. It is then that the long-term breakdown over the ‘dirty wash-
ing’ begins.9 What counts as dirty? Who washes when and for whom? Does it
have to be ironed? What if he says yes and she says no? Everything can be negoti-
ated – but then again not. By the same token, any kind of discussion presupposes
shared meanings that cannot simply be placed in doubt; limits must therefore be
set to argument and confrontation if you want to live with somebody on a daily
basis. The ‘dirty washing’ issue, however, makes people feel bad. The partner who
shuts up and washes is swallowing the fact that the pain of injustice will ulti-
mately suffocate the love.

The separation which then becomes necessary (and is always there as a
danger) often does not take place in a ‘socially sensitive’ manner. But it involves
an awakening of, or a fight for, co-operative individualism, which presupposes that
each has a right to a life of his or her own and that the terms of living together have
to be renegotiated in each case. The twofold search for individuation, which is often
unsuccessful, might be termed the freedom culture. This daily culture of freedom
also has political implications, for it stands in blatant contradiction with the global
victory of neoliberalism. The smouldering conflict is called ‘capitalism or freedom’
(in an inverted allusion to the old conservative election motto: ‘Freedom or
Socialism!’). The freedom culture is in danger of being destroyed by capitalism.

Many will notice that the dimension of power, of the relationship between
power and subjectivity, is missing from this book. The idea comes from Hegel
that people at the top of society also develop a richer subjectivity. In modern
management, this takes the sharper form that anyone climbing the career ladder
not only knows better what he wants, but forgets that he depends on those he has
left behind; he lives in the illusion that he can do the job of anyone else working
for him. At the same time, the new capitalism intensifies social inequalities
throughout the world and changes their historical characteristics. Marx spoke of
the proletariat and had in mind the need of capital for cheap labour power. But
today this seems to be less and less the case: global capital, in bidding farewell to
unskilled labour, dismisses more and more people into a state beyond society in
which their services are no longer needed (by the labour market).

This suggests the following objection. The farewell to class conceptualized by
individualization theory may have been applicable yesterday, but it is no longer
applicable today and will be invalid tomorrow. The concept of class, so often pro-
nounced dead, has been undergoing a renaissance in the new global context. For
the new inequalities growing worldwide are also a collective experience.

That is precisely the question. For paradoxically, it is the individualization
and fragmentation of growing inequalities into separate biographies which is a
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collective experience.10 The concept of class actually plays down the situation of
growing inequalities without collective ties. Class, social layer, gender presuppose
a collective moulding of individual behaviour – the old idea that, by knowing that
someone was a Siemens apprentice, you also knew the things he said, the way he
dressed and enjoyed himself, what he read and how he voted. This chain syllo-
gism has now become questionable. Under conditions of individualization, the
point is rather to work out if and when new collective forms of action take shape,
and which forms they are. The key question, therefore – to which this book also
knows no answer – is how the bubbling, contradictory process of individualiza-
tion and denationalization can be cast into new democratic forms of organization.

It would be a big mistake, however, to equate the crisis of the concept of class
with a denial of increasing inequalities. In fact basing ourselves on individuali-
zation theory, we investigate and think out the opposite notion: that social
inequality is on the rise precisely because of the spread of individualization.
Instead of suppressing the question of how collectivity can be generated in global
modernity, or shifting it into the premises of a sociology based upon uncertain
class collectives, the non-class character of individualized inequalities poses it in
a more radical way. There are further questions that stand out in individualization
theory, even if it often has no answer to them.

No doubt the question of the frontiers of individualization is becoming ever
more pressing. Many think that objective limits of collectivity are set in advance,
rather as there are natural limits to growth, and this suggests that the limits of
individualization should be sought in the individualization process itself – that,
to put it mechanically, the more people are individualized, the more they
produce de-individualizing consequences for others. Take the case of a woman
who files for divorce and whose husband finds himself facing a void. In the
tussle over the children, each one tries to impose on the other the dictates of his
or her life. Not only is there a positive sum game of co-individualization; prob-
ably more often there is also a negative sum game of contra-individualization. It
would seem reasonable to suppose that the irritation caused by the other’s resis-
tance strengthens the urge for a new, and perhaps seemingly ‘democratic’,
authoritarianism.

If we now circle back to our starting-point – the coming sociological dispute
over continuity or discontinuity – the point at issue can be identified more clearly.
To the extent that modern society and modern sociology are experiencing a
change in their foundations, the suspicion arises – in relation to all social science
and all special areas of sociology – that they are largely operating with zombie or
living-dead categories which blind them to the realities and contradictions of
globalizing and individualizing modernities. This idea is developed here in a con-
cluding interview, which could just as well be read as an introduction.

A few of the essays contained in this book were written in the 1980s, but most
of them date from the 1990s and have been taken up in the still heated debate
on individualization. Chapter 1, ‘Losing the traditional: Individualization and
“precarious freedoms”’ and Chapter 2, ‘A life of one’s own in a runaway world’,
introduce the theme of the book. Chapters 3 and 4 – ‘Beyond status and class?’
and ‘The ambivalent social structure’ – then develop and discuss the connection
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between individualization and growing social inequalities. Chapters 5 to 7 – ‘From
“living for others” to “a life of one’s own”’, ‘On the way to a post-familial family’
and ‘Division of labour, self-image and life projects’ – turn the individualization
argument in a feminist direction and apply it to such issues as the family, love and
the male-female division of labour. Chapters 8 and 9 – ‘Declining birthrates and
the wish to have children’ and ‘Apparatuses do not care for people’ – discuss some
of the implications for birthrates, the wish to have children and associated dilemmas
in the planning of everyday life. Chapters 10 and 11 – ‘Health and responsibility
in the age of genetic technology’ and ‘Death of one’s own, life of one’s own’ –
illustrate the individualization thesis from the points of view of human genetics
and death. Chapters 12 and 13 – ‘Freedom’s children’ and ‘Freedom’s fathers’ –
discuss and reinterpret the individualization argument as it has a bearing on young
people and investigate its intellectual roots in the past.

NNootteess

1 See U. Beck, A. Giddens and S. Lash, Reflexive Modernization. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994;
U. Beck, The Reinvention of Politics. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997, Chapter 1; U. Beck (in conver-
sation with J. Willms) Freiheit oder Kapitalismus – Gesellschaft neu denken. Frankfurt/M.:
Suhrkamp, 2000; and U. Beck and W. Bonß, Die Modernisierung der Moderne. Frankfurt/M.:
Suhrkamp, 2001.

2 P. J. Taylor, ‘Embedded statism and the social sciences: opening up to new spaces’. Environment
and Planning, 28, 1996, pp. 1917–1995; and British Journal of Sociology, 1, 2000.

3 See U. Beck, What Is Globalization? Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000.
4 Taylor, 1996; N. Brenner, ‘Global cities and glocal states’. Review of International Political

Economy, 5, 1,1998.
5 U. Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. London: Sage, 1992.
6. See also Beck, The Reinvention of Politics. Chapters 2 and 4.
7 M. Schroer, Die Individuen der Gesellschaft. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2001.
8 U. Beck and E. Beck-Gernsheim, The Normal Chaos of Love. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995;

A. Giddens, The Transformation of Intimacy. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992.
9 J. -C. Kaufmann, Schmutzige Wäsche. Konstanz: Universitätsverlag, 1992.
10 L. Leisering and S. Leibfried, Time and Poverty in Western Welfare States. Cambridge: Polity

Press, 1999.

We shared the writing of this book between vs as follows: Chapter 1 was written jointly.
Chapters 2, 3, 4, 11, 12, 13, and 14 were written by Ulrich Beck, and Chapters 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10
were written by Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim.

Preface

xxv





1

Losing the Traditional

Individualization and �Precarious Freedoms�

WWhhaatt  ddooeess  ��IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  ooff  LLiiffeessttyylleess��  MMeeaann??

‘Only the day before yesterday, only four years ago, a grand experiment for human-
ity that had lasted forty years came to an end here.’ These words were spoken in
Luther’s town of Wittenberg by Friedrich Schorlemmer at the end of 1993.

Seventeen million Germans lived in the walled province in enforced collec-
tivization. A one-party state was seen as the highest form of freedom, individual-
ization was damned as subjectivism. A risk-taking approach to the future was
rejected in the name of ‘scientific’ optimism. The ‘victors of history’ were to set
the norms and strive towards a unitary society (the socialist community). Human
beings, understood as ceaselessly active communal creatures, were fed on the
safe goal of communism, which was guaranteed by scientific laws. People were
not allowed to decide anything because there was nothing left to decide, because
history had already decided everything ‘up there’. But they did not need to
decide, either.

Now, in freedom, they may and must decide for themselves; all the existing
institutions have collapsed, all the old certainties are gone . The joy of free-
dom is at the same time a falling into a void. Now let everyone look after him-
self. What are the rules? Who’s in charge? Those who have, and who know
how to increase what they have. Seventeen million people have reached this
point, but the West’s caravan moves on, calling out: ‘Come with us. We know
the way. We know the goal. We don’t know any way. We don’t know any
goal. What is certain? That everything’s uncertain, precarious. Enjoy our lack
of ties as freedom.’ (1993: 1)

The development in China is different, yet in many ways similar. There, too,
the collective system that provided a guaranteed income, the ‘iron rice-bowl’, is
breaking down. Earlier, people had hardly any scope for choice in private or pro-
fessional life, but the minimal safety net of Communism offered them state-
subsidized accommodation, training and health care. It is this state care from the
cradle to the grave, tied to the work collective in the factory or on the land, that
is now disintegrating. Its place is being taken by contracts linking income and job
security to ability and performance. People are now expected to take their lives
into their own hands and to pay a market price for services they receive. ‘The
constant refrain among urban Chinese is that they can no longer keep up with the
quickened pace of life. They are confused by shifting values and outlooks on such
fundamentals as careers, marriage and family relations’ (Sun, 1993: 5).



Whatever we consider – God, nature, truth, science, technology, morality,
love, marriage – modern life is turning them all into ‘precarious freedoms’. All
metaphysics and transcendence, all necessity and certainty are being replaced by
artistry. In the most public and the most private ways we are helplessly becom-
ing high-wire dancers in the circus tent. And many of us fall. Not only in the
West, but in the countries that have abruptly opened their doors to Western ways
of life. People in the former GDR, in Poland, Russia or China, are caught up in a
dramatic ‘plunge into modernity’.

Such examples, seemingly remote to citizens of the old Federal German
Republic, point nevertheless to a dynamic that is familiar to us, too. Schorlemmer’s
address contains the catch-word ‘individualization’. This concept implies a group
of social developments and experiences characterized, above all, by two mean-
ings. In intellectual debate as in reality these meanings constantly intersect and
overlap (which, hardly surprisingly, has given rise to a whole series of misunder-
standings and controversies). On the one hand, individualization means the dis-
integration of previously existing social forms – for example, the increasing
fragility of such categories as class and social status, gender roles, family, neigh-
bourhood etc. Or, as in the case of the GDR and other states of the Eastern bloc,
it means the collapse of state-sanctioned normal biographies, frames of reference,
role models. Wherever such tendencies towards disintegration show themselves
the question also arises: which new modes of life are coming into being where the
old ones, ordained by religion, tradition or the state, are breaking down?

The answer points to the second aspect of individualization. It is, simply, that
in modern societies new demands, controls and constraints are being imposed on
individuals. Through the job market, the welfare state and institutions, people are
tied into a network of regulations, conditions, provisos. From pension rights to
insurance protection, from educational grants to tax rates: all these are institu-
tional reference points marking out the horizon within which modern thinking,
planning and action must take place.

Individualization in this sense, therefore, certainly does not mean an ‘unfet-
tered logic of action, juggling in a virtually empty space’; neither does it mean
mere ‘subjectivity’, an attitude which refuses to see that ‘beneath the surface of
life is a highly efficient, densely woven institutional society’.1 On the contrary,
the space in which modern subjects deploy their options is anything but a non-social
sphere. The density of regulations informing modern society is well known, even
notorious (from the MOT test and the tax return to the laws governing the sorting
of refuse). In its overall effect it is a work of art of labyrinthine complexity, which
accompanies us literally from the cradle to the grave.

The decisive feature of these modern regulations or guidelines is that, far more
than earlier, individuals must, in part, supply them for themselves, import them
into their biographies through their own actions. This has much to do with the fact
that traditional guidelines often contained severe restrictions or even prohibitions
on action (such as the ban on marriage, in pre-industrial societies, which prevented
members of non-property-owning groups from marrying; or the travel restrictions
and the recent obstructions to marriage in the Eastern bloc states, which forbade
contact with the ‘class enemy’). By contrast, the institutional pressures in modern
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Western society tend rather to be offers of services or incentives to action – take,
for example, the welfare state, with its unemployment benefit, student grants or
mortgage relief. To simplify: one was born into traditional society and its precon-
ditions (such as social estate and religion). For modern social advantages one has
to do something, to make an active effort. One has to win, know how to assert one-
self in the competition for limited resources – and not only once, but day after day.

The normal biography thus becomes the ‘elective biography’, the ‘reflexive
biography’, the ‘do-it-yourself biography’.2 This does not necessarily happen by
choice, neither does it necessarily succeed. The do-it-yourself biography is
always a ‘risk biography’, indeed a ‘tightrope biography’, a state of permanent
(partly overt, partly concealed) endangerment. The façade of prosperity, con-
sumption, glitter can often mask the nearby precipice. The wrong choice of career
or just the wrong field, compounded by the downward spiral of private misfor-
tune, divorce, illness, the repossessed home – all this is merely called bad luck.
Such cases bring into the open what was always secretly on the cards: the do-
it-yourself biography can swiftly become the breakdown biography. The pre-
ordained, unquestioned, often enforced ties of earlier times are replaced by the
principle: ‘until further notice’. As Bauman (1993) puts it:

Nowadays everything seems to conspire against. . . lifelong projects, permanent
bonds, eternal alliances, immutable identities. I cannot build for the long term on
my job, my profession or even my abilities. I can bet on my job being cut, my pro-
fession changing out of all recognition, my skills being no longer in demand. Nor
can a partnership or family provide a basis in the future. In the age of what Anthony
Giddens has called ‘confluent love’, togetherness lasts no longer than the gratifi-
cation of one of the partners, ties are from the outset only ‘until further notice’,
today’s intense attachment makes tomorrow’s frustration only the more violent.

A kind of ‘vagrant’s morality’ thus becomes a characteristic of the present. The
vagrant:

does not know how long he will remain where he is, and it is not usually he who
decides the length of his stay. He chooses his goals as he goes along, as they turn
up and as he reads them off the signposts. But even then he does not know for
sure whether he is going to take a rest at the next stopping-point, or for how
long. He only knows that his stay is unlikely to be a long one. What drives him
on is disappointment with the last place he stopped at, and the never-dying hope
that the next, as yet unvisited place, or perhaps the one after that, will be free of
the defects which have spoiled the ones up to now. (Bauman, 1993: 17)

Are such portrayals, as some suspect, signs of egoism and hedonism, of an ego
fever rampant in the West? Looking more closely, we find that another feature of
the guidelines of modernity is that they act against, rather than for, family cohe-
sion. Most of the rights and entitlements to support by the welfare state are
designed for individuals rather than for families. In many cases they presuppose
employment (or, in the case of the unemployed, willingness to work). Employment
in turn implies education and both of these presuppose mobility or willingness to
move. By all these requirements individuals are not so much compelled as
peremptorily invited to constitute themselves as individuals: to plan, understand,
design themselves and act as individuals – or, should they ‘fail’, to lie as individuals
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on the bed they have made for themselves. The welfare state is in this sense an
experimental apparatus for conditioning ego-related lifestyles. The common good
may well be injected into people’s hearts as a compulsory inoculation, but the
litany of the lost sense of community that is just now being publicly intoned once
more, continues to talk with a forked tongue, with a double moral standard, as
long as the mechanism of individualization remains intact and no one either
wishes or is able to call it seriously into question.

Here, again, we find the same picture: decisions, possibly undecidable ones,
within guidelines that lead into dilemmas – but decisions which place the indivi-
dual, as an individual, at the centre and correspondingly penalize traditional
lifestyles and behaviour.

Seen in this way, individualization is a social condition which is not arrived at
by a free decision of individuals. To adapt Jean-Paul Sartre’s phrase: people are
condemned to individualization. Individualization is a compulsion, albeit a para-
doxical one, to create, to stage manage, not only one’s own biography but the
bonds and networks surrounding it and to do this amid changing preferences and
at successive stages of life, while constantly adapting to the conditions of the
labour market, the education system, the welfare state and so on.

One of the decisive features of individualization processes, then, is that they
not only permit but they also demand an active contribution by individuals. As
the range of options widens and the necessity of deciding between them grows,
so too does the need for individually performed actions, for adjustment, co-
ordination, integration. If they are not to fail, individuals must be able to plan for
the long term and adapt to change; they must organize and improvise, set goals,
recognize obstacles, accept defeats and attempt new starts. They need initiative,
tenacity, flexibility and tolerance of frustration.

Opportunities, dangers, biographical uncertainties that were earlier predefined
within the family association, the village community, or by recourse to the rules
of social estates or classes, must now be perceived, interpreted, decided and
processed by individuals themselves. The consequences – opportunities and bur-
dens alike – are shifted onto individuals who, naturally, in face of the complex-
ity of social interconnections, are often unable to take the necessary decisions in
a properly founded way, by considering interests, morality and consequences.

It is perhaps only by comparing generations that we can perceive how steeply
the demands imposed on individuals have been rising. In a novel by Michael
Cunningham (1991), a daughter asks her mother why she married her father:

‘You knew that, of all the people in the world, he was the one you wanted to
marry?’ I asked. ‘You never worried that you might be making some sort of
extended mistake, like losing track of your real life and going off on, I don’t
know, a tangent you could never return from.’

But her mother ‘waved the question away as if it were a sluggish but persistent
fly. “We didn’t ask such big questions then,” she said. “Isn’t it hard on you, to
think and wonder and plan so much?”’ (1991: 189f ).

In a novel by Scott Turow (1991), a meeting between father and daughter is
described in similar terms:
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Listening to Sonny, who was twisted about by impulse and emotion – beseeching,
beleaguered, ironic, angry – it struck Stern that Clara [his wife] and he had had
the benefit of a certain good fortune. In his time, the definitions were clearer.
Men and women of middle-class upbringing anywhere in the Western world
desired to marry, to bear and rear children. Et cetera. Everyone travelled along
the same ruts in the road. But for Sonny, marrying late in life, in the New Era,
everything was a matter of choice. She got up in the morning and started from
scratch, wondering about relationships, marriage, men, the erratic fellow she’d
chosen – who, from her description, still seemed to be half a boy. He was
reminded of Marta, who often said she would find a male companion just as
soon as she figured out what she needed one for. (p. 349)

To some, such examples sound familiar. To others they seem alien – tales
from a distant world. It is clear that there is no such thing as ‘the’ individualized
society. Unquestionably, the situation in cities like Munich or Berlin is different
from that in Pomerania or East Friesland. Between urban and rural regions there
are clear differences, which are empirically demonstrable with regard, for exam-
ple, to lifestyle and family structure.3 What has long been taken for granted in
one as a part of normal life, seems odd, irritating, threatening in the other. Of
course, lifestyles and attitudes from the town are spreading to the country – but
refractedly, with a different gloss. Individualization means, implies, urbaniza-
tion. But urbanization carries the role models of the world out there into the
village living room – through the expansion of education, through tourism, and
not least through advertising, the mass media and consumerism. Even where
seemingly unaltered lifestyles and traditional certainties are chosen and put on
show, they quite often represent decisions against new longings and aroused
desires.

It is necessary, therefore, to check each group, milieu and region to determine
how far individualization processes – overt or covert – have advanced within it.
We do not maintain that this development has achieved blanket coverage of the
whole population without differentiation. Rather, the catch-word ‘individualiza-
tion’ should be seen as designating a trend. What is decisive is the systematic
nature of the development linked to the advance of modernity. Martin Baethge
(1991) writes: ‘Something which points towards tomorrow can hardly be repre-
sentative of today’ (p. 271). Individualization has elements of both – it is an
exemplary diagnosis of the present and the wave of the future.

What is heralded, ultimately, by this development is the end of fixed, prede-
fined images of man. The human being becomes (in a radicalization of Sartre’s
meaning) a choice among possibilities, homo optionis. Life, death, gender, cor-
poreality, identity, religion, marriage, parenthood, social ties – all are becoming
decidable down to the small print; once fragmented into options, everything must
be decided.4 At best, this constellation reminds us of Baron Münchhausen, who
reputedly solved what has now become a universal problem: how to pull oneself
out of the swamp of (im)possibilities by one’s own pigtail. This artistic state of
civilization has been summed up perhaps most clearly (with a pessimistic twist)
by the poet Gottfried Benn (1979): ‘In my view the history of man, of his endan-
germent, his tragedy, is only just beginning. Up to now the altars of saints and the
wings of archangels have stood behind him; his weaknesses and wounds have
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been bathed from chalices and fonts. Now is beginning the series of his great,
insoluble, self-inflicted dooms’ (pp. 150f).

OOnn  tthhee  IImmppoossssiibbiilliittyy  ooff  LLiivviinngg  MMooddeerrnn  LLiiffee::
tthhee  DDee--RRoouuttiinniizzaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  MMuunnddaannee

It is easily said: certainties have fragmented into questions which are now spin-
ning around in people’s heads. But it is more than that. Social action needs rou-
tines in which to be enacted. One can even say that our thoughts and actions are
shaped, at the deepest level, by something of which we are hardly or not at all
aware. There is an extensive literature which stresses the relief afforded in this
way by internalized, pre-conscious or semi-conscious routines – or more pre-
cisely, the indispensable role they play in enabling people to lead their lives and
discover their identities within their social coordinates. As Hartmann Tyrell
(1986) shows, everyday life is concerned primarily with:

the temporal order of doing. . . But it is not only the temporal order as such which
matters, but the associated stratum of experiences repeated over and over again,
the normal, the regular, the unsurprising. At the same time, daily life is a sphere
of reduced attention, of routinized activity, of safe, easy availability, and thus of
actions that can be repeated ‘again and again’. It is about ‘what is done here’,
sometimes in a decidedly particularist sense, in the family circle, the village, the
region, etc. It is about the commonplace and familiar. . . what ‘everyone does
here’. (p. 255)

It is precisely this level of pre-conscious ‘collective habitualizations’, of
matters taken for granted, that is breaking down into a cloud of possibilities to be
thought about and negotiated. The deep layer of foreclosed decisions is being
forced up into the level of decision making.

Hence the irritation, the endless chafing of the open wound – and the defensive-
aggressive reaction. The questions and decisions rising up from the floor of exis-
tence can be neither escaped nor changed back into a silent ground on which life
can be lived. At most, such pacification is achieved temporarily, provisionally; it
is permeated with questions that can burst out again at any time. Think, calculate,
plan, adjust, negotiate, define, revoke (with everything constantly starting again
from the beginning): these are the imperatives of the ‘precarious freedoms’ that are
taking hold of life as modernity advances. Even not deciding, the mercy of having
to submit, is vanishing. Sometimes its place is taken by a hybrid, simulating what
has been lost: the decision in favour of chance, of not deciding, an attempt to
banish doubt which yet is pursued by doubt even in its interior dialogues:

I thought I’d be pregnant soon. I’d stopped taking precautions. But I couldn’t
seem to tell anyone, not Bobby or Jonathan. I suppose I was ashamed of my own
motives. I didn’t like the idea of myself as calculating or underhanded. All I
wanted, really, was to get pregnant by accident. The unexpected disadvantage of
modern life is our victory over our own fates. We’re called on to decide so
much, almost everything. . . In another era I’d have had babies in my twenties,
when I was married to Denny. I’d have become a mother without quite deciding
to. Without weighing the consequences. (Cunningham, 1991: 203)
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Life loses its self-evident quality; the social ‘instinct substitute’ which supports
and guides it is caught up in the grinding mills of what needs to be thought out
and decided. If it is correct that routines and institutions have an unburdening
function which renders individuality and decision making possible, it becomes
clear what kind of encumbrance, exertion and stress is imposed by the destruc-
tion of routine. Ansgar Weymann (1989) points to the efforts the individual
makes to escape this ‘tyranny of possibilities’ – such as flight into magic, myth,
metaphysics. The overtaxed individual ‘seeks, finds and produces countless
authorities intervening in social and psychic life, which, as his professional repre-
sentatives, relieve him of the question: “Who am I and what do I want?” and thus
reduce his fear of freedom’ (1989: 3). This creates the market for the answer
factories, the psycho-boom, the advice literature – that mixture of the esoteric
cult, the primal scream, mysticism, yoga and Freud which is supposed to drown
out the tyranny of possibilities but in fact reinforces it with its changing fashions.

It is sometimes claimed that individualization means autonomy, emancipation,
the freedom and self-liberation of humanity.5 This calls to mind the proud subject
postulated by the philosophy of the Enlightenment, who will acknowledge
nothing but reason and its laws. But sometimes anomie rather than autonomy
seems to prevail – a state unregulated to the point of lawlessness. (Emile
Durkheim, in his classic study of anomie, sees it as the ‘evil of missing bound-
aries’, a time of overflowing wishes and desires, no longer disciplined by social
barriers (1993: 289, 311). Any generalization that seeks to understand individu-
alized society only in terms of one extreme or the other – autonomy or anomie –
abbreviates and distorts the questions that confront us here. This society is
characterized by hybrid forms, contradictions, ambivalences (dependent on politi-
cal, economic and family conditions). It is also characterized, as we have said, by
the ‘do-it-yourself biography’ which – depending on the economic situation, educa-
tional qualifications, stage of life, family situation, colleagues – can easily turn
into a ‘breakdown biography’ (Hitzler, 1988; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1993).
Failure and inalienable freedom live in close proximity and perhaps intermingle
(as in the ‘chosen’ lifestyle of ‘singles’).

At any rate, the topics that individuals wear themselves out on project into the
most diverse spheres of life. They may be ‘small’ questions (such as the allo-
cation of housework), but also include ‘large’ questions of life and death (from
prenatal diagnosis to intensive medical care). The abolition of routine thus releases
questions of very different social and moral weight. But they all bear on the core
of existence. One can even say that decisions about lifestyles are ‘deified’.
Questions that went out of use with God are re-emerging at the centre of life.
Everyday life is being post-religiously ‘theologized’.

A secular line can be drawn: God, nature, social system. Each of these cate-
gories and horizons of meaning to an extent replaces the previous one; each
stands for a particular group of self-evident assumptions and provides a source of
legitimation for social action, which can be seen as a sequence of secularized
necessities. As the dams become permeable and are breached, what was once
reserved for God or was given in advance by nature, is now transformed into
questions and decisions which have their locus in the conduct of private life.
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(With the successes of reproductive medicine and human genetics the anthropology
of the human species is even being drawn quite literally into the area of decision
making.) To this extent, from the viewpoint of cultural history, it can be said that
modernity, which dawned with the subject’s claim to self-empowerment, is redeem-
ing its promise. As modernity gains ground, God, nature and the social system
are being progressively replaced, in greater and lesser steps, by the individual –
confused, astray, helpless and at a loss. With the abolition of the old coordinates
a question arises that has been decried and acclaimed, derided, pronounced
sacred, guilty and dead: the question of the individual.

WWhhaatt  iiss  NNeeww  iinn  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  PPrroocceesssseess??
TThhee  EExxaammppllee  ooff  tthhee  SSoocciiaall  HHiissttoorryy  ooff  MMaarrrriiaaggee

In his book The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, published in 1860, Jakob
Burckhardt writes that in the Middle Ages human consciousness lay:

dreaming or half awake, beneath a collective veil. The veil was woven of faith,
illusion and childish prepossession, through which the world and history were
seen clad in strange hues. Man was conscious of himself only as a member of a
race, people, party, family, corporation – only through some general category.
In Italy, this veil first melted into air, an objective treatment and consideration
of the state and of all the things of this world became possible. The subjective
side at the same time asserted itself with corresponding emphasis; man became
a spiritual individual, and recognized himself as such. (1987: 161)

Paradoxically, Burckhardt’s description of the Renaissance has features of post-
modernism. Everything is taken over by fashions; the politically indifferent
private person comes into being; biographies and autobiographies are written and
invented; women are educated according to masculine ideals. ‘The highest praise
which could then be given to the great Italian women was that they had the mind
and the courage of men.’ From the standpoint of the nineteenth century,
Burckhardt notes, something emerged which ‘our age would call immodesty’
(1987: 428).

Anyone reading this and similar accounts will ask: what is new and specific in
the individualization processes of the second half of the twentieth century?6 To
give a concise and direct answer, what is historically new is that something that
was earlier expected of a few – to lead a life of their own – is now being demanded
of more and more people and, in the limiting case, of all. The new element is,
first, the democratization of individualization processes and, second (and closely
connected), the fact that basic conditions in society favour or enforce individuali-
zation (the job market, the need for mobility and training, labour and social legis-
lation, pension provisions etc.).

This history of the spread to pre-eminence of individualizations can be illustrated
by various social phenomena and formations. Such will now be done by means of
an exemplary sketch of the social history of marriage. To state our thesis at the out-
set: whereas marriage was earlier first and foremost an institution sui generis raised
above the individual, today it is becoming more and more a product and construct
of the individuals forming it. Let us now trace this historical curve in more detail.
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As late as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, marriage was to be
understood not from below to above but from above to below, as a direct com-
ponent of the social order. It was a socially binding mode of living and working
which was largely inaccessible to individual intervention. It prescribed to men
and women what they had to do and not to do even in the details of daily life,
work, economic behaviour and sexuality. (Of course, not everyone complied. But
the social mesh of the family and village community was tight, and possibilities
of control were omnipresent. Anyone who infringed the prevailing norms there-
fore had to reckon with rigorous sanctions.) To overstate slightly: marriage was
a kind of internalized ‘natural law’ which – hallowed by God and the authority of
the church, secured by the material interests of those bound together within it – was,
so to speak, ‘executed’ in marriage. This emerges clearly through what seems to
be an example of the contrary, a hard-won divorce reported by Gisela Bock and
Barbara Duden (1977):

In the early 18th century, in the Seine/Maine region of France, two people
appeared before the responsible church court: Jean Plicque, a vintner in Villenoy
and Catherine Giradin, his wife. Seven months earlier she had with difficulty
achieved a separation of bed and board on grounds of absolute incompatibility.
Now they came back and declared that it would be not only better but ‘much
more advantageous and useful for them to live together than to remain apart’.
This couple’s realization is typical of all rural and urban households: husband
and wife were dependent on each other because and as long as there was no
possibility of earning a livelihood outside joint family work. (1977: 126)

This couple’s realization points up a situation that (despite all the diversity)
seems to have been typical of pre-industrial society. Apart from church and
monastery, there was no basis for material existence outside marriage. Marriage
was not held together by the love, self-discovery or self-therapy of two wage-
earners seeking each other and themselves, but was founded on religious obliga-
tion and materially anchored in the marital forms of work and life. Anyone who
wishes to understand the meaning of this institution of marriage must leave aside
the individuals and place at the centre the overarching whole of an order finally
founded on God and the afterlife. Here marriage did not serve individual happi-
ness, but was a means for achieving succession, hereditary family rule in the case
of the nobility and so on. The stability of the social order and hierarchy depended
on it in a very tangible way.

With the beginning of the modern age the higher meanings superimposed on
forms of social existence were loosened. The trend towards individuality – first
in the middle-class ‘market individual’ founded on private capital – called into
question the gravity of collective identities and action units, at least latently. With
the separation of the family from the economic sphere, the working, economic
unit of husband and wife was ruptured. Characteristically, the response to this
dissolution of the material basis of the marriage community was a heightening of
the moral and legal underpinnings of marriage. Here, again, marriage is justified
‘deductively’, that is from above to below, but now with a moral exclamation
mark, as a cornerstone of the bourgeois–Christian world order. A draft of the
German Civil Code, published in 1888, states: ‘A German Civil Code, following
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the general Christian view among the people, will have to start from the assumption
that in marital law it is not the principle of the individual freedom of the spouses
that prevails, but that marriage should be seen as a moral and legal order inde-
pendent of the will of the spouses’ (cited by Blasius, 1992: 130f).

‘Not the principle of … individual freedom’, but an ‘order independent of the will
of the spouses’: the threatening possibility resonates implicitly in the negation.
However, the community is a one-sided one. The wife is expressly forbidden to
use her own name. The surname thus becomes that of the husband. In exemplary
fashion, the general element is equated with power – here, that of the husband. As
late as 1956 we read in a judgement: ‘Rather, Article 6 GG allows equal rights to
come into play in family law only to the extent that our traditional concept of the
family, as determined by Christianity, remains intact. All exaggerated individualis-
tic tendencies are thereby denied an effect on marital law.. . This must also apply
to marital law as it relates to names’ (cited by Struck, 1991: 390). Here we already
find the exorcising formulation about the ‘exaggerated individualistic tendencies’
that has lost nothing of its topicality. By it the Beelzebub of individualism was
supposed to be sprinkled and driven out with the holy water of tradition.

Family registers are an unopened treasure trove of idealized family images
proclaimed, as it were, ex cathedra. Two of them will be juxtaposed here: one
from the time of National Socialism and one from the 1970s in the German Federal
Republic. The contrast could hardly be more radical. The prefatory remarks
make clear the individualistic conversion that has taken place in Germany – even
officially – within three decades.

In the register from the early 1940s we read: ‘Prefatory note: Marriage cannot
be an end in itself, but must serve a greater goal, the increase and survival of the
species and the race. Adolf Hitler.’7 This sounds like a command and is no doubt
intended as one. The racial doctrine of National Socialism is an extreme example
of the ‘counter-modernization’ which stages a masquerade of the past in order to
push back the ‘decadent’ tendencies of modernity (Beck, 1993: Chapter 4). It
aims – using every means – to establish the unquestioned world of a re-integrated
blood community. Marriage thus becomes a branch office of the state, a minia-
ture state, the ‘germ-cell of the state’. It is the place where the ‘German race’ is
reproduced.

The commentary in the family register from the 1970s seems expressly to
countermand the one just quoted. Here we read that ‘the task of marriage under
private law is not to see itself primarily as serving other aims beyond it, but to
find its main purpose in marriage itself.’8 Today’s marriage manual no longer
talks about the ‘Christian world order and its values’ or of ‘state goals’, and still
less of the ‘survival of the race’. Instead, it makes explicit the switch that has
taken place from a view directed at the whole to one focused on people. The state
even seems to slap its own wrist in warning the spouses entrusted to it not to do
what up until then had been state law and policy regarding marriage, namely to
follow ‘traditional models’:

Caution is advised in face of the dangerous temptation to accept traditional models
of marriage and of the family without question as ‘natural’, causing them to
become fossilized in law. The rapid development of our modern industrial
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society, the increasing number of working women, the expected further reduction
of working hours, the changing character of professions, etc. compel the legal
system to adopt an open-minded, unprejudiced attitude towards new embodi-
ments of marriage and the family.9

The voice of sociology is audible here. This may even be a case of the (legend-
ary) ‘trickling down’, the ‘disappearance’ of sociology – here, in the family
register – which indicates its successful effect.

However, the newly weds also find the following ‘blessing’ quoted in their
marriage manual in a chapter on ‘The Dissolution of Marriage’: ‘Once their dis-
putes have reached a certain stage, they (the spouses) seem to each other like two
surgeons operating on each other without anaesthetic, who “get better and better
at knowing what hurts”.’10 This is witty and apt and could hardly contrast more
dramatically with the ‘racial marriage’ or the ‘Christian marriage’ still legally
binding in the 1950s. Furthermore it could not show more clearly the radical
change from the interpretation of marriage as something beyond the individual
to the exclusively individual interpretation. Here, not only does an official text
mention the dissolution of marriage in the same breath as the contract; marriage
is also institutionalized as an individualized programme. The why, what and how
long of marriage are placed entirely in the hands and hearts of those joined in it.
From now on there is just one maxim defining what marriage means: the script is
the individualization of marriage. The individual code of marriage is, so to speak,
legally ordained.

This makes two things clear. First, even the old forms of marriage, now that
they have been bureaucratically disowned, must be chosen and lived at one’s per-
sonal risk. Even the marriage guidance manual contains, in effect, the warning
that marriage – like excessive speed on a winding road – is a risky personal
undertaking for which no insurances are valid. And second, no one now can say
what goes on behind the oh-so-unchanging label ‘marriage’ – what is possible,
permitted, required, taboo or indispensable. The world order of marriage is from
now on an individual order which must be questioned and reconstructed by indi-
viduals as they go along.

To forestall any misunderstanding: even the new, individual order of marriage
is not a mere product of individualization and its wishes. Rather, it is bound to
institutional edicts – for example those of the legal system, which are central. It
depends on the requirements of the educational system, the labour market, old-age
pensions (the last today presupposing that both partners – and not just the husband,
as earlier – have their own independent biographies, as earners and their own
financial security). Even with regard to the twosome, therefore – that seemingly
completely private, intimate sphere – individualization does not by any means
imply that the increased freedom of choice is the same thing as a breakdown of
order.11 Rather, what we see here, as elsewhere, is what Talcott Parsons has called
‘institutionalized individualism’ (1978: 321). Freely translated, this means that in
modern life the individual is confronted on many levels with the following chal-
lenge: You may and you must lead your own independent life, outside the old
bonds of family, tribe, religion, origin and class; and you must do this within the new
guidelines and rules which the state, the job market, the bureaucracy etc. lay down.
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In this sense marriage, too, in its modern version, is not merely an individual
order but an ‘individual situation dependent on institutions’ (Beck, 1986: 210).

PPeerrssppeeccttiivveess  aanndd  CCoonnttrroovveerrssiieess  ooff  aann  IInnddiivviidduuaall--OOrriieenntteedd  SSoocciioollooggyy

All sociology splits into two opposed views of the same thing. The social dimen-
sion can be regarded either from the standpoint of individuals or from that of
the whole (society, state, the common good, class, group, organization etc.) (cf.
Bolte, 1983). Both standpoints are founded on the structure of social action,
which can be analysed either in terms of the agents or in terms of the social struc-
ture. However, that both standpoints are equally possible, equally necessary or
equally original does not mean that they are equally valuable or have equal rights;
still less does it mean that they are identical. Rather, each of these viewpoints
relativizes, criticizes the other (subtly, but with abundant consequences): anyone
who analyses society from the standpoint of the individual does not accept its
form at a particular time as a preordained, unalterable datum, but calls it into
question. Here, sociological thought is not far from the ‘art of mistrust’, to use a
formulation of Berger (1977: 40), adapted from Nietzsche. Indeed, it tends to
‘destabilize’ existing power relationships, as Bauman (1991: 17), for example,
puts it. By contrast, where the so-called ‘operational requirements’ of society (or
subdivisions of it) provide the framework of reference, they are often presented
to the outside world simply as the inner happiness of the ego. To apply this
happiness there are funnels – known as ‘duties’ – and institutions for pouring it
through these funnels, for purposes of intimidation: schools, courts, marriages,
organizations etc.

The prevailing sociology has usually made things easy for itself by cutting off
the questions that arise here with the strict injunction, backed up by thick volumes,
that individuals can only be or become individuals within society. In this way
they continually repress the idea: what would happen if these individuals wanted
a different society, or even a different type of society?

The old sociology, still well endowed with university chairs, is armed against
this idea: the general interest, congealed as structure, is condensed and glorified
as Parsonian ‘functional prerequisites’. From such prerequisites – as from a
cornucopia of secularized ethical duties – pour forth ‘role patterns’, ‘functions’,
‘demands’, ‘subsystems’, equally remote from God and the earth, divorced from
action and yet its precondition, which are to be applied as a standard to the con-
fusion and refractoriness of individuals, to yield judgements such as ‘normal’,
‘deviant’, ‘erroneous’ and ‘absurd’.

Accordingly, the ‘individualistic’ perspective on society has up to now been
usually dismissed as presumptuous and self-contradictory. There is talk – using
an up-to-date idiom – of ‘demand inflation’ and the ‘ego society’. The decay of
values is deplored, while it is forgotten that such decay is as old as Socrates. The
GDR had exemplary experience of the inverse question and foundered on it: what
happens to institutions without individuals? What does it mean when individuals
withdraw their assent from the institutional elite? The same question was urgently
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posed in Italy in 1993 (and in France, Sweden, Finland, Germany, the USA etc.)
and the answer was the same: the political systems tremble. Where the functional-
ist viewpoint, based on system theory, is dominant, a ‘subject-oriented’ sociology
often appears not only deviant but subversive. For it can sometimes reveal that
the party and institutional elites are riders without horses.

Neither is it true, of course, that both conceptions of the social order are incom-
plete in themselves and need to supplement each other. But before such a need
for harmony smoothes over a conflict which has not yet been fought out openly,
it should be pointed out here that for some centuries the view of the totality has
suppressed that of individuals. In view of this it is time to turn the tables and ask
what kind of society comes into being after the demise of the great political
camps and the party political consensus.

In other words: the two points of view remain until further notice incompatible;
they are even becoming, through a modernization which is setting individuals and
their demands and dilemmas free, more and more irreconcilable, and are giving
rise to antithetical explanations, methods, theories and intellectual traditions.

It will be objected that this is not a meaningful antithesis. Entities which pre-
suppose each other analytically, individuals and society, cannot be described as a
social conflict. Moreover, both viewpoints lay claim to both viewpoints. He who
embraces the ‘whole’ (of society) – the functionality of social formations – in
his field of vision, self-evidently claims to include the standpoint of individuals
as well. If necessary, this is presented as the morally correct standpoint, that
which must be asserted against the false self-consciousness of individuals in their
own well-understood interests. Whereas, conversely, every variant of subject- or
individual-oriented sociology naturally also offers statements and explanations
about the intrinsic reality of social formations and systems, their structure, stage
management etc.

What was shown in the preceding section through the example of marriage
applies generally: the antithesis between the individual- and system-based view-
points should be understood as a historical development. If, in traditional, pre-
industrial societies, we can still, perhaps, assume a fairly balanced relationship
between the two frames of reference, this pre-established harmony breaks down
with the unfolding of modernity. This is the central theme of sociology in Emile
Durkheim and Georg Simmel. But both still assume that it is possible to integrate
individualized society, as it were transcendentally, through values. Such a possi-
bility, however, became more unrealistic the more individuals were released from
classical forms of integration in groups, including family and class. What is
emerging today can be called, with Hans Magnus Enzensberger, ‘the average
exoticism of everyday life’:

It is most obvious in the provinces. Market towns in Lower Bavaria, villages in
the Eifel Hills, small towns in Holstein are populated by figures no one could
have dreamed of only thirty years ago. For example, golf-playing butchers,
wives imported from Thailand, counter-intelligence agents with allotments,
Turkish Mullahs, women chemists in Nicaragua committees, vagrants driving
Mercedes, autonomists with organic gardens, weapons-collecting tax officials,
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peacock-breeding smallholders, militant lesbians, Tamil ice-cream sellers, classics
scholars in commodity futures trading, mercenaries on home leave, extremist
animal-rights activists, cocaine dealers with solariums, dominas with clients in
top management, computer freaks commuting between Californian data banks
and nature reserves in Hesse, carpenters who supply golden doors to Saudi
Arabia, art forgers, Karl May researchers, bodyguards, jazz experts, euthanasists
and porno producers. Into the shoes of the village idiots and the oddballs, of the
eccentrics and the queer fish, has stepped the average deviationist, who no
longer stands out at all from millions like him. (1992: 179)

Under such conditions, institutions are founded on antiquated images of indivi-
duals and their social situations. To avoid endangering their own power, the
administrators of these institutions maintain the status quo at all costs (supported
by a sociology operating with the old conceptual stereotypes). An amusing con-
sequence of this is that the political class regards the individuals ‘out there’ as no
less stupid and brazen than the society of individuals considers the political class.
The question as to which of them is right can, in principle, be easily decided. The
idea that only the party elite and the bureaucratic apparatus knows what is what
and that everyone else is imbecilic is one that characterized the Soviet Union –
until it collapsed.

‘This society’, Enzensberger writes of the German Federal Republic:

is no longer capable of being disappointed. It registered very early, very quickly
what’s going on in Bonn. The way the parties present themselves also con-
tributes to this cynical view. The politicians try to compensate for the loss of
their authority, the erosion of power and trust, by a huge expenditure on adver-
tising. But these wasteful battles are counter-productive. The message is tautolo-
gous and empty. They always say only one thing, which is, ‘I am I’ or ‘We are
we’. The zero statement is the preferred form of self-presentation. That naturally
confirms people’s belief that no ideas can be expected from this caste. . . When
the posters say: ‘It’s Germany’s future’, then everyone knows that these are
empty words, at most it’s about the future of the milk subsidy to farmers, of the
health insurance contributions or benefits. The Federal Republic is relatively
stable and relatively successful not because of, but despite being ruled by the
people who grin down from the election posters. (1992: 233, 228)

The theory of individualization takes sides in political debate in two ways:
first, it elaborates a frame of reference which allows the subject area – the con-
flicts between individuals and society – to be analysed from the standpoint of
individuals. Second, the theory shows how, as modern society develops further,
it is becoming questionable to assume that collective units of meaning and action
exist. System theories, which assume an existence and reproduction of the social
independence of the actions and thoughts of individuals, are thereby losing real-
ity content. To exaggerate slightly: system theory is turning into a system meta-
physics which obstructs the view of the virulent social and political process
whereby, in all spheres of activity, the content, goals, foundations and structures
of the ‘social’ are having to be renegotiated, reinvented and reconstructed.12

A sociology which confronts the viewpoint serving the survival of institutions
with the viewpoint of individuals is a largely undeveloped area of the discipline.
Almost all sociology, through a ‘congenital bias’, is based on a negation of indivi-
duality and the individual. The social has almost always been conceived in
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terms of tribes, religions, classes, associations, and above all, recently, of social
systems. The individuals were the interchangeable element, the product of cir-
cumstances, the character masks, the subjective factor, the environment of the
systems, in short: the indefinable. Sociology’s credo, to which it owes its profes-
sional identity, states over and over again that the individual is the illusion of
individuals who are denied insight into the social conditions and conditionality of
their lives.

The works of world literature, the great narratives and dramas that have held
the epochs in thrall, are variations of this doctrine of the higher reality and dig-
nity of the general, social dimension, the indivisible unit of which – as the term
individere itself implies – is the individual. But is a science of individere actually
possible? Is not a ‘sociology of the individual’ (unless it contents itself with the
social history of that concept, in the context of discourse theory) a self-contradiction,
a pig with wings, a disguised appeal for sociology to abolish itself ?

One does not need to go to the opposite extreme to see that many of the main
concepts of sociology are on a war footing with the basic idea of individualization
theory: that traditional contexts are being broken up, reconnected, recast; are
becoming in all cases decidable, decision dependent, in need of justification.
Where this historical development is asserting itself, the viewpoints from ‘above’
and ‘below’, from the social whole and from the individual, are diverging. At the
same time, the questions stirred up by system theory’s perspective are still in force
and even take on increased importance as they become more unmanageable. Take,
for example, the declining birthrate, which can only be deciphered if seen against
the background of the changed wishes, hopes and life plans of men and women.
On the level of society as a whole, it brings with it a whole string of secondary
consequences and questions (education policy, labour market management, pen-
sions, local planning, immigration policy etc.). Individuals, their preferences and
aversions, are becoming the interference factor, that which is simply incalculable,
a constant source of irritation, because they upset all calculations – education quo-
tas, study plans, pension calculations etc. Among politicians and administrators,
and the academic experts who prepare their texts, this heightens the suspicion of
irrationality, since it keeps turning the current legal, administrative and computing
formulae into waste paper. Where hitherto-accepted assumptions are found want-
ing, the clamour about ‘mood democracy’ and the ‘elbow society’ begins. Norms
and moral standards are set. But the tidal wave of new life designs, of do-it-yourself
and tightrope biographies, cannot be either held back or understood in this way.
The scurrying of the individualized lifestyles, elaborated in the personal trial-and-
error process (between training, retraining, unemployment and career, between
hopes of love, divorce, new dreams of happiness), is unamenable to the need for
standardization of bureaucratized political science and sociology.

No one denies that important matters are thought about and initiated by these
disciplines, too. But what was previously regarded as background noise to be
neglected, is now being seen, more and more undeniably, as the basic situation.
The frame of reference of institutionalized state politics and administration, on
one hand, and that of individuals trying to hold together their biography fragments,
on the other, is breaking apart into antagonistic conceptions of ‘public welfare’,
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‘quality of life’, ‘future viability’, ‘justice’ and ‘progress’. A rift is opening between
the images of society prevalent in politics and institutions and those arising from
the situations of individuals struggling for viable ways of living.

In this tension-laden field, sociology must rethink its concepts and its research
routines. In the face of Enzensberger’s ‘average exoticism of everyday life’,
together with what is now formulated with scholarly caution as the ‘pluralization
of lifestyles’, old classifications and schemata are becoming as ideologically sus-
pect as they are necessary to the institutional actors. Take, for example, the stud-
ies which ‘prove’ that the increasingly numerous non-marital partnerships are
really pre-conjugal communities and that post-conjugal communities are actually
only a preliminary form of the next marriage, so that marriage can be proclaimed
the transcendental victor throughout all this turbulence. Such consolations have
their market and their grateful customers: the turmoils of individualization, their
message runs, are a storm in surviving marriage’s teacup.

This confirms the old adage that the echo coming back out of the wood is the
same as the shout that went into it. Anyone who ‘maritalizes’ alternative ways of
living should not be surprised if he sees marriages wherever he looks. But this is
a prime example of blind empiricism. Even methodical brilliance, that is able to
avoid calling its categorical framework into question, becomes a second-hand
bookshop stocked with standard social groups, which only exist as an ideal:
though as such they are very much alive.13

PPrroossppeecctt::  HHooww  ccaann  HHiigghhllyy  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzeedd  SSoocciieettiieess  bbee  IInntteeggrraatteedd??

Individualization has a double face: ‘precarious freedoms’. Expressed in the old,
wrong terms, emancipation and anomie form together, through their political
chemistry, an explosive mixture. The consequences and questions erupting in all
parts of society are correspondingly deep reaching and nerve deadening; they
increasingly alarm the public and preoccupy social scientists. To mention only a
few: how do children grow up when there are fewer and fewer clear guidelines
and responsibilities in families? Can connections be made with the growing ten-
dency towards violence among young people? Is the age of mass products and
mass consumption coming to an end with the pluralization of lifestyles and must
the economy and industry adapt themselves to products and product fashions that
can be combined individually, with corresponding methods of production?

Is it at all possible for a society in the drifting sand of individualization to be
registered statistically and analysed sociologically? Is there any remaining basic
unit of the social, whether the household, family or commune? How could such
units be defined and made operational? How should the various political spheres –
for example, local politics, traffic policy, environmental policy, family or welfare
policy – react to the diversification and transitoriness of needs and situations?
How must social work (and its educational content) change when poverty is
divided up and, as it were, distributed laterally among biographies? What archi-
tecture, what spatial planning, what educational planning does a society need
under the pressure of individualization? Has the end come for the big parties and
the big associations or are they just starting a new stage of their history?
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Behind all these irritating questions, a basic question is making itself more and
more clearly heard: is it still at all possible to integrate highly individualized socie-
ties? As is shown by the rebirth of nationalism, of ethnic differences and con-
flicts in Europe, there is a strong temptation to react to these challenges with the
classical instruments of encapsulation against ‘aliens’: which means turning back
the wheels of social modernization. No doubt the acceptance of violence against
foreigners in the streets (for example) may indeed be explained in this way. In
Germany as in other Western European states an uprising against the 1970s and
1980s is in progress, a Kulturkampf of the two modernities. Old certainties, just
now grown fragile, are again proclaimed – from everyday life to politics, from the
family to the economy and the concept of progress. The highly individualized,
find-out-for-yourself society is to be replaced by an inwardly heterogeneous society
outwardly consolidated into a fortress – and the demarcation against ‘foreigners’
fits in with this calculation.

To put the matter ironically: since men can no longer, ‘unfortunately’, deny the
right of women to vote, since women’s desire for education can only with diffi-
culty be held in check, since everything that might be useful in this regard proves
awkward, a perhaps quite serviceable alternative route is being taken – not quite
consciously but not quite unconsciously either. It involves achieving the same
goals through the dramaturgy of violence and nationalism. Here the breaching of
the taboo on violence by right-wing extremists has a basis of which little account
has been taken: namely, the counter-revolt, pent up in the West too, against the
individualization, feminization and ecologization of everyday life. Quite inciden-
tally, violence reinstates the priorities of orthodox industrial society – economic
growth, the faith in technology, the nuclear family, gender hierarchy – banishing
the tiresome spirits of permanent questioning; or seeming to do so.

But nailing down the status quo or even doing a backward salto mortale could
not, at the end of the twentieth century, provide a basis of legitimacy. The same
is true of the three ways of integrating highly industrialized societies that are
mentioned again and again in the debate. They, too, are becoming uncertain, fragile,
unable to function in the longer term.

The first is the possibility of what might be called a transcendental consensus,
an integration through values, which was the driving force of classical sociology
from Durkheim to Parsons. Opposing this today is the realization that the diver-
sification of cultural perceptions and the connections people have to make for
themselves eat away the very foundations on which value communities can feed
and constantly renew themselves.

Others, second, contrast to this integration through values an integration
founded on joint material interests. If an avowal of common values (which, of
course, always has a narrowing, repressive side) is no longer possible, it is
replaced in highly developed society by the share in prosperity that is felt by
broad sections of the population, binding them into that society. According to this
theory, the cohesion of the old federal republic rested primarily on the growing
‘economic cake’, whereas the new, enlarged republic – where recession, shortage
and poverty are starting to take control – faces severe tests. But even disregard-
ing this topical development, the basic assumption is itself questionable. To hope
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that only material interests and institutional dependence (consumption, job market,
welfare state, pensions) create cohesion, is to confuse the problem with the solu-
tion, making a virtue (desired by theory) out of the necessity of disintegrating
groups and group allegiances.

Third, national consciousness, too, is no longer able to provide a basis for
stable integration. This is not only shown by the polarizations generated by the
‘national project’. It is also, as René König wrote as early as 1979, ‘much too
abstract in relation to real and very tangible fissures’ (p. 364); it is simply no
longer able to reach and bind these splits. In other words, with the mobilization
of ethnic identities, it is precisely national integration which breaks down:

This can be called a ‘relapse into the middle ages’, and the disintegration of the
existing large societies into separate, opposed local powers can be seen as the
decay of the old ‘nations’ – a process which has been a reality in some parts of
the old and new worlds for some time now. Here, the old path from alliances to
empires is reversed; the great empires sometimes split up into federative forma-
tions, or the individual parts split off along lines determined by political, ethnic
or other factors. (ibid.: 364f)

So what is left? In conclusion, we would like to indicate at least the possibility of
a different kind of integration and to put it forward for discussion. To summarize
our basic idea: if highly individualized societies can be bound together at all, it is
only, first, through a clear understanding of precisely this situation and second, if
people can be successfully mobilized and motivated for the challenges present
at the centre of their lives (unemployment, destruction of nature etc.). Where the
old sociality is ‘evaporating’, society must be reinvented. Integration therefore
becomes possible if no attempt is made to arrest and push back the breakout of
individuals. It can happen if we make conscious use of this situation and try to
forge new, politically open, creative forms of bond and alliance. The question of
whether we still have the strength, the imagination – and the time – for this
‘invention of the political’ (Beck, 1993) is, to be sure, a matter of life and death.

In one of his last major essays, König sketched a positively utopian role for
sociology in this connection. He believed it could contribute to integration
through enabling the highly complex society to reflect and observe itself cre-
atively and methodically. He criticized the ‘ruling class of today’ in the strongest
terms because it had ‘lived entirely on a legitimacy borrowed from old elites and
had added nothing of its own’. In this situation, König goes on, ‘sociology could
make this highly complex thematic context transparent. . . Admittedly, integration
could not then be achieved on the institutional level’ – either ethnically, socially,
economically or through state nationalism. ‘To an extent, it can only be imple-
mented “in thought”.’ Therefore, it could be achieved ‘only within the framework
of a new philosophy, which no longer revolved around “being” and “becoming”,
but around the chances for human beings under the conditions that have been
described’ (pp. 367ff; cf. Peters, 1993).

What König proposes is in fact very topical – an integration to be attained ‘in
thought’, in the struggle for new existential foundations for industrial civilization.
Post-traditional societies threatening the cohesion of this civilization can only
become integrable, if at all, through the experiment of their self-interpretation,
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self-observation, self-opening, self-discovery, indeed, their self-invention. Their
future, their ability to have and shape a future, is the measure of their integration.
Whether they can succeed in this is, of course, questionable. Perhaps it will turn
out that individualization and integration are in fact mutually exclusive. And
what of sociology? Is it really able to make an intellectual contribution to plura-
list societies? Or will it remain stuck in its routines, obliterating the big outlines
of change and challenge with its minute calculations of developmental trends?

In his novel The Man without Qualities (1961), Musil distinguishes between a
sense for reality and a sense for possibility. He defines the latter as ‘the capacity
to think how everything could “just as easily” be, and to attach no more impor-
tance to what is than to what is not’. Someone who sees possible truths, Musil
goes on, has, ‘at least in the opinion of their devotees. . . something positively
divine, a fiery, soaring quality, a constructive will. . . that does not shrink from
reality but treats it, on the contrary, as a mission and an invention. . . Since his
ideas. . . are nothing else than as yet unborn realities, he too of course has a sense
of reality; but it is a sense of possible reality’ (pp. 12f). Undoubtedly, sociology,
too, ought to develop such a sense of possible reality – but that is another matter.
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2

A Life of One�s Own in a Runaway World

Individualization, Globalization and Politics

There is hardly a desire more widespread in the West today than to lead ‘a life
of your own’. If a traveller in France, Finland, Poland, Switzerland, Britain,
Germany, Hungary, the USA or Canada asks what really moves people there,
what they strive and struggle to achieve, the answer may be money, work,
power, love, God or whatever, but it would also be, more and more, the promise
of ‘a life of one’s own’. Money means your own money, space means your own
space, even in the elementary sense of a precondition for a life you can call your
own. Love, marriage and parenthood are required to bind and hold together
the individual’s own, centrifugal life story. It would be only a slight exaggera-
tion to say that the daily struggle for a life of one’s own has become the col-
lective experience of the Western world. It expresses the remnant of our
communal feeling.

What drives people to reach for the stars in their lives? Why is this new
direction emerging which, although seemingly meaningful only at the level of
the individual, is really unfolding in accordance with a schematic pattern? What
explains the zeal, the fear and enthusiasm, the cunning and determination, with
which large numbers of people fret and fight for their ‘own lives’? For many,
the answer obviously lies within the people themselves – in their individual
wills, their inflated expectations, their insatiable hunger for new experience,
their decreasing preparedness to obey commands, to get into lane, to make sac-
rifices. Such hasty explanations, however, throw up a new series of questions.
How are we to explain the fact that people in many countries suddenly and
simultaneously want to take control of their lives? Everything is acted out in the
personalized costumes of the individual – independently, in the world’s most
varied cultures, languages and cities. Is this a kind of epidemic of egoism,
an ego fever, to be overcome through daily doses of ethics and references to
the public good? Or are individuals, despite all the glitter of the campaign
for their own lives, perhaps also in the vanguard of a deeper change? Do they
point to new shores, towards a struggle for a new relationship between the indi-
vidual and society, which still has to be invented? This is what the present
chapter will argue.

We live in an age in which the social order of the national state, class, ethni-
city and the traditional family is in decline. The ethic of individual self-fulfilment
and achievement is the most powerful current in modern society. The choosing,



deciding, shaping human being who aspires to be the author of his or her own life,
the creator of an individual identity, is the central character of our time. It is the
fundamental cause behind changes in the family and the global gender revolution
in relation to work and politics. Any attempt to create a new sense of social cohe-
sion has to start from the recognition that individualism, diversity and scepticism
are written into Western culture. The importance of a life of one’s own in a
runaway world may be outlined in the following 15 points.

1: The compulsion to lead a life of one’s own and the possibility of doing
it, emerge when a society is highly differentiated. To the extent that society
breaks down into separate functional spheres that are neither interchangeable nor
graftable onto one another, people are integrated into society only in their partial
aspects as taxpayers, car drivers, students, consumers, voters, patients, producers,
fathers, mothers, sisters, pedestrians and so on. Constantly changing between dif-
ferent, partly incompatible logics of action, they are forced to take into their
hands that which is in danger of breaking into pieces: their own lives. Modern
society does not integrate them as whole persons into its functional systems;
rather, it relies on the fact that individuals are not integrated but only partly and
temporarily involved as they wander between different functional worlds. The
social form of your own life is initially an empty space which an ever more dif-
ferentiated society has opened up. It becomes filled with incompatibilities, the
ruins of traditions, the junk of side-effects. The space left behind as once domi-
nant certainties lose their power becomes a junkyard for the wreckage of people’s
own lives. Many Westerners could say: ‘My life is not a continuum. It is not
merely broken by day and night into black and white pieces. It is different ver-
sions of me which go to the station, sit in the office and make bookings, stalk
through groves, write; I am the thinker-of-all-trades, of broken-up trades, who
runs, smokes, kills, listens to the radio, says “Yes, sir” to the chief officer.’ Such
a person has been called ‘a tray full of sparkling snapshots’ (Arno Schmidt, Aus
dem Leben eines Fauns).

2: The life of one’s own is not a life peculiar to oneself. In fact the opposite is
true; a standardized life is produced that combines both achievement and justice
and in which the interest of the individual and rationalized society are merged.
The expansion of the nation-state produced and affirmed individualization, with
doctrines of socialization and institutions of education to match. This is what I call
the paradox of ‘institutional individualism’. The legal norms of the welfare state
make individuals (not groups) the recipients of benefits, thereby enforcing the
rule that people should organize more and more of their own lives. People used
to be born into traditional societies, as they were into social classes or religions.
Today even God himself has to be chosen. And the ubiquitous rule is that, in
order to survive the rat race, one has to become active, inventive and resourceful,
to develop ideas of one’s own, to be faster, nimbler and more creative – not just
on one occasion, but constantly, day after day. Individuals become actors, builders,
jugglers, stage managers of their own biographies and identities and also of their
social links and networks.

3: The life of one’s own is thus completely dependent on institutions. In the place
of binding traditions, institutional guidelines appear on the scene to organize your
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own life. The qualitative difference between traditional and modern life stories is
not, as many assume, that in older corporate and agrarian societies various suffo-
cating controls and guidelines restricted the individual’s say in his or her own life
to a minimum, whereas today hardly any such restrictions are left. It is, in fact, in
the bureaucratic and institutional jungle of modernity that life is most securely
bound into networks of guidelines and regulations. The crucial difference is that
modern guidelines actually compel the self-organization and self-thematization
of people’s biographies. In earlier times in Europe very precise rules governed
wedding ceremonies, for example, so that in some regions and periods nearly half
the population of marriageable age remained single. Today, by contrast, many
sets of guidelines – in the educational system, the labour market or the welfare
state – involve demands that individuals should run their own lives, on pain of
economic sanction.

4: Living a life of one’s own therefore means that standard biographies become
elective biographies, ‘do-it-yourself biographies’, risk biographies, broken or
broken-down biographies. Even behind façades of security and prosperity, the
possibilities of biographical slippage and collapse are ever present. Hence the
clinging and the fear, even in the externally wealthy middle layers of society. So
there is a big difference to be made between individualization where there are
institutional resources like human rights, education and the welfare state to cope
with the contradiction of modern biographies and ‘atomization’ where there are
not. The neoliberal market ideology enforces atomization with all its political will.

5: In spite or because of the institutional guidelines and the often incalculable
insecurity, the life of one’s own is condemned to activity. Even in failure, it is
an active life in its structuring of demands. The other side of this obligation to
be active is that failure becomes personal failure, no longer perceived as class
experience in a ‘culture of poverty’. It goes hand in hand with forms of self-
responsibility. Whereas illness, addiction, unemployment and other deviations from
the norm used to count as blows of fate, the emphasis today is on individual
blame and responsibility. Living your own life therefore entails taking responsi-
bility for personal misfortunes and unanticipated events. Typically, this is not
only an individual perception, but a culturally binding mode of attribution. It
corresponds to an image of society in which individuals are not passive reflec-
tions of circumstances but active shapers of their own lives, within varying degrees
of limitation.

6: Your own life – your own failure. Consequently, social crisis phenomena
such as structural unemployment can be shifted as a burden of risk onto the shoul-
ders of individuals. Social problems can be directly turned into psychological dis-
positions: into guilt feelings, anxieties, conflicts and neuroses. Paradoxically
enough, a new immediacy develops in the relationship between the individual
and society, an immediacy of disorder such that social crises appear as individual
and are no longer – or only very indirectly – perceived in their social dimension.
This is even true of the darker side of still integrated societies: the new collective
positions of underclass and exclusion. These are collectively individualized. Here
is certainly one of the sources, both present and future, for the outbreaks of vio-
lence for its own sake that are directed against shifting victims (‘foreigners’, the
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disabled, homosexuals, Jews). Researchers distinguish between ‘life story’ as a
chain of actual events and ‘biography’ as the narrative form of events – which by
no means necessarily coincide with each other. Thus, if biographies spoke only
of ‘blows of fate’, ‘objective conditions’ and ‘outside forces’ that ‘overwhelmed’,
‘predetermined’ or ‘compelled’, that would refute our formulated theory, for it
has been argued that individuals have to perceive themselves as at least partly
shaping themselves and the conditions of their lives, even or above all in the
language of failure. A rough pragmatic indicator for the ‘living one’s own life’
theory is thus the presence of elements of an individualistic and active narrative
form in people’s own biographies. Life’s events are ascribed not mainly to ‘alien’
causes, but to aspects of the individual (decisions, non-decisions, omissions,
capacities, incapacities, achievements, compromises, defeats). This does not, of
course, rule out the possibility of false consciousness.

7: People struggle to live their own lives in a world that increasingly and more
evidently escapes their grasp, one that is irrevocably and globally networked.
Even the most natural action of all – the inhaling of clean air – ultimately pre-
supposes a revolution in the industrial world order. This brings us to the concept
of the globalization of biography. In the global age, one’s own life is no longer
sedentary or tied to a particular place. It is a travelling life, both literally and
metaphorically, a nomadic life, a life spent in cars, aeroplanes and trains, on
the telephone or the internet, supported by the mass media, a transnational life
stretching across frontiers. The multilocal transnationality of the life of one’s own
is a further reason for the hollowing out of national sovereignty and the obsoles-
cence of nation-based sociology. The association of place and community or
society is coming unstuck (Beck, 1999a). Whether voluntarily or compulsorily or
both, people spread their lives out across separate worlds. Globalization of bio-
graphy means place polygamy; people are wedded to several places at once. Place-
polygamous ways of living are translated biographies: they have to be constantly
translated both for oneself and for others, so that they can continue as in-between
lives. The transition from the first to the second modernity is also a transition
from place monogamy to place polygamy. To understand the social figure of
globalization as it applies to the life of one’s own, it is necessary to keep in view
the different conflicting places across which that life is spread out. In this sense,
not only global players but also Indian taxi drivers in Chicago or Russian Jews in
Israel live transnational lives. Globalization of biographies means a very com-
plex, contradictory process that generates novel conflicts and forms of separation.
Thus, the upsurge of local nationalisms and the new emphasis on local identity
should be seen as an unmistakable consequence of globalization, and not, as they
may first appear, as a phenomenon that contradicts it. This seventh thesis there-
fore implies that the life of one’s own is a global life. The framework of the
national state has become too big and too small. What happens within your own
life has a lot to do with worldwide influences, challenges and fashions or with
protection against them.

8: The other side of globalization is detraditionalization. The life of one’s own
is also a detraditionalized life. This does not mean that tradition no longer plays
any role – often the opposite is the case. But traditions must be chosen and often
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invented, and they have force only through the decisions and experience of
individuals. The sources of collective and group identity and of meaning which
are characteristic of industrial society (ethnic identity, class consciousness, faith
in progress), whose lifestyles and notions of security underpinned Western demo-
cracies and economies into the 1960s, here lose their mystique and break up,
exhausted. Those who live in this post-national, global society are constantly
engaged in discarding old classifications and formulating new ones. The hybrid
identities and cultures that ensue are precisely the individuality which then deter-
mines social integration. In this way, identity emerges through intersection and
combination and thus through conflict with other identities.

How does this differ from the historical and theoretical analyses of Georg
Simmel, Emile Durkheim and Max Weber in the early part of the twentieth century?
The main difference is that today people are not discharged from corporate
religious-cosmological certainties into the world of industrial society, but are
transplanted from the national industrial societies of the first modernity into the
transnational turmoil of world-risk society (Beck, 1999b). People are expected to
live their lives with the most diverse and contradictory transnational and personal
identities and risks. Individualization in this sense means detraditionalization, but
also the opposite: a life lived in conflict between different cultures, the invention
of hybrid traditions. It is hardly surprising that various idylls – grandma’s apple
cake, forget-me-nots and communitarianism – are experiencing a boom. Even tra-
ditional (for example, religious) systems of interpretation cannot shut themselves
off from what is happening; they collide with one another and end up in public
competition and conflict, at both a global and a local level. Fundamentalism too,
in its European and non-European variants, is in this sense a reaction to both
individualization and globalization. The crucial point here is that the public realm
no longer has anything to do with collective decisions. It is a question not of
solidarity or obligation but of conflictual coexistence.

9: If globalization, detraditionalization and individualization are analysed
together, it becomes clear that the life of one’s own is an experimental life.
Inherited recipes for living and role stereotypes fail to function. There are no
historical models for the conduct of life. Individual and social life – in marriage
and parenthood as well as in politics, public activity and paid work – have to be
brought back into harmony with each other. The restlessness of the age, of the
Zeitgeist, is also due to the fact that no one knows how or whether this can
be achieved.

10: The life of one’s own is a reflexive life. Social reflexion – the processing
of contradictory information, dialogue, negotiation, compromise – is almost
synonymous with living one’s own life. Active management (and that does seem
the right word) is necessary for the conduct of life in a context of conflicting
demands and a space of global uncertainty. Self-realization and self-determination
are by no means merely individual goals; they are often also public stopgaps,
the reverse side of the problems that all partial systems unload onto citizens
by suddenly deeming them ‘mature and responsible’. This compulsion to self-
realization, this departure for the foreign continent of the life of one’s own, goes
hand in hand with integration into worldwide contexts. Something like individual
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distinctiveness really appears for the first time through the combination of social
crises in which individuals are forced to think, act and live. It becomes normal to
test out a number of different mixes; several overlapping identities are discovered
and a life is constructed out of their combination. The social structure of the
global life of one’s own thus appears together with continual differentiation and
individualization – or, to be more precise, with the individualization of classes,
ethnic groups, nuclear families and normal female biographies. In this way, the
nationally fixed social categories of industrial society are culturally dissolved or
transformed. They become ‘zombie categories’, which have died yet live on.
Even traditional conditions of life become dependent on decisions; they have to
be chosen, defended and justified against other options and lived out as a personal
risk. Not only genetically modified food but also love and marriage, including the
traditional housewife marriage, become a risk.

11: Living a life of one’s own is, in this sense, a late-modern form which
enjoys high esteem. This has not always been so. In traditional, nationally closed
societies, the individual remains a species concept: the smallest unit of an imagi-
ned whole. Only detraditionalization, global opening and a new multiplicity of
functional logics give social space and meaning to the emphasis on the indivi-
dual. The positive evaluation of the individual is thus a truly modern phenomenon,
which at the same time continues to be vigorously combated even today (as talk
of the ‘me-first’ or ‘push-and-shove’ society shows). All through history, indivi-
dualist behaviour has been equated with conduct that is deviant or even idiotic.
When individuality features in the consciousness of a world picture, it is tainted
with a flaw or defect. This was true in ancient Greece or during the early Middle
Ages in Europe, when individuality was mainly interpreted as deviant or sinful
behaviour to be avoided. This deprecatory sense of individuality persisted in the
sciences and ‘the bourgeois world, up to the epigraph of Sartre’s La Nausée: “Ce
type n’a aucune valeur pour la société, il n’est qu’un individu.” A mere indivi-
dual – that is the most concise formula expressing the opposition to the early
Romantic rehabilitation (and redefinition) of the essence of individuality’ (Frank,
1988: 611). Interestingly enough, this revaluation of individuality succeeded pre-
cisely because that which had for centuries been the reason for its low value now
became the reason for its high value: namely, that the individual cannot be
derived from the general. The point now was that the general could only be sur-
mised and thus paled beside the verifiability and indeed immemoriality of the
individual. The ‘essence of individuality’ may therefore be understood as ‘radical
non-identity’.

12: The life of one’s own, seen in this way, is a radically non-identical life.
While culture was previously defined by traditions, today it must be defined as
an area of freedom which protects each group of individuals and has the capacity
to produce and defend its own individualization. To be more specific, culture is
the field in which we assert that we can live together, equal yet different.

13: Living your own life therefore can mean living under the conditions for
radicalized democracy, for which many of the concepts and formulae of the first
modernity have become inadequate. No one knows how the conflicting transnational
identities can be politically integrated. No one knows how the ever growing
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demands for family intimacy can be linked to the new demands for the freedom
and self-realization of men, women and children. No one knows how the need of
mass organizations (political parties, trade unions) to obligate individuals can be
made compatible with claims for participation and self-organization. People are
better adapted to the future than are social institutions and their representatives.

14: The decline of values which cultural pessimists are so fond of decrying is in
fact opening up the possibility of escape from the creed of ‘bigger, more, better’,
in a period that is living beyond its means ecologically and economically. Whereas,
in the old value system, the self always had to be subordinated to patterns of col-
lectivity, these new ‘we’ orientations are creating something like a co-operative or
altruistic individualism. Thinking of oneself and living for others, once considered
a contradiction in terms, is revealed as an internal connection. In fact, living alone
means living socially. The politics based on the defence of life as a personal pro-
ject is the rejection of its adversaries: a powerful market system on the one hand
and a communalism that imposes purity and homogeneity on the other.

15: The dominance of the life of one’s own thus leads to an opening and a sub-
politicization of society, but also to a depoliticization of national politics. Two of
the basic conditions for national representative democracy are being especially
called into question. The first of these conditions is the general trust that enables
parties (and other collective actors) to mobilize citizens and party members,
to some extent blindly and independently of their personal preferences, around
certain issues of the day. The second is the limited number of collective actors and
their internal homogeneity. Both these premises are becoming questionable as a
result of individualization processes. It cannot be assumed either that citizens are
party members and party members are party troops or that parties and trade
unions are intrinsically capable of achieving consensus – because large organiza-
tions are also pluralized in respect of their content. In the wake of the processes
of individualization and globalization, collective actors are themselves being
hollowed out and summoned to programmatic revolutions behind an unchanging
façade (New Labour, for example). Unpredictable dilemmas arise, however, for
the organization of politics at the level of the national state. Here we see the
impetuous development of what Kant already noted in his critique of representa-
tive democracy: namely, the contradiction that democracy appeals to the indivi-
dual as the subject of law making, yet filters out, glides over and holds down the
expression of individual will in the forms of representativity. On the one hand,
the ‘living your own life’ society validates at the heart of national politics the
basic proposition that the individual – and only the individual – counts as the
source of democratic legitimacy. On the other hand, the corporate and represen-
tative organization of the mediation of interests rests precisely upon the fact that
it is not individuals but collective actors, constructed in accordance with the
constitution, who take political decisions of major importance and scope.
Conversely, it is not possible to admit more and more actors into the game of
political power, because that would multiply the arenas of conflict without
increasing the potential for consensus. The number of negotiating systems cannot
grow indefinitely, and it is by no means the case that many individual negotiations
add up to a single all-integrating power of decision. It thus becomes apparent that
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the politicization of society in the wake of cultural democratization does not at all
translate into an activation of politics. This takes the steam out of the frequent
objection that the numerically larger involvement of modern individualists in a
wide range of local initiatives or (to use the fashionable expression) networks –
from sports clubs to campaigns against xenophobia – integrates or socializes
modern society in a way that is functionally equivalent to that of the traditional
political forms of large organizations or the national state. Even the widespread
talk of a ‘networking of networks’ cannot obscure the fact that the increasingly
fragmented political structure of society, which is expressed in the individualiza-
tion of political behaviour and the waning capacity of the old large organizations
for integration and aggregation, weakens the potential of political societies for
purposive mobilization and direction. (Greven, 1997: 246ff.). The ideal of inte-
gration through conflict, which is the basis of national democracy, here breaks
down. It becomes ever more difficult to guarantee the two sides of democracy:
consensus among individuals and groups based upon free agreement and repre-
sentation of conflictual interests. But this is where a real political dilemma of the
second modernity becomes palpable. On the one hand, political imagination and
political action are confronted with challenges of a quite unprecedented scale. We
need only think of the sweeping reforms needed to give the social state a new
foundation with regard to insecure forms of employment and the working poor;
or of what is required to reorganize the nationally calibrated key institutions of
parliamentary democracy so that they are more open to transnational identities,
life situations and economic link-ups; not to speak of the once totally neglected
question of ecologically reforming the autonomous and ever faster world indus-
trial dynamic. On the other hand, processes of individualization are eroding the
social-structural conditions for political consensus, which until now have made
possible collective political action. The paradox is that this happens because
political involvement is increasing at the microcosmic level and subpolitical
society is governed from below in more and more issues and fields of action. The
closed space of national politics no longer exists. Society and the public realm are
constituted out of conflictual spaces that are at once individualized, transnation-
ally open and defined in opposition to one another. It is in these spaces that each
cultural group tests and lives out its hybrid.
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3

Beyond Status and Class?

Are we now witnessing a historic change whereby people are ‘released’ from the
forms of industrial society (class, social layer, occupation, family, marriage), as
they were released during the Reformation from the secular domination of the
Church? Is it possible that, amid the waning of traditional ways of life, new ones
are taking shape for which we simply have no concept and therefore no percep-
tion? Are the forceful demands for self-determination and participation as much
a sign of this as are the boundary crossing and new combinations of the private
and the public?

Today, anyone who poses the key question of the reality of classes in Germany
or other advanced societies is faced with an apparent contradiction. On the one
hand, the structure of social inequality in the developed countries displays a sur-
prising stability; research findings tell us that, despite all the technological and
economic changes and all the attempts at reform, there has been no major change
in the relations of inequality between major groups in our society – leaving aside
isolated shifts and grey areas.

On the other hand, questions concerning inequality are no longer perceived and
politically handled as class questions. In the wake of the unification of the two
German states, unemployment and poverty have sharply increased and such
phenomena as the struggle for women’s rights, movements against nuclear power
stations, and inter-generational, inter-regional and inter-religious conflicts also
centrally involve issues of inequality. But if the public political debate is taken as
a measure of real developments, the general conclusion would seem to be that we
live in a country already beyond class society, in which the imagery of class is
preserved only for want of a better alternative.

This contradiction is resolvable if we examine more closely the extent to which
the social significance of inequalities has changed over the past three decades –
a change that has largely escaped the attention of the relevant research. Our
thesis is precisely that in the wealthy industrial heartlands of the West – and most
plainly in the Federal Republic of Germany – the post-war development of the
welfare state brought with it a social impetus toward individualization of unprece-
dented scale and dynamism, beneath the cover of largely constant relations of
inequality. Against the backdrop of a comparatively high standard of living and
social security, a break in historical continuity released people from traditional
class ties and family supports and increasingly threw them onto their own
resources and their individual fate in the labour market, with all its attendant
risks, opportunities and contradictions.

A process of individualization has long been considered a feature of the newly
developing bourgeoisie, but in another form it was also distinctive of the ‘free
wage labourer’ of modern capitalism and of the labour market dynamic under the



conditions of welfare state mass democracies. Entry into the labour market has
repeatedly released people from fixed ties of family, neighbourhood and occupa-
tion, as well as from ties to a particular regional culture and landscape. These
individualizing thrusts compete with such collective aspects of a labour market
destiny as the social risks of wage labour (unemployment, deskilling etc.). But it
is only insofar as these risks are reduced – through relative affluence and social
protection – that individualization actually leads to a dissolution of lifeworlds
associated with class and status group subcultures. 

The implications for social structure are thus ambivalent. On the one hand,
stratification theorists (and Marxist class theorists) may consider that nothing
essential has changed, for distances in the income hierarchy and fundamental
coordinates of wage labour have remained much the same. But on the other hand,
ties to a social class (in Max Weber’s sense) have typically been pushed into the
background. A tendency to individualized lifestyles and life situations forces
people – for the sake of material survival – to make themselves the centre of their
own life plans and conduct. 

Consequently, individualization should here be understood as a historically con-
tradictory process of socialization. The standardized collective character of these
individualized life situations is certainly difficult to comprehend. Yet it is pre-
cisely the breaking out of this contradiction and the consciousness of it as a con-
tradiction, which can lead to the emergence of new socio-cultural commonalities:
whether new class situations spanning different income and skill groups become
visible along with the intensification of social risks; or whether, in the wake of
individualization processes, expectations of ‘a life of one’s own’ (conceived mate-
rially, spatially, temporally and as a pattern of social relations) are systematically
awakened yet brought up against social-political limitations and resistances. This
constantly gives rise to new quests, which may involve extreme experiments with
social relations and with people’s own lives and bodies in the various alternative
scenes and youth subcultures (including the excesses of far-right violence). Com-
monalities are here cultivated not least in aggressive protest actions, sparked off
by bureaucratic-industrial encroachments on people’s own ‘private lives’.

We may say that a wide-ranging social and cultural process of erosion and
evolution has been unleashed by the ongoing individualization. The course and
the consequences of individualization processes within society are therefore of
general interest for an understanding of major social shifts in the phase of advanced
modernity. There are strong indications that they tend to bring about a change in
the social meaning and pattern of such central lifeworld structures as the family
(marriage, parenthood), gender roles, community relations, labour relations and
party affiliations and that they help to explain the ‘new social movements’ and
political behaviour in general, including the question of consensus and govern-
ability in modern societies.

TThhee  LLaabboouurr  MMaarrkkeett  aass  ��MMoottoorr��  ooff  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn

‘Individualization of social inequality’ – does this not suggest that everything
important is being forgotten, misunderstood or simply dismissed, including
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everything we have learned about the class character of society, its nature as a
system, about mass society and the concentration of capital, about ideological
distortions and alienation, about unchanging human traits and the complexity of
social and historical reality? And does not the concept of individualization also
spell the premature end of sociology, leading to the tolling of its bell?

This calls for a number of clarifications. The existence of individualization has
been empirically verified in numerous qualitative interviews and studies. They all
point to one central concern, the demand for control of one’s own money, time,
living space and body. In other words, people demand the right to develop their
own perspective on life and to be able to act upon it. However illusory and ideo-
logical these claims may turn out to be, they are a reality which cannot be over-
looked. And they arise from the actual conditions of life in Germany as they have
developed in the past three decades. But today it is also becoming apparent that
such processes of individualization can be quite precarious, especially where
groups are suddenly hit or threatened by unemployment and forced to confront
radical disruptions of their lifestyle precisely because of the individualization
they have experienced and despite the protections provided by the welfare state.

How do such trends differ from the rise of bourgeois individualism in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries? Processes of individualization among the
bourgeoisie derived essentially from the ownership and accumulation of capital.
The bourgeoisie developed its social and political identity in the struggle against
feudal structures of domination and authority. In late modernity, by contrast, indivi-
dualization is a product of the labour market and manifests itself in the acquisi-
tion, proffering and application of a variety of work skills. This argument can be
elaborated by looking at three dimensions of the labour market – education,
mobility and competition.

EEdduuccaattiioonn

As schooling increases in duration, traditional orientations, ways of thinking and
lifestyles are recast and displaced by universalistic forms of learning and teach-
ing, as well as by universalistic forms of knowledge and language. Depending on
its duration and content, education makes possible at least a certain degree of self-
discovery and reflection. Education, furthermore, is connected with selection and
therefore requires the individual’s expectations of upward mobility; these expec-
tations remain effective even in cases where upward mobility through education
is an illusion, since education is little more than a protection against downward
mobility (as to some extent happened during the period of expansion of educational
opportunities). For it is after all only possible to pass through formal education
by individually succeeding by way of assignments, examinations and tests. Formal
education in schools and universities, in turn, provides individual credentials
leading to individualized career opportunities in the labour market.

MMoobbiilliittyy

As soon as people enter the labour market, they experience mobility. They are
removed from traditional patterns and arrangements and, unless they are prepared
to suffer economic ruin, they are forced to take charge of their own life. The
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labour market, by way of occupational mobility, place of residence or employment,
type of employment, as well as the changes in social location it initiates, reveals
itself as a driving force behind the individualization of people’s lives. They
become relatively independent of inherited or newly formed ties (e.g. family,
neighbourhood, friendship, partnership). By becoming independent from tradi-
tional ties, people’s lives take on an independent quality which, for the first time,
makes possible the experience of a personal destiny.

CCoommppeettiittiioonn

Competition rests upon the interchangeability of qualifications and thereby com-
pels people to advertise the individuality and uniqueness of their work and of
their own accomplishments. The growing pressure of competition leads to an
individualization among equals, i.e. precisely in areas of interaction and conduct
which are characterized by a shared background (similar education, similar expe-
rience, similar knowledge). Especially where such a shared background still
exists, community is dissolved in the acid bath of competition. In this sense, com-
petition undermines the equality of equals without, however, eliminating it. It
causes the isolation of individuals within homogeneous social groups.

Education, mobility and competition, however, are by no means independent
of one another. Rather, they supplement and reinforce one another – and it is only
by doing this that they have led to the distinctive impetus towards individualiza-
tion of the past three decades.

IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  aanndd  CCllaassss  FFoorrmmaattiioonn::  MMaarrxx  aanndd  WWeebbeerr

The thrust toward individualization in the welfare state can be understood more
precisely by examining Karl Marx’s and Max Weber’s theories of social inequal-
ity. It is quite possible to regard Marx as one of the most resolute theorists of
‘individualization’. Marx often stressed that an unparalleled process of emanci-
pation had been set in motion as a result of the development of industrial capital-
ism. In his view, emancipation from feudal relations was a precondition for the
establishment of capitalist relations of production. But even within capitalism
itself people are uprooted in successive waves and wrested loose from tradition,
family, neighbourhood, occupation and culture.

Marx never followed up on this variant of a class society caught in the process
of individualization. For him the capitalist process of isolation and ‘uprooting’
had always been cushioned by the collective experience of immiseration and the
resulting class struggle. Marx thought that it was precisely the process of eman-
cipation and uprooting and the deterioration of the living conditions of workers
under capitalism that led to the transformation of the working class from a ‘class
in itself’ into a ‘class for itself’. He dismissed as irrelevant the question of how
individual proletarians, qua market subjects, could ever form stable bonds of
solidarity, given that capitalism systematically uprooted their lives. Marx always
equated processes of individualization with the formation of classes. This still
appears to be the basic position of many contemporary class theorists.

The thesis of the individualization of social inequality may be regarded as pre-
cisely mirroring the Marxian position. Processes of individualization, as already
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described, can only become entrenched when material immiseration, as the
condition for the formation of classes predicted by Marx, has been overcome.
Trends toward individualization are dependent on complex structural conditions
which up to now have been realized in very few countries and even then only
during the most recent phase of development. Among such trends are economic
prosperity, the construction of a welfare state, the institutionalization of interests
represented by trade unions, the legal underpinning of labour contracts, the expan-
sion of education, the growth of the service sector and associated opportunities
for mobility and the shortening of the working week.1

These analyses may now be at once broadened and clarified if we turn to a
second tradition associated with the name of Max Weber. On the one hand, as is
well known, Max Weber laid much greater stress than Marx on the wide range of
modern lifestyles. On the other hand, he ignored the latent tendencies toward
individualization within market society. Weber, in fact, argued that these could
not succeed, but without sharing Marx’s belief in class formation resulting from
immiseration. Tendencies toward individualization were blocked, according to
Weber, by the continuity and the authority of traditions and subcultures based on
status. In industrial capitalism traditional ‘status-bound’ attitudes, Weber argues,
have been combined with expertise and market opportunities into substantively
differentiated ‘social class positions’. Thus Weber’s work already contained the
basic arguments spelled out in detail by Marxist labour historians at the end of
the 1960s: namely, that the characteristic norms governing lifeworlds, value orien-
tations and lifestyles during the expansion of industrial capitalism are less the
product of ‘class structures’ and ‘class formation’ (as understood by Marx) than
remnants of pre-capitalist and pre-industrial traditions. ‘Capitalist culture’ is con-
sequently a less autochthonous creation than is often assumed. It is rather of pre-
capitalist origins, modernized and assimilated by a system of industrial capitalism
which recasts and consumes it. Thus, although Weber recognized various trends
toward ‘disenchantment’ and ‘demystification’ of traditional lifestyles, he still
regarded the social dynamic of individualization processes as following the
principle of community formation linked to status.

Historical studies suggest that this indeed applied up to the early 1950s, but
I do not believe that it still held for post-war developments in Germany at least.
At that point the unstable unity of shared life experiences mediated by the
market and shaped by status, which Max Weber brought together in the concept
of social class, began to break apart. Its different elements (such as material
conditions dependent on specific market opportunities, the effectiveness of tra-
dition and of pre-capitalist lifestyles, the consciousness of communal bonds and
of barriers to mobility, as well as networks of contact) have slowly disintegrated.
They have been changed beyond recognition by the increasing standard of
living and the increasing dependence on education as well as by an intensified
mobility, competition and the juridification of labour relations. The traditional
internal differentiations and social environments, which were still real enough
for industrial workers in Imperial Germany and in the Weimar Republic, have
been increasingly dissolved since the 1950s. At the same time, differences
within the industrial labour force and between rural and urban populations have
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been levelled. Everywhere educational reform is accompanied by a dependence
on education. More and more groups get caught up in the race for educational
credentials. As a result there emerge new internal differentiations. While these
may still respond to traditional differences between groups, the impact of edu-
cation makes them fundamentally different from traditional ones. Here we can
employ Bernstein’s distinction that the new generation must move from a
‘restricted’ to an ‘elaborated’ code of speech. In conjunction with novel pat-
terns of upward and downward mobility and increasing local labour mobility as
well, new hierarchies and differentiations develop which are internal to social
classes. 

During the same period, traditional forms of settlement have frequently been
replaced by new urban housing projects. These changes have also generated new
forms of individualization. They affect patterns of interaction dependent on hous-
ing and living arrangements. The modern metropolis as well as urban develop-
ments in the smaller towns replace traditional settlement patterns. People from a
great variety of cultural backgrounds are mixed together and social relations in
the neighbourhood are much more loosely organized. Thus traditional forms of
community beyond the family are beginning to disappear. Often, the members of
the family choose their own separate relationships and live in networks of their
own. This need not imply that social isolation increases or that relatively private
family life prevails – although this may happen. But it does imply that already
existing (ascriptively organized) neighbourhoods are shattered, together with
their limitations and their opportunities for social control. The newly formed
social relationships and social networks now have to be individually chosen;
social ties, too, are becoming reflexive, so that they have to be established, main-
tained and constantly renewed by individuals.

This may mean, to take an extreme example, that interaction is no longer pre-
sent, that social isolation and loneliness become the major pattern of relation-
ships, as often happens with elderly people. It may also mean, however, that
self-selected and self-created hierarchies and forms of stratification develop in
relationships with acquaintances, neighbours and friends. These relationships are
no longer primarily dependent on ‘physical’ proximity. Whether they transcend
the local sphere or not, they are formed by individuals who regard themselves as
organizers of their own circles of contacts and relationships. In the passage from
one generation to the next, this may also entail that opportunities arise for people
to experiment and test out new modes of living with one another. 

The ability to choose and maintain one’s own social relations may explain, for
example, the emergence of many different layers and aspects of the private
sphere, including the new phenomenon of political privatism. By this I mean an
internally consistent, externally provocative stretching of the social and legal limits
to people’s freedom of action; a way of experimenting with social relations and
lifestyles at the edge of what is culturally ‘permissible’ which generates political
disturbances as well as processes of identity formation and identity attribution.
This may result in a division into culture and counterculture, society and alterna-
tive society (including a growth of far-right violence), such as we have repeatedly
seen in the last 20 years. 
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These and other developments suggest that the unstable association of
community and market society which Max Weber had in mind when he spoke of
social class has been partially transformed or even dissolved in the course of post-
war developments. People at any rate no longer seem to understand or to experi-
ence it. The new ways of living reveal dynamic possibilities for a reorganization
of social relations, which cannot be adequately comprehended by following
either Marx or Weber.

As a result, the following questions become paramount. What actually happens
when, in the course of historical development, the identity of social classes rooted
in the lifeworld melts away – that is, when class loses its basis in subcultures and
people’s own experience of the world, even as the conditions and risks of wage
labour are becoming generalized? Is a class identity no longer shaped by status
even conceivable? Can the inequalities persisting under conditions of individuali-
zation still be grasped by means of the concept of class or by means of even more
general hierarchical models of social inequality? Perhaps all these hierarchical
models categorically depend on traditional status dependency? But are there
interpretations which can replace these models? It may, of course, also be the
case that processes of individualization are embedded in contradictions which
in turn produce new social groupings and conflicts. How then are processes of
individualization transformed into their opposite, into a quest for new social iden-
tities and ties and the development of new ways of living? One can imagine three
extreme variants which are by no means mutually exclusive and indeed may even
overlap.

First, the waning of traditional lifestyles does not bring the end of class, but
rather emancipates classes from regional and particularist limitations. A new
chapter in the history of classes is beginning, but we still need to comprehend its
historical dynamics. It can in any case no longer be said without further qualifi-
cation that this still is a history of the formation of class solidarities.

Second, in the course of the developments just described, both the firm and the
workplace lose their significance in conflict and identity formation. A new site
arises for the formation of social bonds and for the development of conflicts:
namely, the sphere of private social relations and of personal modes of work and
life. It is here that new social formations and identities are moulded beyond class
society.

Third, the end of class society is not some revolutionary ‘big bang’. It is a
collectively experienced process of individualization within a post-traditional
society of employees.

TThhee  EEmmeerrggeennccee  ooff  NNoonn--CCoorrppoorraattee  CCllaassss  IIddeennttiittiieess

Discussion about the working class and the workers’ movement in the second
half of the twentieth century was marked by a false alternative. On the one hand,
more and more arguments are adduced to show that the situation of working
people under capitalism has significantly improved (material prosperity, greater
educational opportunities, trade union and political organization resulting in the
acquisition of rights and social security). On the other hand, it is said that the lot of
the working class – that is, the wage relationship with its associated dependence,
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alienation and risks – has remained the same as before or even grown sharper as
a result of unemployment, deskilling and so on. The point of the argument is to
demonstrate, in the former case, that the working class is being dissolved and in
the latter case that it displays continuity – with all the political consequences that
flow from this. What both sides fail to recognize, however, is that the symbiosis
of occupation and class is being shattered, with the result that corporate sub-
cultures melt away while basic features of class are generalized. Once this fact is
grasped, the question arises of how far the detachment of classes from corporate
rigidities marks the beginning of a new type of class formation. 

With the waning of the corporate reality of social classes, it is less and less pos-
sible to relate the development of forms of solidarity in society to the historical
model of the ‘proletarian productive worker’. Talk of the working class, or the
class of employees, no longer appears a matter of course in people’s lifeworlds,
so that the basic references cease to apply for arguments about whether the pro-
letariat is becoming ‘bourgeoisified’ or employees ‘proletarianized’. At the same
time, the dynamic of the labour market – or unemployment! – has been encom-
passing ever wider layers; the group of those not dependent on a wage becomes
ever smaller and the group of those dependent on a wage ever larger. For all the
differences, common features – especially common risks – increasingly stretch
across groups defined by income or education.

Consequently, the potential and actual clientele of the trade unions has
markedly increased, while at the same time it is endangered in new ways. The
image of proletarianization also involved the coming together of those affected
by it through the facts of material impoverishment and alienation. Wage labour
risks, however, do not necessarily set up any commonality.They call instead for
social, political and legal measures which in turn bring about the individualization
of demands; people have to be specifically made aware of the collective character
of these demands, in contrast to individual-therapeutic ways of handling problems.
Thus, trade unionist and political modes of perception and action enter into com-
petition with individually centred legal, medical or psychotheraputic remedies and
compensations, which may sometimes appear much more apposite to those upon
whom the harm has been inflicted.

FFrroomm  tthhee  FFaammiillyy  ttoo  PPoolliittiiccaall  PPrriivvaattiissmm

In the 1950s and 1960s, a lot of social research in the industrialized West demon-
strated that the way in which people related to their job could be understood only
in the context of their family life and their general situation vis-à-vis work. It
became apparent that, even for industrial workers, the central focus of life was
their family and not their experience of industrial wage labour.

This thoroughly ambivalent development of the private sphere, intensified by
means of the culture and leisure industry, is not only an ideology but a real
process and a real opportunity for people to fashion the conditions of their own
life. The process only began with the family-centred privatism so characteristic
of the 1950s and 1960s. As can now be seen more clearly, it could assume many dif-
ferent forms and acquire an independent dynamic that eventually gave privatism
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a political charge or dissolved it from within (for example, through the altered
significance of family and sexuality, marriage and parenthood, but also in the
emergence of fast changing alternative cultures). In a completely new manner
that perhaps cut more ice than attempts at political reform, the constant erosion
and evolution of lifestyles placed the social-political structure under pressure to
change and adapt in the most detailed ways. In this sense, the detraditionalization
of the last few decades has unleashed a learning process whose historical effects
(on children’s upbringing or gender relations, for example) may be tensely
awaited. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, people gave a clear and unambiguous answer to the
question of their goal in life: it was a ‘happy’ family home, a new car, a good
education for their children and a higher standard of living. Today many speak a
different (inevitably less clear-cut) language, which revolves around issues of
individuality and identity, the ‘development of personal capacities’ and ‘keeping
things moving’. This does not, however, apply equally to all sections of the popu-
lation. It is essentially a change on the part of the better educated and more afflu-
ent younger generation, whereas older, poorer and less educated groups remain
clearly tied to the value system of the 1950s. In the eyes of many, the conven-
tional symbols of success (income, career, status) no longer fulfil their need for
self-discovery and self-assertion or their hunger for a ‘fuller life’. 

People therefore end up more and more in a labyrinth of self-doubt and uncer-
tainty. The (infinite) regress involved in this self-questioning – ‘Am I really
happy?’, ‘Am I really fulfilled?’, ‘Who exactly is the I saying and asking this?’ –
leads to ever new kinds of response, which then often provide a market niche for
experts, industries and religious movements. In their quest for self-fulfilment,
people scour the travel brochures and go to the four corners of the earth; they
throw away the best marriages and rapidly enter new ties; they undergo retrain-
ing, diet and jog; they shift from one therapy group to another and swear by quite
different therapies and therapists. They pull themselves up by the roots, to see
whether the roots are really healthy. 

This value system of individualization also contains the elements of a new
ethics, which is based on the principle of ‘duty to oneself’. Of course, this com-
pletely contradicts the traditional view of ethics, in which duties are necessarily
social in character and adjust the individual to the whole. The new value orienta-
tions are thus often seen as an expression of egoism and narcissism. But this is to
misunderstand the essence of what is new about them: namely, their focus on
self-enlightenment and self-liberation as an active process to be accomplished in
their own lives, including the search for new social ties in family, workplace and
politics.

The political strength of the labour movement rests upon its capacity to stop
work in the organized form of the strike. By contrast, the political potential of the
newly developing private sphere lies in the realization that it enables a degree of
self-fashioning of people’s lives which, through the direct act of making things
different, challenges and overcomes deep-rooted cultural beliefs. To take one
example, the strength of the women’s movement also rests on the remoulding of
everyday routines and certainties in all areas of formal work, the legal system and
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the various centres of decision making, where its policy of pinpricks is felt as
painful by the closed male ‘corporation’. In general, then, the trigger for today’s
social conflicts and movements (unlike in lifeworlds shaped by class cultures) is
a perceptible threat to spaces of action and decision that were once confidently
held in a spirit of expansion. 

TToowwaarrdd  aann  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzeedd  SSoocciieettyy  ooff  EEmmppllooyyeeeess

There are a great many different attempts to develop new social groupings, but
however strong the convulsions triggered by them may be, they are invariably
qualified by the fact that they, too, are exposed to ever new thrusts toward indivi-
dualization. The motor of individualization is going at full blast and it is not
at all clear how new and lasting social arrangements, comparable in depth of
penetration to social classes, can even be created. On the contrary, especially in
the immediate future, it is very likely that, as a way of coping with unemployment
and economic crises, social and technological innovations will be set in motion
which will open up new opportunities for individualization processes, in particu-
lar with regard to greater flexibility in labour market relations and new regula-
tions governing working hours. But this also applies to the new forms of
communication. These technological and social revolutions, which either still lie
ahead or are already in full swing, will unleash a profound individualization of
lifestyles.

If this assessment is correct, a variant of social structure which neither Marx
nor Weber foresaw will gain in importance. Class society will pale into insignifi-
cance beside an individualized society of employees. Both the typical characteris-
tics as well as the dangers of such a society are now becoming increasingly clear.
In contrast to class society, which is defined essentially in terms of tradition and
culture, a society of employees must be defined in terms of labour law and by
means of socio-political categories. The result is a peculiar stage of transition, in
which persisting or intensifying inequalities coincide with elements of a no
longer traditional, individualized post-class society (which bears no resemblance
to Marx’s vision of a classless society). This transitional society is distinguished
by a variety of typical structures and changes.

First, processes of individualization deprive class distinctions of their social
identity. Social groups lose their distinctive traits, both in terms of their self-
understanding and in relation to other groups. They also lose their independent
identities and the chance to become a formative political force. As a result of this
development, the idea of social mobility (in the sense of individual movement
between actual status classes), which until very late in the twentieth century con-
stituted a social and political theme of considerable importance for social identity
formation, pales into insignificance.

Second, inequalities by no means disappear. They merely become redefined in
terms of an individualization of social risks. The result is that social problems are
increasingly perceived in terms of psychological dispositions: as personal inade-
quacies, guilt feelings, anxieties, conflicts, and neuroses. There emerges, para-
doxically, a new immediacy of individual and society, a direct relation between
crisis and sickness. Social crises appear as individual crises, which are no longer
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(or only very indirectly) perceived in terms of their rootedness in the social realm.
This is one of the explanations for the current revival of interest in psychology.
Individual achievement orientation similarly gains in importance. It can now be
predicted that the full range of problems associated with the achievement society
and its tendency toward (pseudo-)legitimations of social inequalities will emerge
in the future.

Third, in attempting to cope with social problems, people are forced into politi-
cal and social alliances. These, however, need no longer follow a single pattern,
such as the class model. The isolation of privatized lives, shielded against all
other privatized lives, can be shattered by social and political events and develop-
ments of the most heterogeneous kind. Accordingly, temporary coalitions between
different groups and different camps are formed and dissolved, depending on the
particular issue at stake and on the particular situation. In this way, risks and risk
conflicts, as far as they are personally experienced, are becoming an important
issue as well. It is possible cheerfully to embrace seemingly contradictory causes,
for example, to join forces with local residents in protests against noise pollution
by air traffic, to belong to the metalworkers’ union, and yet – in the face of
impending economic crisis – to vote conservative. Such coalitions represent
pragmatic alliances in the individual struggle for existence and occur on the
various battlefields of society. A peculiar multiplication of areas of conflict can
be observed. The individualized society prepares the ground for new and multi-
faceted conflicts, ideologies and alliances, which go beyond the scope of all hith-
erto existing schematizations. These alliances are generally focused on single
issues, are by no means heterogeneous and are oriented toward specific situations
and personalities. The resulting so-called structure is susceptible to the latest
social fashions (in issues and conflicts) which, pushed by the mass media, rule the
public consciousness just as the spring, autumn and winter fashion shows do.

Fourth, permanent conflicts tend to arise along the lines of ascribed character-
istics, which now as much as ever are undeniably connected with discrimination.
Race, skin colour, gender, ethnicity, age, homosexuality, physical disability –
these are the major ascribed characteristics. Under the conditions of advanced
individualization, such quasi-natural social inequalities lead to the development
of quite specific organizing effects. These attempt to gain political muscle by
focusing upon the inescapability and permanence of such inequalities as well as
upon their incompatibility with the achievement principle, their tangibility, and
the fact that – as a result of their direct visibility – they make possible indepen-
dent social and individual processes of identification. At the same time, indivi-
dual fate is increasingly determined in a new way by economic trends and by
historical necessity, as it were, – for example, by economic crisis or boom,
restricted admission to universities and to the professions, the size of age cohorts
and so on. 

Will it be possible to choose as a point of departure the claims and the promises
of the process of individualization now under way together with its impulse
toward social emancipation, thereby in a new way – beyond status and class –
uniting individuals and groups as self-conscious subjects of their own personal
social and political affairs? Or will the last bastions of social and political action
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be swept away as a result of that very process? Would the individualized society
then not fall, torn apart by conflicts and displaying symptoms of sickness, into the
kind of political apathy that precludes virtually nothing, not even new and insidi-
ous forms of a modernized barbarism?

NNootteess

1 Under conditions of growing poverty and unemployment, ‘individualization’ means that
poverty and unemployment less and less affect one group for a long period of time, but are distri-
buted across society at particular phases of people’s lives. To put this somewhat schematically, the con-
flicts involved in social inequality appear as conflicts between parts of a single life history. People’s
lives become more varied and discontinuous – which also implies that a growing section of the popu-
lation is at least temporarily exposed to poverty and unemployment. Cf. U. Beck, Risikogesellschaft.
Frankfurt/M. Suhrkamp 1986, pp. 143–51; Leisering and Zwick, ‘Heterogenisierung der Armut?’,
Zeitschrift für Sozialreform, 1990, 11/12, pp. 715–45; P. A. Berger, Individualisierung, Statusunsicherheit
und Erfahrungsvielfalt. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag 1996.
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4

The Ambivalent Social Structure

Poverty and Wealth in A �Self-Driven Culture�

Where individualization has been carried through, there arises what we would
call an ‘own life culture’ or ‘self-culture’. This should be understood in a twofold
sense: it involves both recognition of the self (indeterminacy of the self and of the
ensuing conflicts, crises and developmental opportunities) and a binding or bond-
ing of self-oriented individuals to, with and against one another. ‘Self-culture’
thus denotes what was at first negatively addressed with the concept of a post-
traditional lifeworld: that is, the compulsion and the pleasure of leading an insecure
life of one’s own and co-ordinating it with the distinctive lives of other people. 

PPrroolleettaarriiaann  CCuullttuurree,,  BBoouurrggeeooiiss  CCuullttuurree  aanndd  ��SSeellff--CCuullttuurree��

The concept of a ‘self-culture’, understood as the adventurous search of the
many for a ‘life of their own’, should first be distinguished from the concepts
of proletarian and bourgeois culture that marked the features and the conflicts
of the first (industrial) modernity. The latter’s characteristic hopes and quirks,
its habits in life, work, love and consumption, its styles of politics, its self-
destructive rituals for sleeping, living, bathing, learning, relaxing and so on: all
these are visible in the literature of every field, from the sciences through the
novel to music. The self-culture develops to the extent that both proletarian
culture and bourgeois culture fade and disappear. What then emerges is not, as
sociologists have often suspected, a uniform middle-class culture and society
(Schelsky, 1965), but precisely a self-culture that is unpredictable both for one-
self and for others, a cross between civil society, consumer society, therapy
society and risk society.

One crucial difference from proletarian and bourgeois culture is that here it
is no longer class categories but the very cultural and political dynamic of
‘one’s own life’ which puts its stamp on society. The lines of conflict are more
diffuse but no less profound. New imaginaries of morality and responsibility
take shape and develop; poverty, marriage, youth and political commitment
assume new countenances. And along with the basic distinction between fixed
corporations and elective communities in which a reference to individuals is
the norm, a number of other features may serve to define what is meant by a
self-culture.



First there are external, demographic criteria: the growing number of single-
person households (where individuals live the contradiction of being at once
young and old, single, widowed and divorced etc.) and the correspondingly high
value placed on separateness in every lifestyle. This is expressed in the basic need
(developed and established historically) for ‘space’ and ‘time of one’s own’, and
in the numerous consequences which this has for such things as the architec-
tonics and infrastructure of late-modern cities. Another social-demographic fea-
ture of the self-culture is the high divorce figures and the related plethora, both
open and concealed, of pre-marital, non-marital, extra-marital and post-marital
lifestyles which we have grown used to lumping together under the veil of
‘pluralization’.

Staging of the Self, the Practice of Freedom and Self-Organization
In addition to these and other external characteristics, three further ones are of
major significance for the self-culture. First, the staging of the self in processes
of aesthetic lifestyle creation. The goal of making one’s own life a work of art has
become a guiding idea for the generation of 18 to 35 year olds; research findings
about global (or ‘glocal’) culture are here materially relevant to the sociology of
life histories. 

Second, an internalized, practising consciousness of freedom. Only with diffi-
culty, if at all, can this be circumscribed and directed from above into certain
goals and forms of commitment (party, trade union or church membership etc.);
this presupposes certain reforms – basic rights, citizenship, the rule of law – as
well as educational facilities and much else besides, so that the cultural con-
sciousness of freedom can develop in all its contradictions and be put to the test
of practice. 

Third, self-organization geared to action and not just to the ballot box. This
differs from mere participation, which assumes a hierarchical division of jurisdic-
tion and authority and sorts out who should be involved in what. Self-organization
demands what is still denied in participation – namely, the right of citizens to take
charge of matters they deem important.

We must be careful not to equate this with emancipation and all the other fine
things proclaimed by theorists of democracy. For it may quite easily appear
together with xenophobia, violence and all manner of panic movements in which
people turn nasty and abandon not only their duty as ‘good citizens’ but also their
role as election fodder for political parties. Whereas, in the model of parliamen-
tary democracy, the political activity of citizens is largely conceived as empower-
ing someone else to represent them, self-organization is centred on the citizens’
own activity. It is a question not just of occasionally voting people in and out, but
of complaining, campaigning and acting about all things possible and impossible.

In this way a self-authorizing, self-referential sphere distinct from those of
politics and economics, a kind of third sector of self-culture, develops through
the centrifugal dynamic of ‘a life of one’s own’. Its autonomous logic of self-
organization sets it apart from the money economy as much as from ballot-box
democracy. 
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This third sector does not live off initiatives taken elsewhere but itself produces
initiatives. It requires institutional props and resources – for example, basic social
and political rights – which are internalized through education and practised in
areas of free activity. A self-culture presupposes what it also demands: prepared-
ness for conflict, capacity for compromise, civil courage, curiosity, tolerance of
ambiguity and so on, even in relation to the uglier aspects of the self-culture. That
there are signs of this (as well as of dissolution and decay) may be appreciated if
we simply mention a few key phrases: first, the new social movements which
keep discovering new issues and forms of expression and thereby display the
power of resistance within civil society; then the many kinds of moral and
aesthetic experimentation that people practise with their own lives and space, in
relationships, parenthood, sex and love; the great unfinished experiment with
healthy eating, in which a new and quite personal relationship is achieved with
nature and with people’s own bodies; the forms of active empathy expressed in
protests against animal transport or in a commitment to the welfare of homeless
people, asylum seekers or drug addicts; the minor and major conflicts between
men and women in their own everyday life and in the economy, politics and the
public arena; the wide-ranging disputes over urban and regional planning, global
identity or the powers of reason; and last but not least, the new ‘vigilante forces’
that spring up to protect niches of prosperity from anything that appears to
threaten them – whether ecological destruction, noise pollution, foreigners, drug
addicts or bureaucratic interference. The political dynamic that has created the
ecological worldview is due not to the urgency of ecological questions, but to the
institutional opening of a social space of ‘self-culture’ and ‘self-organization’. 

SSeellff--PPoolliittiiccss  aanndd  SSttaattee  PPoolliittiiccss

All these trends converge in what Giddens (1991) has termed ‘life politics’. With the
disappearance of physical and social nature, many new aspects become matters
for decision. These concern the very foundations of people’s lives (genetics,
reproductive medicine), as well as various publicly contentious issues where the
political bursts into the centre of the private. 

Everything that counts in the left–right political schema of industrial society as
a sign of loss, danger or decay – for example, concern with the question of who
I am and what I want, or with shopping and what’s on the menu – leads to a differ-
ent kind of definition of the political. At key moments of a person’s biography, for
example, it becomes necessary to discuss and agree on matters connected with
work and life (who will do the washing-up, change the baby’s nappy or give up
their career), as well as on policies to do with transport, labour, technology or any
of the other everyday issues of a risk-filled civilization. As the Shell and ‘British
beef ’ controversies show, a directly political field of decision making can suddenly
arise in what appear to be purely private matters of everyday life – for example,
filling the petrol tank or cooking dinner. Here citizens discover the act of shopping
as one in which they can always cast their ballot – on a world scale, no less. Are
consumer society and direct politics thus beginning to come together and to bypass
parties, parliaments and governments? Can this work in the long run?
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Certainly it is necessary to distinguish between this kind of direct self-culture
politics and the capacities and reach of state-organized parliamentary politics.
And, of course, protests against Shell’s plan to sink one of its oil platforms in the
Atlantic do not add up to an effective environmental politics. It might even be
asked whether actions of that kind are not spectacles that distract attention from
the truly important questions of environmental politics. 

But that would be to confuse self-culture politics with establishment politics,
failing to see that it is, for example, both expressionist and impressionist. Self-
culture politics is expressionist because it feels and develops its power and iden-
tity by dealing in symbolically generated mass media effects. It is impressionist
because it consists of many isolated ‘ad hoc actions’ (in which both the activists
and the issues are ad hoc), because it can politically assert its mass individualism
only in publicly staged lightning flashes. Political action appears possible only as
publicly organized collage. 

In other words, the successes of self-culture politics should be measured by
quite different yardsticks from those of governmental and parliamentary politics.
Here success means a direct and tangible link-up between private actions that
may have little meaning by themselves (filling a petrol tank, for example) and
outcomes in which individuals can feel themselves to be authors of global politi-
cal acts that would otherwise not have happened. Here the politicians, statesmen
and other leaders sit in the spectators’ area. The fascination of self-culture poli-
tics is precisely this inversion whereby the non-political becomes political and the
political non-political, in such a way that individuals feel themselves to be origi-
nators of political intervention and (perhaps quite illusorily) political subjects
crossing boundaries and breaching the system. Insofar as the self-culture becomes
conscious of itself politically, a new kind of competitive relationship thus arises
between self-organized and representative forms of political action. 

This means that the political system is losing its monopoly of politics in the
emphatic sense of the term, its claim to be the only legitimate site and subject for
bargaining and decisions about the weal and woe. Alongside the forms and
forums of parliamentary democracy, forms and forums of a politically self-active
culture are taking shape. State politics and self-politics can neither copy nor
replace one another: each has its characteristic ways of influencing events; they
compete with one another (although by no means on equal terms) for the space
of the political. 

The power of system politics waxes and wanes with the resources it has at its
disposal, but it also varies negatively with the growth of an independent self-
culture politics. The latter’s weakness is its lack of resources (money, time, law
etc.). But its relative strength derives from its combination of universality (it can
intervene anywhere on any issue) with ad hoc forms of commitment that shield it
from outside control – its impressionist imperialism, we might call it.

Self-politics gains ground when system politics has long failed to suffice in all
spheres of society: family, economy, church, clubs and associations and so on.
Self-politics may also show off the superiority of republican over democratic
claims. For, as Kant already noted, democracy is ‘despotic’; it is based on repre-
sentation and therefore on disempowerment of individuals and their political
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freedom. This is precisely why, if there is a conflict, it may be legitimate to
deploy self-politics against the politics (or lack of it) of politicians – whatever the
prospects of success. It can be seen from this that republican morality is a func-
tion of spontaneity; it cannot be organized by state action as something on the
side. There is one very simple rule for the facilitation of self-cultures: make rights
and minimal resources available and then leave people alone. There is no way in
which voluntary activity can ever be forced on people. 

A paradoxical relation therefore arises between self-active politics and state
politics or control. The more a self-culture is planned and promoted by the state,
the weaker and punier it is likely to be.1 This is an expression of freedom, which
can only be grasped and practised but never manufactured. 

We live, as Giddens says, in a world of ‘clever citizens’. Their cleverness
is also a response to the destabilization of their situation. It does not denote
academic intelligence, for example, but rather the practical ability to cope in a
world where contradictory information and impossible decisions are the stuff of
daily life. 

And yet Giddens (1994) gives a guardedly optimistic answer to the question
of what holds modern society together: namely, ‘active trust’ which ultimately
requires a democratization of democracy. Active trust is the basis of the self-
culture. It assumes not a clinging to consensus, but the presence of dissent; it rests
upon recognition (not demonization) of the claim to ‘a life of one’s own’ in a cosmo-
politan world. It is true that active trust does not exclude inequality, but it does
presuppose equal rights for all and is incompatible with feverish talk about duties
and insistence on pre-given roles. 

The declining credibility of political parties, but also of experts, academic dis-
ciplines, parents, teachers and so on, entails that many do not understand the
independent logic of a self-active culture or its possible ups and downs. They still
ask for consent when conscious dissent prevails. They should learn from this to
develop and preserve an attitude of trust – although no one knows how this can
succeed in a global culture marked by insoluble contradictions. Constantly bom-
barded with information and with appeals to take sides, everyone must also learn
how to switch off (which should not be confused with indifference). Whether and
when they will ‘switch on again’ – an absorbing question for all who would
seduce others into buying things or into giving their consent – cannot be answered
from above or outside in the case of a self-active culture. All commitment is (or is
becoming) self-commitment – and is therefore unpredictable.

IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  aass  aa  SShhaarrppeenniinngg  ooff  SSoocciiaall  IInneeqquuaalliittyy

But is not all this a rosy picture of a society in which gathering storm clouds
(more than four million registered unemployed in Germany in summer 1996)
have made niches of prosperity seem peculiarly old fashioned? Is it not the case
that talk of a ‘self-culture’, although perhaps once applicable, no longer holds up
in the face of growing poverty and urban decay? Does a life of your own not
assume money and a job of your own, as well as a modicum of space and an
assurance that you won’t be mugged or stabbed at the next corner? Is not a life of
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one’s own fundamentally threatened? Is this not why irrationalism and violence
are no longer marginal phenomena but exist at the core of society?

Does talk of a ‘self-culture’ perhaps correspond to how the winners see things,
while the silent losers go downhill with the violence born of despair? Are today’s
winners anyway not tomorrow’s losers? And is it not a fear of plunging down-
ward which makes them too tremble for the future? In the 1970s and 1980s it was
doubtless possible to speak of individualization based on affluence, but since the
early 1990s the starting-point has rather been an individualization based on the
precarious conditions of life in a capitalism without work. But the idea of a ‘self-
culture’ anyway signifies not the overcoming but the sharpening of social inequal-
ity. Here is some of the evidence:

• In the last 15 years income from work has risen in real terms by two per cent
(virtually not at all), while income from capital has increased by 59 per cent
(Kommission für Zukunftsfragen, 1996) and this is just the beginning of a
phase of development in which the productivity of capital grows without
labour. 

• More and more groups in society are at least temporarily afflicted with
poverty and unemployment. The industrial heartlands of the West are wit-
nessing the emergence of a new and ever larger Lumpenproletariat of the
excluded. Exclusion is the sociological term for the poverty trap at the heart
of modern society: Without a home no work. Without work no home. Without
work and a home, no democracy.

Over the last two decades global output has risen from $4 trillion to $23
trillion – and at the same time the numbers of the poor have increased by more
than 20 per cent. The share of world income enjoyed by the poorest fifth of
humanity sank from four per cent to one per cent between 1960 and 1990 and
today 358 dollar billionaires own more than a half of humanity combined.2

Even if this does not raise too many eyebrows, more than 35,000 children die
every day around the world – not from typhoons or floods or other natural dis-
asters, but from diseases of civilization which, with the right means, are rela-
tively easy to prevent or cure (pneumonia, dysentery, chicken pox, malaria,
tetanus, whooping cough). In two days, then, more children die than Americans
were killed in the Vietnam war (58,000) (Bradshaw and Wallace, 1996: 16f.). 

Meanwhile, in Germany more than seven million people live in the shadow
of prosperity and even the apparently secure middle layers are threatened
with decline. Managers evicted from the middle rungs of the hierarchy, bank
employees rationalized out of a job, engineers whose services are no longer
required: these are the threatened and the insecure who at first carefully con-
ceal their fall from grace behind a façade of affluence. It would be hard to
overstate the social and political drama of this widening gap between rich and
poor within and between countries in Europe and North America. Indeed, the
guessing game has begun in the upper reaches of the economy and politics as
to how much poverty democracy can withstand.

• Since poverty and unemployment correspond less and less to class stereo-
types, it is becoming increasingly difficult to identify them and to organize a
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strong political movement around them. Not only unemployment but also
divorce, sudden illness, denial of credit or loss of affordable housing are typi-
cal trapdoors through which people fall into poverty and homelessness. 

• In the form of their own lives, people must take individual responsibility and
blame for – and often cope alone with – what used to be handled collectively as
a class destiny. ‘People are no longer human, the loss of face is indescribable’:
this is how an unemployed East German expresses in words the wretchedness
of his present existence. In the new lands of the Federal Republic, the spectre
of unemployment now has a majority of people directly or indirectly in its
grip. The equation of losing a job with ‘losing face’ applies there in an even
deeper sense, for the GDR was most emphatically a ‘work society’, where
people were integrated into the community via the workplace (often even
after they had retired from it). 

Self-culture means detraditionalization, release from pre-given certainties
and supports. Your life becomes in principle a risky venture. A normal life story
becomes a (seemingly) elective life, a risk biography, in the sense that everything
(or nearly everything) is a matter for decision. And yet, faced with the opaque and
contradictory character of modern society, the self-focused individual is hardly in
a position to take the unavoidable decisions in a rational and responsible manner,
that is, with reference to the possible consequences. 

RRiisskk  aanndd  DDaannggeerr  BBiiooggrraapphhiieess

It is essential to distinguish here between classical industrial society and world risk
society. Both differ from traditional societies in having to deal with uncertainty
produced through decisions in the modernization process (decisions concerning
technology, economics and politics, but also the conduct of life). In the industrial
era, rules such as those governing insurance cover were supposed to predict the (at
least theoretically) unpredictable consequences of industrial production; but this
social ‘insurance contract’ (Ewald, 1993) is virtually rescinded in the atomic,
chemical and genetic age. Many industries of the future pick their way precariously
across the limits of (private) insurance, negating the economic yardsticks of control-
lability. For ‘life of one’s own’ sociology, it is now similarly important to distinguish
between situations of biographical uncertainty which still appear to individuals as
open to calculation and control and those which no longer appear to be so. I use the
term risk biography for the former and danger biography for the latter. 

It is a difficult business to identify the various degrees of socially produced
existential insecurity. The grey areas are large and obscure, for the boundaries are
ultimately nothing other than the boundary perceptions of individuals. It is pos-
sible to study objective indicators such as resource availability or measures of
normality, but none of those can get around the fact that the boundary between
still calculable risk biography and no-longer-calculable danger biography is wide
open to subjective opinion, supposition, expectation, hope and prophecy. 

It must be said, however, that when a growing number of people feel – for
whatever reason – overwhelmed by conditions that they are unable to grasp, tame
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or ignore with the limited means and capacities available to them, this fact is of
great significance for society and for social theory. The compulsion to self-activity
and self-organization may turn into desperation and therefore perhaps into blind
rage. Biographies of perceived danger are the breeding ground for violence,
neonationalism and revolution. 

The core of the problem is not just the waning of traditions or the ominous col-
lapse of values or even the enticements of a life of one’s own, but rather the con-
stant overburdening to which that life is subjected. In many areas of breakdown
individualization (the former East Germany) and poverty individualization (mass
unemployment), this situation already seems to have gone beyond a critical
threshold. 

DDyynnaammiicc  PPoovveerrttyy  aanndd  UUnneemmppllooyymmeenntt

There are a number of reasons why the verdict is so imprecise. One of the most
important – as we have already seen – is that unemployment and poverty under
conditions of individualization are distributed not so much by group as by phase
in a person’s life. The conflicts associated with social inequality thus appear as
conflicts between parts of an individual biography. Lives become more varied,
discontinuous, heterogeneous. This also means that a growing part of the total
population is at least temporarily exposed to unemployment and poverty – as the
case of the United States shows most clearly. In 1978, 6.8 per cent of the popu-
lation had an income below the officially defined poverty level. But according to
a long-range study, only 54 to 65 per cent of people considered poor in one year
are still below the poverty threshold in the following year. Over the relevant ten-
year period only 0.7 per cent of those interviewed had been continually poor,
while more than 24 per cent had been affected by poverty in at least one of the
years (Berger, 1996). Sociologists speak of dynamic poverty and unemployment –
by which they mean that, although the number of excluded may be growing, there
is a lot of coming and going in respect of poverty and unemployment
(e.g. Leibfried and Voges, 1992; Zwick, 1994; Habich, 1996). 

This makes it necessary to clarify the notion of a ‘two-thirds society’ (cf. Glotz,
1985), according to which a third of society is permanently underprivileged. Many
researchers suggest that it is more appropriate to speak of a ‘75–15–10 society’
(Habich et al., 1991): three-quarters never having been poor in the period in
question, some 15 per cent having been poor for a short time (once or twice) and
the other ten per cent or so having been poor for a long time (three or more times). 

The size and constancy of the percentages thus obscure the fact that poverty
and unemployment first enter people’s lives not as permanent facts but as a
less forbidding temporary condition, coming and going and only at certain times
becoming more settled. To borrow an image from Joseph Schumpeter, we might
say that the bus of mass unemployment contains one group who have remained
stuck to their seats, but that most faces keep changing as people get on and off for
a few stops. From an external vantage point, it may well be possible to identify
certain trends and frequencies. Seen by an observer on the spot, however, the
passengers are a mass of individuals thrown together as they wait to get off the
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bus. They are already thinking of this when they get on – and of the fact that
everyone else wants to get off, just as everyone has their own story to tell of how
they came to be in the bus in the first place. People are rather embarrassed to meet
one another there. The new poverty is usually hidden away behind the four walls
of the home, so scandalous that it is actively concealed. It is not clear which is
worse: to be discovered or not to be discovered, to be forced onto benefit or to
hold out a little longer. The figures exist. But we do not know where the actual
people are. They leave traces: the disconnected telephone; the surprising termi-
nation of a club membership; the schoolteacher who uses her own money to buy
a classroom refrigerator and keeps it well stocked so that the hungry children can
eat their fill for once. But all these traces conjure up the allure of temporariness
with which poverty is surrounded even when it has become definitive.

This tendency is highly double-edged. It demonstrates that, in the social optic
of ‘a life of one’s own’, the systemically generated fate of mass unemployment
breaks up into millions of pieces. The scandal of rising mass unemployment,
which looks set to become a long-term phenomenon, has the political conse-
quences one might expect. For it is ‘individualized’ out of existence. Indeed, the
way it is spread around even allows one to think of a redistribution of scarcity, a
levelling of opportunity (equal wrongs for all!) as ‘those at the top’ find they are
less and less safe from poverty and unemployment. 

It is not only the poor but also the rich – leaving aside the handful of super-rich –
who are getting on and off. As Berger has shown, only four per cent continually
earn more than one and a half times the average monthly income. ‘But in West
Germany between 1984 and 1989, nearly a quarter of men and women found
themselves at least once in the relatively privileged position of earning more than
one and a half times the average income. Thus both wealth and poverty can be
broken down into a stable but fairly small “core” and a considerably larger and
unstable “periphery”’ (Berger, 1996: 21; cf. Sopp, 1994).3

SSiittuuaattiioonnss  SSuubbjjeecctt  ttoo  CCaanncceellllaattiioonn::  tthhee  CCoonncceepptt
ooff  ��AAmmbbiivvaalleenntt��  IInneeqquuaalliittyy  aanndd  WWaayyss  ooff  IInnvveessttiiggaattiinngg  iitt

What this means is that the self-culture involves historically specific forms of
both poverty and wealth, each of which has a characteristic significance and way
of being perceived. Whereas relatively clear criteria for when someone was rich
or poor existed in the proletarian and the bourgeois culture, this is less and less
the case in the situations and optics of the self-culture. Thus, someone may own
expensive consumer goods that used to denote a successful career and yet still be
poor – for example, if he or she lives off benefits and has to look after several
children who arrive hungry at school – or else may live in a bungalow, have large
debts and be threatened with the abyss as a result of unemployment or divorce or
both. Is this a case of being still-rich or already-poor? With the advent of a self-
culture, the multiple faces of an unambiguously ambivalent social structure take
shape – that is, of momentary wealth overlapping with momentary poverty, con-
tinued or renewed wealth with continued or renewed poverty, so that what used
to be part of clearly distinct positions in life is now in one way or another jumbled
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up. Someone who lives as a rich man today (with a high level of debt, for example)
may become poor tomorrow. And someone who is poor may in some respects
(leisure time, video ownership etc.) appear to be well off. Above all, there remain
hardly any unambiguous criteria of poverty or wealth. A second look is required –
a methodical, analytical look at the precarious and the ambivalent. 

The face of society is thus changing dramatically. In some small areas, extreme
clarity can suddenly appear – at the very top and also at the very bottom, which
is no longer really a bottom but an outside. In between, ambivalences develop and
intermesh with one another. More and more people live, as it were, between the
categories. But this intercategorial existence can perfectly well be identified or
reconstructed. In this sense, it is a question of unambiguous ambivalence. The
self-culture, understood as a situation or milieu of inequality – in a different way
from the old proletarian and bourgeois cultures – is not a ‘neither-nor’ culture but
a ‘both-and’ culture. This means, first, that top and bottom do not simply form
two separate spheres; they overlap and merge in such a way as to constitute a
wealth aspect or a poverty aspect or wealth for a time, as well as matching
forms of combined existence. Hence insecurity prevails at nearly every location
within society. 

Such categories as the ambivalence, endangerment, opportunity or contin-
gency of a life of one’s own identify risk as the basic feature of this society in
general – to which should be added the central category of self-attribution. Of
course, there are still unambiguous social structures, perhaps more than ever,
especially on the margins of society. But it is questionable whether they still
belong (either in their own or in other people’s estimation) to a single social
world. Nevertheless, this is the premise of all theories of class, stratification,
lifestyle or individualization – that is, of all social-structural analyses. 

With the emergence of a self-culture, it is rather a lack of social structures
which establishes itself as the basic feature of the social structure. As whole
sections of the population are separated off and are in danger of breaking away –
that is, of being ‘dismissed’ not only from their job but from society – the image
develops of an ambivalent society without social structures. The self-culture ulti-
mately calls into question, both empirically and theoretically, a basic idea of the
sociology of inequality: namely, the idea of social structures handed down from
one generation to another that remain constant in spite of political change and
biographical variation (cf. Berger, 1996). 

Concepts and research methods need to be developed instead for an ambiva-
lent sociology of inequality. They should address typologically and empirically
the new hybrids of rich and poor, top and bottom (in relation to such variables as
income, education, housing, employment variation, temporal horizons, family
relations, housework and support networks). The stable and predictable charac-
teristics of all concepts of social location (class, occupational group, social layer)
would thus give way to typologies of the precarious, the ambivalent and the pro-
visional, of social locations subject to cancellation, of ‘both-and’ locations. More
generally, concepts of location would themselves eventually be replaced with
concepts of movement and fusion. The ‘tightrope’ might serve as a metaphor for
the corresponding biographies. Everyone is in constant danger of falling to the
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ground but attempts, with greater or less artistic skill and awareness, to get control
of their own life; a few are very lucky, many others much less so. A society in
which tightrope biographies become the norm is characterized by the fact that
mental stress, artistic appeal and fear cast their spell over everyone – and many
fall down. 

To sum up, we may say that societies with a ‘both-and’ structure develop in the
self-culture; rising and falling are always possible and appear to be somehow
connected. Consequently:

1 The concept of location (in all its manifestations) has a semblance of stabil-
ity in time, space and content which is everywhere being lost.

2 Instead of locations that are constantly up above or down below, others
emerge that are subject to cancellation, hybrid locations that bind together
what appear to be mutually exclusive.

3 To move up in one respect may mean to move down in another respect.
Images of up-down or down-up movement therefore need to be developed. 

The precariousness of a location, when seen from above, means:

1 A continual balancing act is required to ward off the danger of a fall.
2 Seen from below, this is expressed in a hope of moving back up with the next

job application or the next marriage.
3 A consciousness of guilt or shame takes the place of class consciousness. In

the ‘own life’ optic, a structurally determined and perfectly transparent col-
lective destiny is transformed into guilt. Your own life = your own poverty:
such is the Calvary of self-consciousness. In this way unemployment, some-
thing external and social, becomes an attribute of individuals. 

The new precarious poverty vanishes and grows in an atmosphere of silence.
This is a scandalous and dramatic state of affairs which calls for urgent political
action. For poverty, once removed from the social-structural focal points of classes
and political organizations, does not in the least disappear but intensifies amid the
mutations of an individualized life. It becomes the expression of a widespread
liability of the conditions of life that stretches into externally affluent middle
layers and whose political impact is as new as it is unpredictable and global. 
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5

From �Living for Others� to
�A Life of One�s Own�

Individualization and Women*

WWoommeenn  iinn  tthhee  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  PPrroocceessss::
bbeettwweeeenn  ��NNoo  LLoonnggeerr��  aanndd  ��NNoott  YYeett��

To try to assess the position of women in German society is like asking whether
a glass filled halfway up is ‘half full’ or ‘half empty’. On the one hand, as the
women’s movement has repeatedly shown, social inequalities between men and
women have by no means been eradicated in the Federal Republic or other
industrialized countries but persist at a number of different levels; indeed, they
may in future grow sharper as a result of economic problems, rising unemploy-
ment and the crisis of the welfare state. On the other hand – and without this
background the emergence of the women’s movement cannot be understood –
fundamental changes in the context of women’s lives have occurred over the
last few decades, both in the family and in relation to education, work, legisla-
tion, public life and so on, which have brought the normal life story of women
closer to that of men. In themselves, both perspectives – the comparison
with men and the historical comparison – involve characteristic foreshortening
and bias.

When the position of men is taken as the yardstick, one may fail to recognize
the specificity of changes in women’s lives or the social and politically explosive
dynamic of the new awareness of women’s interests. Paradoxically enough, it
would in a sense involve adopting that very way of thinking in terms of status,
income and career which the women’s movement has criticized as an expression
of a one-sided and economically narrow ‘male world’. And such an approach
might also fit in with a tendency not unknown in women’s groups to ‘keep going
on’ about derogatory attitudes and discrimination, instead of focusing on signs of
change and how they can be extended and actively utilized. 

When the present generation of women is compared with earlier ones, the danger
is that continuing material and social inequalities between men and women will
be pushed out of the picture by a bien pensant image of ever advancing ‘progress’.
This may suggest a ‘thankfulness for small favours’, itself part of women’s tradi-
tional role of adapting and fitting in. And its emphasis on ‘blessings already

* This text was first published in 1983 and as it is one of the reference points in the German ‘indi-
vidualization debate’ it is reproduced here without change.



achieved’ may even supply arguments to those who are seeking to defuse the
issues raised by the women’s movement.

Each of the two comparative perspectives, then, has a different ‘political
valency’. Insofar as women researchers see their analyses as an element in the
social context of which they are part – as one way of helping women to develop
their abilities – they are especially sensitive to the different comparative yard-
sticks and often look with suspicion on a cross-generational perspective that
refers only to women.

Nevertheless, the theme of this article is ‘generations of women in change’ and
it will deliberately focus on inconspicuous everyday changes in women’s lives
which are today often taken for granted. This is an area that women’s studies has
not previously taken up – and has perhaps avoided taking up, for the understand-
able reason that such changes are ambivalent by nature. For they contain an
aspect of adaptation, while also having a momentum of their own which tends to
challenge existing conditions. The watchword for this second aspect might be
Ebner-Eschenbach’s: ‘The women’s question came into being when a woman
learnt how to read.’1 Or, freely translated: it is not the major systemic changes,
power struggles and revolutions on which history and sociology have long con-
centrated, but rather the many little steps in education, work and the family,
which have given the women’s movement of the last two decades its momentum
and brought about palpable changes in society. For these little steps have been
creating an awareness of traditional inequalities which – measured by society’s
own principles of equality – can hardly be legitimated and are therefore politi-
cally explosive. There will be much talk of ‘trivial matters’ in what follows – but
it will be argued that these trivial matters are what make history and society. Our
historical frame of reference here may be briefly outlined as follows.

In the period of a century, and especially in the last two decades, rapid changes
have taken place in the context of women’s lives. They have occurred not in an
even, linear fashion, but in peculiarly wave-like movements of progress and
regress. A general line of movement is discernible, however, away from ‘living
for others’ towards ‘a bit of a life of our own’. This implies a complex, multi-
layered and contradictory process, whose significance will be identified here
from different angles. First, a descriptive presentation:

With the collapse of the traditional social order a glimmer of something like
freedom of choice appeared – for most women, of course, still very distant. . .
Inclusion in the market as a female worker might bring low wages and wretched
working conditions, loneliness and insecurity. But it also brought a chance that
was inconceivable in the traditional social order – the chance of freeing oneself
from the clutches of the family.2

Thus, as women were increasingly released from direct ties to the family, the
female biography underwent an ‘individualization boost’ and, connected to this,
what functionalist theory calls a shift from ‘ascribed’ to ‘acquired’ roles. It
opened up new scope for action and decision and new chances for women. But
just as plainly it brought new uncertainties, conflicts and pressures. For now
women had to face risks to which only men had previously been exposed – as
well as further risks resulting from the fact that for women the individualization

Individualization and Women

55



process was ‘incomplete’, was trapped in a peculiar intermediate stage. Women
today are no longer defined as much as they used to be in terms of family life
and a male provider, but they still take much more responsibility than do men for
family tasks and are still much less protected by a stable position in the labour
market. This ‘no longer’ and ‘not yet’ generate numerous ambivalences and contra-
dictions in women’s lives. While old restrictions have receded and many new
possibilities have opened up, new types of dependence and compulsion have
appeared whose consequences are not yet visible. There is no longer any ‘model’
that defines women’s life prospects – they are both more open and less protected
than before. 

TThhee  DDeemmaanndd  ffoorr  aa  BBiitt  ooff  ��AA  LLiiffee  ooff  OOnnee��ss  OOwwnn��

In the nineteenth century, it should be briefly recalled, women had scarcely any
opportunity to shape their lives.3 Among the ‘lower classes’, material constraints
were so severe that all efforts and energies had to go into the task of daily sur-
vival. Among the bourgeoisie, it was the new model of a woman’s role confined
to the home, with all the associated expectations and dependences, which excluded
women from almost any autonomous development. Their vocation was the
gentle and ever ready ‘living for the family’, its highest commandment: self-
abnegation and self-sacrifice:

Independence and manly ways are a deformation of woman; her greatest honour
is artless femininity – and that means glad-hearted submission and modest
humility; it means not wanting to be anything different or more than she is meant
to be. . . Man was created before woman and in order to be independent; woman
was given to him for his sake. (Löhe, b. 1808, quoted from Ostner and Krutwa-
Schott, 1981: 25)

‘From her early years, a woman’s vocation is one great sacrifice. . . She
renounces herself; she has no joy and no pain other than that of those closest to
her’ (Feuerbach, 1839, quoted from Behrens, 1982: 69f.).

The situation looks rather different today. True, it is still women who bear the
brunt of family tasks, but they more and more display expectations and wishes
that extend beyond the family. This begins with the ‘little freedoms’ of a more
independent everyday life and leads on to the big words: autonomy, self-realization
and ‘emancipation’. The degree to which expectations are conscious and the
degree to which they are expressed and fulfilled, varies according to the woman’s
social and educational level. But they constantly make their appearance in every-
day language as well as sociological surveys – not only among so-called ‘career
women’, but also among working-class women and the ‘average’ suburban
housewife:

[T]hen through marriage. . . I gave up all that [own interests]. . . The stupid thing
is that I would never do it again today. . . Since then I have been only what every-
one else wanted, never what I myself wanted to be. (Interview with a housewife,
from Münz and Pichler, 1982)

Well, in ten years I shall be forty-seven. But then I won’t yet be old. . . too old to
travel everywhere I’d like to go. Then I’ll enjoy my life for the first time. . . You
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can virtually say: twenty years of planning every weekend, all your free time,
just for the children. Then that’s it – then it’s my turn! (Interview with a female
industrial worker, from Becker-Schmidt et al., 1982: 67). 

What we have to investigate is how this shift came about from ‘living for
others’ to big or small hopes for ‘a life of one’s own’; how, in three or four gen-
erations spanning roughly a century, a claim that had earlier been scarcely per-
missible or possible took shape and spread among women. What social trends
triggered this and pushed it further? Such a question will take us into many dif-
ferent areas – from work, the law and education to public life, politics and the
media – where particular tendencies overlap, interact and reinforce one another.
To make this tangle easier to grasp, we shall concentrate on education, work and
sex and relationships and thus on the phases in young women’s lives when the
crucial shifts occur.

The method will be to combine two levels of observation:4 first, an overview
of material recording ‘objective’ trends in the three areas in question; then a
change of perspective to consider the underlying ‘subjective’ effects that have not
previously been given sufficient attention. The aim of this ‘dual-track’ procedure
will in each case – education, work, sexuality and relationships – be to ask how
far the external framework of women’s lives has changed and then to pose the
really central questions: Where precisely, across these generations of women, did
new lines of biographical development emerge? How did they bring about a new
stage: the hope, but also the compulsion, to achieve some kind of ‘life of one’s
own’? 

CChhaannggeess  iinn  EEdduuccaattiioonn

Until late in the nineteenth century, there were hardly any educational opportuni-
ties for girls. Those from the lower classes were given basic training in ‘the three
Rs’, while the daughters of the bourgeoisie were schooled chiefly in the fine arts.
Such education was designed to promote not the girl’s individual interests and
abilities, but a life lived for the family and her future husband.5 The skills a
woman expected to acquire should be ‘appropriate to her station’,6 so that they
helped her advance to a ‘suitable’ marriage. Any hint of independent interests
was suspect because it damaged her marriage prospects; a girl’s education
stopped when she began to master a subject for herself.7

Only towards the end of the nineteenth century did signs of change begin to
appear. In 1889 the first courses to prepare girls for the Abitur were introduced
in Germany,8 and in 1896 the first girls left school with this higher certificate.9 In
the same year women were permitted to attend some university courses, although
only as non-registered students under highly unfavourable conditions,10 and in
1900 the first regular female students matriculated in Baden.11 This hesitant
spread of educational opportunities was brought to a halt when the Nazis came to
power and introduced measures to prevent women from studying.12 Even in the
years after the Second World War, there was only slow improvement: women
were clearly underrepresented in post-secondary education,13 and they encoun-
tered widespread reservations and prejudice in the universities.14
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The great change appeared with the educational expansion of the 1960s. The
number of compulsory years at school was increased.15 Whereas tuition fees had
previously been payable, a system of grants and subsidies was now increasingly
deployed.16 The educational disadvantage suffered by girls, which had long been
considered natural, was now recognized as a social problem.17 Girls became one
of the main target groups of new educational measures18 and the results were not
slow in coming. The number of uneducated young women fell sharply19 as the
proportion of girls or women in upper levels of education increased to a degree
that exceeded all expectations.20 The change has been especially marked across
generations: girls stay much longer today in the educational system than they did
two decades ago.21 It may be said, then, that the changes which have taken place
in Germany are almost tantamount to a ‘quiet revolution’.22 Whereas in the 1960s
there was still a marked gender gap in opportunities, the chances of entry to all
sectors of the educational system are today almost equal.23

Furthermore, although sexism at school has by no means disappeared,24 quali-
tative changes have led to fairer treatment and entitlement than in the past. There
is more coeducation instead of division into girls’ and boys’ schools and the basic
principle is a single syllabus rather than separate ones for ‘male’ and ‘female’
domains. There is greater awareness of the problem of traditional role clichés in
course material and a greater preparedness on the part of teachers to treat boys
and girls equally, to offer girls the same encouragement and to make the same
demands of them. 

So much for the ‘objective’ trends that can be verified by empirical data. But
the really decisive, and much more difficult, question concerns the biographical,
social and political potential contained in them. No more vivid formula can be
given than that of the nineteenth-century American suffragette Mary Harris
Jones: ‘Sit yourself down and read. Prepare for the coming conflicts.’25 In other
words, the objective changes in education are a crucial foundation for a process of
consciousness raising that enables women to deal actively with their own situa-
tion. Their explosive force comes from the fact that they do not take place in
isolation, but historically coincide with major changes in what is considered a
normal female biography. Women used to be completely focused on ‘living for
others’ and the social structure denied possibilities of becoming conscious of
their situation. Today, the bonds to family life have loosened somewhat and
through the expansion of educational opportunities women have gained a greater 
capacity to recognize the specificities and restrictions of the context in which they
live their lives. Precisely here, at the intersection of these lines of development,
women may develop a new private and political self-awareness. Typically
enough, this new awareness starts from educationally privileged women, but it
also acts as a signal – not least because it is converted into tangible action by
encounter groups, women’s literature and publishing houses and the establish-
ment of women’s sections in political parties, trade unions and professional
organizations. 

After this very general overview, let us look more closely at some aspects of
the equalization of educational opportunities. Let us begin with the longer period
of compulsory schooling. Measured against ideal learning conditions, today’s
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schooling may well be ‘neither liberatory nor educative’ (Ilich, 1973), but it does
afford some respite from the early physical and mental rigours of factory work
and defence against pressures that virtually destroy any possibility of further
development.26 Next there is the rising proportion of girls in middle and higher
education and their rejection of the ghetto of so-called ‘women’s subjects’; the
teaching on offer is no longer geared mainly to the training of wives and mothers,
but breaks out of the radius of the family and leads into other areas of human
experience, other ways of thinking, other traditions. These new, more ‘elevated’
subjects do not merely involve passive learning; they both permit and encourage
a more ‘active’ approach. Finally, this is all bound up with practice in ways of
speaking and thinking that allow of abstraction and reflection: that is, in socio-
logical terms, a quiet shift from a ‘restricted’ to an ‘elaborated’ code (Bernstein).
For now, instead of a context-bound, and in many ways, prelinguistic mode of
expression based upon a shared lifeworld, it is necessary to develop modes of
speech and thought in which meanings are consciously worked out and indivi-
dually given their final shape. This presupposes a greater personal contribution –
and not least a distance between the individual and the surrounding world.27 The
general conclusion, then, is that for all the defects of the existing schools system,
the improvement of educational opportunity has had a major function in shaping the
context of women’s lives. For it opens access to the kind of courses that challenge
women to stand up for themselves and actively to confront their own situation. 

The greater educational opportunity is perceptible not only at a directly cogni-
tive level, but also indirectly in many areas of everyday life. One result is that the
average educational level of girls and young women is today considerably higher
than that of their parents, especially of their mothers.28 In many respects, they
have left behind the horizon of expectations and experience typical of their social
class and of previously customary female roles. Their life plans are different from
those of their parents, especially of their mothers. This gap between the genera-
tions requires young women to make their own projects and actions, to work out
their own ideas about the future, with little support from any model or tradition.

The improvement of educational opportunities, however, entails a growth in
knowledge and therefore in power on the many battlefields of everyday life. When
opportunities in education become more equal, inequalities in the job market lose
their legitimacy, so that the expansion of female education has a politicizing
effect in the employment system and career hierarchies. With appropriate infor-
mation and communication skills, women can combat violations of the rules and
actively assert their own interests, whether against employers or against land-
lords. In personal relations too, the equalization of educational opportunities
means an end to the advantage which underpinned male superiority and cemented
female subordination (‘You don’t understand about these things’). Finally, women
no longer unconditionally set their sights on marriage as a goal to be achieved
as quickly as possible. For the better educated they are, the greater chance they
have to find an intrinsically satisfying activity from which they can earn their
own living; whereas uneducated women stuck at the lower end of the hierarchy
often see marriage as the only possible escape from monotonous and wretchedly
paid work.
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In another respect too, developments in the educational system have given a
fresh boost to individualization, especially since the 1960s. Already before then,
the educational system was strongly oriented to individual performance: the deci-
sive hurdles were tests and marks organized along individual rather than collective
lines; and the evaluation of performance served not only to reveal the individual’s
progress or backwardness in learning, but integrated him or her as an individual
into a visible hierarchy.

Since the 1960s, this trend has further intensified.29 For the introduction of a
numerus clausus, the shortage of university places, the growing unemployment
and the pressing of baby boomers into education and employment bottlenecks
have all entailed a struggle over the distribution of fewer and fewer opportunities,
a kind of trickle-down ‘competition for places’. In the educational system, this sets
up a growing pressure to perform and to compete. More than in the past, educa-
tional institutions become places where everyone must learn to make individual
judgements and to win through against others. The socialization conditions have
thus decisively changed for boys and girls alike. But for girls, this goes together
with another change. Whereas they used to be assigned to ‘female’ courses where
little was offered, but also little was required, now they are exposed to similar –
and increasingly the same – pressures as those that face boys. Taken together,
these changes have had a ‘dual effect’, creating a deep divide between yesterday
and today. Within just a few decades, the protected space of girls’ education has
given way to an early pressure to perform.

Furthermore, the characteristic tendency of all industrial societies towards
rationalization, technocratization and ‘legalization’ of more and more areas of
life and towards standardized measures of success and effectiveness, has taken
hold of schools at a number of different levels30 and found many a point of con-
tact with the educational euphoria and reforms of the late 1960s. The examples
are well known: standard curricula and the scientific organization of teaching
material; the replacement of small local schools with larger centralized institu-
tions; specialization of teachers in particular subjects from a very early stage;
weakening of the school class as a bond among pupils, to the advantage of subject-
based ties. The character of the school has gradually changed as a result. Whereas
it used to be a space fairly similar to that of the family, an ‘extension of the family’
in some respects, its rules and demands, procedures and patterns of behaviour are
becoming much more impersonally abstract and akin to those of the adult world.
This is the school as ‘workplace’,31 and here too the change in conditions, although
affecting boys as well, has been much more radical for girls. As the education of
girls used to be much more restricted and family bounded than that of boys, in a
sense always remaining more ‘childish’, the change is all the greater now that the
school system educates them for ‘early adulthood’. 

CChhaannggeess  iinn  tthhee  WWoorrlldd  ooff  WWoorrkk

When the pre-industrial unity of work and life broke up, the model of a new divi-
sion of labour between the sexes came into being: the man as outside breadwin-
ner, the woman freed to look after the private world at home. From the start,
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fissures appeared in this new division of labour and by the late nineteenth century
they were becoming quite conspicuous. The bourgeois role model had always
been unattainable in the lower classes, because the man’s wage barely sufficed
for the family’s support and his wife and children also had to earn something.32

For the wife this meant either regular employment outside the home or work in
one of the many ‘niches’ outside the official labour market.33

Among the bourgeoisie too, where work in the family increasingly lost its pro-
ductive functions, the family was less and less able to offer employment and a
livelihood to unmarried women; more and more of those without property of their
own had to find some form of paid work. So it was that the late nineteenth century
witnessed the birth of various associations that sought to improve women’s lot
and to demand their right to work.34 And yet occupational activity among bour-
geois women continued only until the time of marriage; the married woman’s
place remained in the home.35 In many occupations, this role allocation was for-
mally established by a clause requiring women to give up their job at marriage
and the effects could be seen especially in the various cities of the early twentieth
century. During the First World War there was a huge leap in the numbers of
women employed,36 but officially ordered redundancies soon put an end to this
trend.37 Again in the economic crisis of the 1920s unemployment first of all hit
married women, who were exposed to additional forms of discrimination.38 An
intense polemic against female employment in general, and ‘dual earners’ in
particular, developed in the post-1929 Depression.39 And in 1933 the Nazis pre-
sented a series of measures to reduce female employment,40 although rearmament
and then the Second World War led to labour shortages and a revival in the
number of women at work.41

Only since the 1950s have there been clear signs of a new turn in women’s
biographies. First, in Germany as in other industrialized countries, there has been
a sharp rise in female employment:42 more and more women stay at work not only
until they marry but until the birth of their first child43 and some return after their
children have grown up. It was during the 1950s that a ‘three-phase model’ of a
woman’s biography (Myrdal and Klein, 1956) took shape: the period until the
birth of a first child, then ten to 15 years in the family, then a resumption of occu-
pational activity. But what then appeared as an innovative programme has in many
ways been subsequently overtaken by reality. For second, both in Germany and
elsewhere, there have been marked shifts in the relationship between motherhood
and paid work, which have crystallized not least in rising employment among
mothers.44 Women wait longer to have their first child45 and have fewer children
than before;46 they tend more to keep working after the birth of their first child and
to leave only once they are expecting a second; and those who give up work tend
to do so only for a relatively short time.47 For more and more women, then, paid
employment is today much more than an intermediate phase: ‘Not to have a job
has become an exceptional situation for women, ever more clearly restricted to the
phase of bringing up young children’ (Willms, 1983: 111).48

There is a lot of evidence that this trend is continuing among the younger gener-
ation. One reason is the improvement in educational opportunities: the higher the
qualification, the greater the job motivation. Another reason is the reform in
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marriage and family law: whereas the so-called traditional division of labour was
a legally established norm as late as 1957 – the husband as ‘breadwinner’, the
wife as ‘heart of the family’49 – this model has been replaced since 1977 with a
principle of ‘free choice’, whereby husband and wife decide how to share their
tasks at work and in the family.50 At the same time, the basic principle governing
maintenance in cases of divorce has changed in such a way that women now have
to be responsible for their own livelihood. A third reason is the fact that young
women, according to recent research, plan for lifelong work, with only some
interruptions for the care of young children and part-time employment during
subsequent years (Seidenspinner/Burger, 1982).51 All these tendencies show how,
in little more than 100 years, paid work has acquired ever greater significance in
women’s lives, shifting from the nineteenth-century model of confinement within
the inner world of the family to ever longer (and potentially lifelong) paid employ-
ment towards the end of the twentieth century. 

Consequently, more and more women have money which they have earned
themselves. If one compares this with the late-nineteenth century situation of
extremely low female wages52 – and with the widespread use of non-monetary
remuneration in typically female areas such as domestic service, agriculture or
nursing care53 – it is clear that especially since the economic boom of the 1960s
the real income of women has considerably increased. Moreover, whereas young
women once often had to use their pay as a contribution to their family’s upkeep,54

they now have more available to spend themselves.55 Not only does work today
bring young women more money, it brings them more money ‘of their own’.

The biographical potential of this is far reaching; money allows and educates
for greater autonomy than women could achieve while financially dependent
on parents or a husband. This is true especially for those who have been locked
into dependence because of their youth or gender. ‘To be financially independent
through work. . . is a general goal for young people’ (Fuchs, 1981: 197). The
availability of money creates the basis for escaping parental control; it is an entry
ticket to ‘the world outside’, to experiences and contacts beyond the family, to the
things on offer in the leisure and consumption society (if only a trip to the cinema
or a Coke in a youth club). Money makes it possible to have plans and desires that
relate to one’s own person, but it also requires budgeting and therefore weighing
up pros and contras, deferring certain needs, imposing self-discipline. Conversely,
as a study of ‘unemployed girls’ has shown (Diezinger et al., 1982), to be unem-
ployed and penniless means to remain confined within the family’s internal
space, dependent on parents or boyfriend, limited in one’s choice of contacts; it
means reversion to, or rather, never learning to escape from, the traditional model
of a female biography:56

[W]hen I had no money, I always had to go with him [boyfriend]. . . When I said
let’s go somewhere else, it would be: No, I don’t like it there, you can go by
yourself! But I didn’t have any money and had to go with him. (From an inter-
view in Diezinger et al., 1982: 213)

Money is also a kind of ‘objective indicator’ of the importance of what one does.
Whereas work in the family is invisible, outside employment has a tangible result
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that can be seen every month on your bank statement. Money that you have
earned yourself demonstrates in a direct way the value of your work and output;
it awards self-confirmation and self-confidence and recognition by others.

When you work, you know you’ve earned all your money. When you don’t
work, you can be sure the state will have to feed you – to put it bluntly. And that
wouldn’t make me proud. . . So I think, man: if I do something myself, I know
I’ll get something for it. And that’s better, it gives you a boost, to know you’re
capable of doing something. (Interview in Diezinger et al., 1982: 184f.)

Money also gives people a certain power and ability to assert themselves in
their immediate environment: ‘The one who buys is the one who decides.’
Women who contribute to the family budget have more of a say in shaping its
lifestyle. This is especially true of women whose money is an important or even
an indispensable part of the family income:57 they gain legitimacy from their
foothold in the world of work outside the home, even if the husband is funda-
mentally unsympathetic; they derive feelings of pride, strength and independence
from their awareness of also being a family breadwinner; and they can expect
more consideration and help from the rest of the family, who directly rely upon
their fitness for work. The importance of money becomes all the greater in the
event of sharp conflicts, because it allows women to escape more easily from dis-
putes in the parental home or from a failed marriage.58 At all these levels, money
that women earn for themselves works against the old ties of dependence and
gives them a greater possibility of asserting their rights and demands.

At work women experience other claims on their time, which may in many
respects be more demanding than those in the family but which may also afford
them something in the way of leisure time. Here lies a crucial difference between
a job and work in the family. The latter is daily service for the physical and
psychological needs of various family members, performed on an open-ended
basis; the wife–mother does not have to be active all the time, but she must be
available ‘round the clock’ – which hardly leaves her any time really to plan any
activity of her own.59 Work at a job, however, sets up a clear boundary between
fixed working hours and a ‘private life’ of evenings, weekends and holidays. This
distinction introduces at least the possibility of time that belongs not to work but
to women themselves, ‘personal time’ at their own disposal. In the past, of course,
not only were working hours extremely long – above all in typically female occu-
pations60 – but girls were expected to help a lot at home61 and any remaining time
was subject to strict parental regulation. So it is not just the jobs themselves but
also other changes – shorter working hours, fewer demands in the parental home,
shifts to more liberal ways of bringing up children – which have made leisure
time a tangible reality in women’s lives. As a result of changes in outside work,
domestic labour and education, a historically new phase has emerged for women
in which youth is ‘a time of one’s own’.

If one considers that women’s lives used to be almost totally absorbed in
living for the family, it is clear that this represents a major turning point. For even
the apparently passive and undemanding models of the leisure industry call for a
minimum of activity and for a choice between the competing possibilities on
offer. Despite the seductive calls of advertising and the mass media, despite the
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signals of peer groups, this choice is ultimately linked to the subject of action
herself; it presupposes that she has at least some idea of her own desires and inter-
ests, arouses those desires and steers them in one direction or another. Moreover,
the shaping of leisure time takes place in a ‘goal-free space’, where it is possible to
discover various aspects of one’s environment and personality without running any
great risk. It also allows young people to get away from home into new areas of the
world outside.62 All this means that time of one’s own involves freedoms which,
although perhaps objectively modest, are important for a person’s biography and
encourage her to become independent and to take initiatives of her own. 

Furthermore, the growth in female work outside the home since the end of the
nineteenth century, and especially since the Second World War,63 has led to
greater spatial mobility in women’s lives. The significance of this may again be
gauged by looking back at an earlier time. Here is how Virginia Woolf recalled
the world of the Brontës:

I read how Jane Eyre used to go up on to the roof. . . and looked over the fields
at the distant view. And then she longed. . . ‘then I longed for a power of vision
which might overpass that limit; which might reach the busy world, towns,
regions full of life I had heard of but never seen;. . . then I desired more of prac-
tical experience than I possessed; more of intercourse with my kind, of acquain-
tance with variety of character than was here within my reach.’. . . In those words
she [Charlotte Brontë] puts her finger exactly not only upon her own defects as
a novelist but upon those of her sex at that time. She knew, no one better, how
enormously her genius would have profited if it had not spent itself in solitary
visions over distant fields; if experience and intercourse and travel had been
granted her. . . All those good novels were written by women without more expe-
rience of life than could enter the house of a respectable clergyman. (Woolf,
1929: 102–105) 

For the middle-class woman of the nineteenth century, everyday life was
nearly always a fenced-off preserve of family and neighbours, a smoothly func-
tioning network of social relations. By going out to work, she might escape the
confines of this world but also lost the protection associated with it (Tilly and
Scott, 1978). She then had to grapple with an external world where she was
mainly regarded not as a member of a family (daughter, sister, wife) but as an
individual person, where her days were no longer directly regulated by parental
instructions or the specific duties of ‘living for others’, where she faced new pres-
sures, demands and manners and often new conflicts – in short, where the system
of co-ordinates of the family world was immobilized at various points and dif-
ferent forms of perception, thought and action had to be developed. Released
from the ‘bosom’of the family, she had to survive as an individual person; behav-
iour ‘of her own’ was not only permitted but demanded.

By way of contrast, an outside job increases women’s opportunities for new
contacts and experience. This is why women who do not go out to work often feel
‘cut off from life’.64 For at various levels – directly or indirectly, modestly or
extensively, even simply through dealings with customers from different back-
grounds and groups – a job is a door to the public world. New experiences may
also trigger a process of comparison that makes women more aware of things they
used to take for granted, so that they become more open to question. Other ways
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of living cast one’s own way of life in a new light, making its limitations and
burdens no longer seem such a rigid destiny and creating a focus for new hopes,
expectations and desires. A politicization effect may set in here, since the unjust
and discriminatory treatment of women is more sharply felt in the workplace.

In the switching backwards and forwards from one area of life to another, from
work to family, an experiential gulf eventually emerges: on the one side are family
members with whom the woman does not share her experiences of the outside
world; on the other side are people from the outside world with whom she does
not have in common her experiences in the family. In fact, the processes described
here have considerably strengthened in the last few decades, as a result of several
factors:

• Geographical mobility. The greater the distance between workplace and
home, and the more the job requires the woman to move or to be at times
away from home, the more it takes her out of her familiar milieu and leads her
to meet people from other backgrounds and social groups. 

• Opening up of new occupations, together with increasing job differentiation
and specialization. The more occupations are opened up to women, and the
more specialized new jobs emerge, the more are women from the same back-
ground exposed to different demands and experiences. They undergo differ-
ent disappointments, satisfactions and difficulties; they have more or fewer
chances, face more or fewer obstacles to their career; and their expectations
and plans differ accordingly, determined less than before by their background
and more by particular experiences in their job.

• Social mobility. The improvement of educational opportunities contributes to
the fact that some women manage to rise above the social status of their origi-
nal family. To be sure, the educational opportunities do not translate into
equally improved job opportunities and so the advancement is usually rather
modest. Nevertheless, it means leaving the familiar context for a new world
marked by different experiences and habits, different convictions, rules and
norms, as can be immediately felt in many details from clothing and food to
child-rearing customs and leisure pursuits.

• Generational change. As the model of a longer (even lifelong) working life
has become increasingly normal, a considerable distance – to some extent,
even a gulf – has emerged between the older and the younger generation of
women. Things that their mothers took for granted – life plans and associated
expectations and attitudes – have become questionable for many daughters.
To exaggerate a little, one might say that it is ‘a generation without role models’,
without the supportive strength of given references and orientations. 

Geographical mobility, differential job chances, social mobility and genera-
tional change: an experiential gulf mediated by work thus divides women from
women at a number of levels. Women are increasingly confronted with new
situations for which the conventional repertoire of rules and forms of behaviour
no longer suffices. When such ‘gaps’ appear and new models are not immediately
ready to fill them, women feel ‘thrown back on themselves’ and have to come
up with their own solutions, ways of behaving and reference points. The lack of
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models, which is tangible in many areas of everyday life, not only permits but
compels attempts to establish personal independence. 

Until now we have been discussing historical changes in the relationship
between women and work outside the home. But the picture is incomplete if we do
not remember that the old structures persist alongside the new. As many studies
have shown, the dual, gender-divided labour market continues to involve the
well-known forms of discrimination for women: lower pay, less chance of pro-
motion, greater job insecurity. And behind these stand the less obvious double
standards and contradictory demands resulting from the opposition of job and
family, which married women in particular come to experience. Jobs are designed
in such a way that employees are supposed to be relieved of everyday chores by
someone else working silently in the background – but women who go out to
work, instead of being relieved of these chores, have to perform them not only for
themselves but to a large extent also for their husband and children. Working
people are expected to be geographically mobile – but in any relationship it is
usually the wife who follows the husband. Working people are expected to be
self-assertive and successful – but if a woman is more successful than her husband,
this may endanger their relationship. Since the mid-1970s, moreover, there has
been a tendency for changes to be partly reversed and older structures to be
revived. The economic crisis has been exacerbating labour market risks for
women: from rationalizations in commerce and administration to the recent
changes in labour law,65 from the shortage of trainee positions66 and the growing
number of jobs without security67 to disproportionately high rates of female
unemployment.68 Changed political constellations have also been placing more
emphasis on ‘freedom of choice’ than job-based integration and even urging
compulsory limitation of female employment as a response to falling birthrates.69

Such forces have turned sharply against what they call ‘the false doctrine
of women’s liberation through integration into the production process’,70 made
a programme out of the ‘new motherhood’, cut back on public child care provi-
sion and rediscovered the honour of voluntary tasks for the second half of
women’s lives. 

It is precisely this juxtaposition of new and old elements, this ‘simultaneity
of the non-simultaneous’, which is now having biographical effects of a special
kind. In education young women increasingly face the same demands and
opportunities as men and not least for this reason they develop increasingly
similar expectations and demands for their career. A number of studies have
shown much evidence of their strong levels of motivation. Thus, girls take even
more care than boys in choosing their career;71 they no longer gear this choice
so much to the needs of a future family as to their own current interests;72 and,
whereas for women of the older generation, the wish to leave the parental home
was often the motive for an early marriage, girls now direct this wish more
towards a job and the independence that it brings.73 But in the early years of
transition to the world of work, they come to feel the uncertainty and partly
even futility of their life plans as they encounter the difficulties of finding train-
ing and a job, or as they discover the reality of women’s jobs which – in con-
tent, organization and pay – are not meant for the long term, offer no secure
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livelihood and destroy any original interest in them (Weltz et al., 1978; Bilden,
1982). ‘In education doors are open to girls which are later slammed shut again
in the labour market.’74 The outcome is a historically new kind of discrepancy.
Discrimination against women in the labour market today occurs at a time
when young women’s level of demands has changed and their motivation and
interest in a job has grown stronger. The gulf between demand and reality is
continually widening (Bilden, 1982). 

This tense relationship between women’s life plans and their actual chances of
fulfilling them is a breeding ground for insecurity, anxiety and disappointment.
And given the lack of models, young women are again thrown back on them-
selves in trying to come to terms as best they can with the contradictions of their
work situation. One may assume that, depending on family background, educa-
tion, occupation, personal relationships and biographical features or accidents,
they will pursue various strategies in this individual quest: from a streamlined
career to alternative types of employment, from full-time employment for life to
short-term contracts, part-time work, job sharing and successive temporary jobs.
This obviously carries a high risk of failure and even of a (mostly involuntary)
retreat into family life. Incomplete integration into the world of work thus entails
contradictions in women’s lives, which cause differentiation and division among
women – not only between different generations, but also within the younger
generation itself. It is this differentiation which often produces misunderstand-
ings or a lack of any understanding among women – sometimes even leading to
a ‘sisterly quarrel’75 among those in different situations in life. 

Alongside such troubles, the economic crisis has resulted in severe risks that
may be summed up in the expression ‘feminization of poverty’ (Diana Pearce).
This trend first appeared in the United States, but it is increasingly visible in the
Federal Republic as well:76

Two out of three adults who come under the official definition of poverty are
women. . . The harsh new trends in the economy belie the notion that the seven-
ties were ‘the decade of women’s liberation’. For some women it was that in one
way or another. . . But beneath such glittering images of upward mobility, women
as a class. . . were constantly losing ground. . . The fastest-growing group among
the female poor are single women – divorced or never married – who are bring-
ing up children alone. . . The first [reason for this] has to do with jobs. To be sure,
more women go out to work today than ever before this century. But for women
a job is not necessarily a cure for poverty. The jobs open to them are part of the
problem.. . It is currently estimated that, whether as a result of divorce, desertion
or death [of a husband], 85 per cent of American women have to count on provi-
ding for themselves (if not for themselves and their children) at some time in
their life. And that is the second main reason for the feminization of poverty.
(Ehrenreich and Stallard, 1982: 217–21)

In conclusion, we may say that this new situation of risk has a twofold root:
in ‘the economic fact that women themselves earn very little’; and in ‘the social
fact that they are much more likely than before to be thrown back on their own
resources’ (ibid.: 222). Quite unmistakably, then, the feminization of poverty is
the other side of the coin of ‘a life of one’s own’ – or of a process of individuali-
zation caught between ‘no longer’ and ‘not yet’.
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CChhaannggeess  iinn  SSeexxuuaalliittyy  aanndd  RReellaattiioonnsshhiippss

The catch-phrase of a ‘sexual revolution’ is much too crude and general, but it
does highlight what scientific studies have also identified as a tendency. In com-
parison with the sexual morality of the late nineteenth century, a far-reaching
liberalization has certainly occurred and a greater ‘permissiveness’ has asserted
itself in many areas of behaviour. The outward signs of this change, which has
been especially noticeable since the 1960s, range from waves of sex education
material to the student revolution, ‘flower children’ and the challenging slogan:
‘Make love not war!’ The shifts in attitude and behaviour are perhaps most
remarkable among young women. Whereas in the early 1960s virginity was for
many still a value, and premarital sex was either taboo or linked to a firm inten-
tion to marry,77 in the 1970s and early 1980s the situation was almost the reverse.78

Only few then thought it important ‘to wait until marriage’ and a majority of 15-
to 19-year-old girls had sex with their boyfriend.

The situation then was nevertheless somewhat transitional with regard to
sexual norms, especially as far as women were concerned. For although the tradi-
tional values were no longer taken for granted, the contours of new values were
still blurred and uncertain. The old dual morality which allowed men to have
sexual relations before and outside marriage but categorically forbade them to
‘decent’ girls and women was disappearing – but persisted in a changed form.79

Moreover, although sex was no longer taboo for young people or limited to dark
and secret spaces, it had become ‘normalized’ in a peculiarly contradictory form.
For, on the one hand (as one sees from the mass media and modern educational
theory), youth sexuality was often understood as part of ‘normal’ development
and to some extent openly discussed in school lessons or advice columns in maga-
zines for young people. But, on the other hand, it was still often condemned in
traditional groups such as the churches and parts of the upper strata of society;
warnings and contradictory advice were given about contraception and health
risks; demands for new standards in sexual behaviour, or new competitive pres-
sures to perform, often threw young people (who were especially dependent
on outside recognition) into a state of disorientation and uncertainty;80 and in
the family, parents who neither strictly forbade nor openly permitted their children
to have sexual relations maintained a kind of tolerant ‘conspiracy of silence’
(Furstenberg).81 In the wake of ‘liberalization’, moreover, girls and women were
subject to far more sexual demands than in the past – ranging from the per-
emptory expectations of a peer group to the stronger pressure of boyfriends.82 This
resulted in a peculiar inversion. Whereas sexual relations used to be strictly for-
bidden as a general norm, there was now a pressure on girls to have sex even if
they really did not want to; it was a question of ‘keeping up with others’, because
it was supposedly ‘the done thing’, so as not to lose a boyfriend. Under such con-
ditions, the right to ‘autonomy’ turns into another form of heteronomy and the
‘new freedom’ becomes a new compulsion. In the end it is still the woman who
bears the greater risk – the risk of a bad reputation, of health troubles (because
reliable methods of contraception interfere with her body) and of an unwanted
pregnancy. 
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All this means that in today’s ‘liberal transition’ girls are confronted in new
ways with the issue of sexuality; their situation has become not only simpler but
also, on the contrary, more complicated. For whereas, in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, at least middle-class daughters were still strictly ‘protected’ and supervised,
whereas two or three decades ago they still received clear commands and prohi-
bitions from their parents, now a more open and diffuse space has emerged which
contains more freedoms but also grey areas, contradictory instructions and
considerable risks, requiring ‘individual responsibility’ and in any event forcing
individuals to make decisions for themselves. The need for tenderness and inti-
macy is closely bound up with ‘if’, ‘from when’ and ‘how far’ questions, with the
confusion of feelings, desires, fears and doubts. Girls are thus left more to their
own devices. Without a strict ‘no’ imposed from outside, they must increasingly
find their own rules and behaviour. 

The last few decades have also seen a decisive change in the ‘consequences’
of sex – or, to be more precise, in the control of those consequences. Contraceptive
methods (above all the ‘pill’) have become more reliable and readily available
and in many countries changes to the law have made it easier for a pregnancy to
be terminated. Here too there is a certain ambivalence as far as women’s lives are
concerned, with a possible strengthening of both autonomy and heteronomy. For
as the women’s movement and researchers have often stressed, women become
more easily (because more ‘inconsequentially’) available, while men are freed of
responsibility even more than before. This often reinforces the pressure of sexual
expectation, with women becoming a ‘disposable’ object. (More rarely one sees
the opposite pattern, in which a woman’s ‘new freedom’ is asserted at the
expense of the male partner.) The pill and other contraceptive improvements have
also faced women with a new dilemma, with a classic ‘double bind’ of irrecon-
cilable demands.83 At the start of a new relationship the man often expects or tac-
itly assumes that the woman is taking the pill or using some other device. But
since neither the pill nor other safe means of contraception can be simply used on
an ad hoc basis, but require something to be done in advance, some agreement on
sexual activity is needed or at least some prior willingness. And so, in a new kind
of double morality, the dubious impression may arise that the woman is all too
willing. Contraception, then, requires unromantic, consciously planned behav-
iour, which both conflicts with the spiritual ideal of love imparted through female
socialization and may be interpreted (also with male irritation) as a sign of cold
calculation contradicting the passive waiting traditionally expected of women:

The ideal image of femininity includes such features as passivity and a willing-
ness to fit in with male supremacy. The male is the hunter who pursues the
woman – for her attention, for a date, for sex. After she has played along with
this ritual in which the man takes the leading role, the young woman has sud-
denly to change her behaviour. She is supposed to display confidence in her own
sexuality and to take responsibility for controlling the ‘consequences’ – thus
showing the man that she obviously has enough sexual experience to plan in a
cold-blooded manner. (Woodhouse, 1982: 14 – retranslated)

The woman therefore falls between two changing and even contradictory
demands, according to the situation, her reference group and her partner. She is
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exposed to diverse, ambiguous expectations but is required to make a decision
that is ultimately unambiguous: for or against contraception. And this is all
played out in an area that essentially lives on unexpressed signals, where feelings
often overrun reason and everyone is particularly vulnerable – that is, the quest
for intimacy, tenderness and closeness. This constellation is particularly well
suited to produce misunderstandings between the sexes, which weigh most heavily
upon the woman and force her into difficult balancing acts, confusing and often
overtaxing her if she is young and inexperienced. Evidence of ‘contraceptive
embarrassment’ (Herold, 1981) are the still numerous cases of unwanted preg-
nancy. They may appear irrational if one considers only the availability of reli-
able methods of contraception; but interviews with young women who have had
an abortion show that what is involved is in a sense thoroughly rational: namely,
an attempt to avoid the dilemma of incompatible demands. This very dilemma
makes it clear that women’s autonomy and improved contraception are related to
each other in a way that is highly complicated and far from unambiguous. For if
the new possibilities are to expand a woman’s autonomy, they assume a consi-
derable degree of strength and self-assurance on her part. But when women learn
consciously to use these possibilities, they also learn a new self-understanding
and a new relationship to their partner: active planning instead of passive wait-
ing; responsibility for themselves instead of dependence on a man. 

This casts light on what has long been known: that contraception and birth con-
trol face women with new problems, but also bring them a release from old and
still difficult constraints. They may set in train changes which concern women’s
lives not only at the margin but right at the core. For so long as it is women who
not only bear children but also have the main responsibility for caring for them
and bringing them up – which ties them to the life of a housewife or the burdens
of the ‘dual role’ – then the biological fact of having children is associated with
far-reaching social consequences. Motherhood then nearly always means a con-
siderable restriction of everyday movement and future possibilities. And not
infrequently, unintended motherhood pushes them into a chain of risks that keeps
growing stronger: from the ending of education to ‘having to get married’ in
unfavourable circumstances or social discrimination as a single mother. Precisely
because the burdens of having children fall only on women and decisively affect
the course of their lives, the women’s movement has repeatedly raised the
demand for ‘reproductive freedom’84 (even though this has very soon brought
with it new risks) and stubbornly fought through political debate, demonstrations
and spectacular actions for the right to control their fertility. The typical formu-
lations are crystal clear: ‘We alone decide/Whether to have children or not’, ‘My
body belongs to me’. And not by chance is the standard feminist work on birth
control entitled Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right (Gordon, 1977). Basically one
idea stands behind this: ‘Without the full capacity to limit her own reproduction,
a woman’s other “freedoms” are tantalizing mockeries that cannot be exercised’
(Cisler, 1970: 276).

If this is the case, then today’s widespread birth-control facilities may not be
enough, because the medical risks fall only on the woman and the law still does
not allow her complete freedom of choice. In historical comparison, however, it
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is true that the freedom of choice has grown considerably in a short space of time.
Much more than before, women today are free from conflicts and often lifelong
consequences of an unwanted pregnancy. They thereby gain a greater right to
autonomy – not only over their own body, but much more over the shaping of their
life and future perspectives.

The changed sexual norms, combined with improved methods of contracep-
tion, find perhaps their clearest expression in the emergence and spread of a new
model of relationship: living together without a marriage certificate, or ‘trial
marriage’. Here public attitude changed dramatically from one generation to the
next.85 For whereas, in the early 1960s, young women rejected sex before
marriage or at most practised it in secret (Pfeil, 1968), by the 1980s they took
more or less for granted an open, non-legalized relationship and mostly saw it as
a meaningful option for their own life.86 The usual reason given for this was:
‘until I know whether he’s the right one’87 – an expression which announced a
new attitude to men friends. Clearly the point was no longer to find a man come
what may, or – more precisely – to be found by him; no longer to view marriage
as the overriding goal in life. Rather, the attitude was much more considered: the
wish for a stable relationship or even marriage was still predominant, but always
on condition that ‘we get on together’. Neither was this seen any longer mainly
as a one-sided willingness on the woman’s part to adapt her interests and life
plans to those of a man:88 now she wanted to test in advance whether he really
was ‘the right one’; and part of her idea of partnership was that she should some-
times do things without her husband.89 A sizeable group of women were prepared
to take the initiative in getting to know a man.90 Finally, a growing number were
consciously deciding to have a child without getting married. They ‘only’ wanted
a child without being tied to a man.91

Another important change in recent decades is the rapid rise in the number of
divorces. As historical research on the family has shown, this is essentially due to
the fact that the significance of marriage has fundamentally altered in the course
of industrialization – a trend often presented in the form of well-known polarities:
from a community of work to a community of feeling; from part of an encom-
passing family bond to a relationship between two individuals.92 If we look more
closely, however, we can see not two but three distinct stages. First, there is the
pre-industrial marital relationship, mainly determined by material tasks such as
common economic activity to assure the existence of a craft or peasant family, or
the tasks of status representation and the bequeathing of property and titles in
the case of the nobility. Then came the spread of the bourgeois family in the age
of industrialization, with a distinctive marital combination of material and
emotional tasks. According to the new division of labour, the husband was finan-
cially responsible for the family livelihood, while the wife was defined as ‘the
heart of the family’ responsible for ‘relationship work’ – that is, not only for obvi-
ous domestic tasks and child care, but also for the maintenance of a climate of
security and contentment. This kind of marital relationship obviously still exists
today, especially among the older generation, but the further development of
industrialization – not least the improved educational opportunities for girls and
the increasing employment of women outside the home – has led to a third type.
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Here marriage is primarily a source of emotional support, a tie between two
persons who each earns their own living and seeks in their partner mainly the ful-
filment of inner needs. Thus marriage is increasingly seen as free of objective
goals and geared to subjective expectations.93 This shift in what counts as a
‘good’ marriage means that its central focus is now the individual person with her
own desires, needs, ideas and plans, in short, personal happiness. Or to put it in
another way, the newly emerging form of the couple always has behind it a claim
of one’s own on life.94 Of course, this makes the relationship more vulnerable and
even prone to breakdown. For if life together cannot satisfy what is expected of
it, the logical conclusion is to live alone. ‘The burden of proof has been reversed –
from what the individual can do for the family, to what the family can do for the
individual. . . Divorce is the understandable outcome if individual contentment
becomes the touchstone of what a good marriage is.’95

Unlike in the past, there are more women than men who file for divorce.96 This
may be interpreted on the one hand as a sign of greater independence, as a con-
sequence of those objective changes which have increasingly distanced women
from the traditional model of a female biography. So long as ‘living for others’
was all there was to life, the woman was more or less unconditionally tied to
marriage. But insofar as she is regarded as an independent person, it becomes
possible for her to conceive of being alone rather than living unhappily in a couple.
And if she has a job that makes her no longer completely dependent on her
husband financially, it is also easier for her to make up her mind and act.
Nevertheless, it is important to realize that her job is only a ‘facilitator’; the deep
cause is the presence of certain desires, whatever they may be exactly. Thus there
are certainly a small number of women who develop very strong wishes in rela-
tion to work and who, if these meet with the man’s resistance, choose their career
over marriage.97 More important, however, because much more typical, are those
women who have high hopes of a ‘good’, emotionally fulfilling family life and
are therefore more dissatisfied than men with their marital relationship.98 Both
cases – career hopes or marital ideals – indicate strongly developed ideas for a
personal life their own, which, if it cannot be lived with the existing partner, may
result in divorce:

I was the one who walked out. I said I’d had enough. It wasn’t how I wanted to
live, and I simply stood up and left. . . It was the smartest thing I’ve ever done.
(From an interview in Holmstrom, 1973: 146)

He just kept saying: clear off, I want my peace and quiet. . . So I said to myself,
if I’m anyway alone with the children in my marriage, why shouldn’t I be alone
without the marriage. (From an interview in Fischer, 1983: 53)

In interviews with divorced women, expressions often appear to the effect that
a new life began with the divorce – a life of their own for the first time:99

When I got divorced, life really began for me. They were the best years of my
life – and still are. For only then did I really have the guts to say that now I come
first and I’ll do what I think I should. . . At first it was pure euphoria for me.
When I came home from work at the weekend, I switched off the bell and
thought that now I have a day and a half just for myself. It was heaven on earth.
(From an interview in Wagnerova, 1982: 151f.)
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But the rising divorce figures are not only an expression and consequence of
increasing independence; they are at least as much a trigger, a compulsion for
women to become more independent. For through divorce women give up the tradi-
tional model of female biography, directed at marriage as the ‘main goal in life’.
Whether or not they wanted the divorce, they find themselves in the position of a
‘single woman’ and have to organize their daily life accordingly; they must look for
a job if they do not have one already; they must have dealings, often for the first
time in their life, with various public bodies (not least in court over the divorce set-
tlement); and they must find new ways of structuring their leisure time (e.g. going
out alone or taking a ‘singles’ holiday). Now they have to face alone various prac-
tical tasks, issues and decisions which their partner used to sort out or which they
used to tackle together. But although they must develop elements of an independent
lifestyle, divorced women have hardly been prepared for this by the previous course
of their life – especially if they used to stick closely to the ‘living for others’ model.
‘Their experience and training reinforced nurturant, affiliative, and domestic skills,
not skills that would enable them to assume the responsibilities of heading a family’
(Kohen, 1981: 232). The result is a ‘forced independence’ – potentially a challenge
but in reality often too much to cope with. Interviews with divorced women also
bring out this aspect, as a loss of security or in extreme cases a loss of identity:

The immediate post-divorce period – that is, the year or so after marital break-
down – was clearly a separate period in the reorganization of the self-identities
of the divorced mothers. . . Of the 30 women, 18 described themselves during
this period as ‘nonpeople’, not part of life, or depersonalized. Bea, deserted by
her husband and having to find full-time work to support the family, said, ‘I’ve
suppressed the whole first year. I didn’t believe it. I felt shattered. Your whole
life drops out.’ Josie, a young mother. . . described herself as being ‘numb’ after
the divorce. Then she said, ‘I don’t know how I felt. I was depersonalized’.
(Kohen, 1981: 232). 

Another consequence of forced independence is the fact that, after a divorce,
the woman usually has much greater financial problems than the man.100 The new
German divorce law, which hinges upon equal rights between the sexes, expects
that the woman will earn her living herself. But since the world of work is far
from equal, there is little chance of her finding that ‘reasonable’ employment
corresponding to her former living standard which the law anticipates, especially
if she has no educational qualifications, has not had a job for a long time, is less
able to compete because of child care responsibilities, or finds herself in a period
of high unemployment. In cases where the former husband does have to pay
maintenance, it is by no means guaranteed that he will carry out his obligations
correctly.101 All in all, therefore, the rising divorce rate means two quite different
yet closely related things: on the one hand, a self-confident demand (just as much
on the part of women as of men) for a life of their own in association with their
partner; on the other hand (if this demand is not satisfied), new risks and con-
straints that affect women harder than men. We might sum this up in the phrase:
independence without adequate preparation. 

Not least under the pressure of such risks, a tendency arises toward lifestyles
that already plan for the risks and at the same time are supposed to safeguard
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against them. The more common divorce becomes, the more lifestyles develop
which keep open the possibility of a later life on one’s own. This helps to explain
a number of phenomena: parents who are willing to help their daughter get an
educational qualification; women who plan on being out at work as constantly as
possible;102 couples who prefer to live together without getting married, postpone
having children or give up the idea altogether.103 A complex interrelationship thus
exists between rising divorce rates and growing independence. Planning a life of
one’s own and being forced into a life of one’s own: the two are interlocked with
each other. 

A powerful example of this connection may be found in the interviews with
single mothers and their daughters. When asked what they would have done dif-
ferently in hindsight, divorced women significantly talk of ‘more independence’.
And their daughters learn the lesson; they want to build their life more indepen-
dently right from the start. 

A divorced woman: ‘Whoever my partner was and whatever the situation, I’d
try to have a career and get myself better educated, so that I was really indepen-
dent. I’d even ditch my partner if he didn’t agree to it.’104

A daughter after her parents’ divorce: ‘What does it all mean for me? That
I mustn’t give up on myself. That I shouldn’t give up things which I enjoy and
my partner maybe doesn’t enjoy. I should say: okay, then I’ll do it alone. I should
simply have my own space and not become anyone’s appendage.’105

This connection, illustrated here with concrete examples, is statistically con-
firmed by the research of Seidenspinner and Burger (1982), which compares
daughters of single mothers with girls from ‘complete’ families and establishes
that the former later show more detachment in their lives and greater scepticism
toward the traditional model of female biography. The daughter inherits her
mother’s compulsion to independence, but converts it into the active form of a
life’s project:

They want to rely on their own efforts and achievements. Another crucial factor
in this is their mother’s compelling necessity to earn money. Every fourth
respondent thought that she would like to have a job which, unlike her mother’s,
was enjoyable and made her a lot of money. With their mother’s lives before
their eyes, a large number of them are sure they do not want to marry. When they
do want to marry, they think of it as taking place later in life. Accordingly, their
wish to have children is markedly less strong and less certain than in other girls
and, insofar as they have given it any thought, they would mostly like to keep
the number of children to one. (Seidenspinner and Burger, 1982: 60f.)

AA  BBiitt  ooff  ��AA  LLiiffee  ooff  OOnnee��ss  OOwwnn��::  ffrroomm  PPrriivvaattee  DDeemmaanndd  ttoo  PPoolliittiiccaall  EEffffeecctt

The previous sections have shown how, in the context of women’s lives, histori-
cal shifts have occurred from ‘living for others’ to a bit of ‘a life of one’s own’.
Measured by the radical feminist vision of a society in which women have full
autonomy, such changes appear inconsiderable – no more than variations on a
familiar theme that still involve forms of ‘repression’, now becoming more veiled
than before. An assessment which is different in approach but partly similar in its
results arises in the system theory paradigm, where the stronger participation of
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women in education and work and their resulting possession of time and money
of their own, are ‘in conformity with the system’ and have anyhow got stuck
halfway. The parallel is with the working class, where the same developments
(upward educational and occupational mobility, better wages, more leisure etc.)
are interpreted as a tendency to ‘integration’ and ‘bourgeoisification’. 

Are biographical changes of the kind discussed here therefore insignificant and
unpolitical, or to be dismissed as ‘social-democratic reform politics in the private
sphere’? Or conversely, where is what we began by calling the ‘revolutionary
impulse’ of these expanded opportunities for release and participation?

First of all, the objectively similar content – expanded opportunities in educa-
tion, work and income – has quite a different meaning for men and for women
(which is why the parallel with the working class is inaccurate). Whereas, in men’s
lives, advances in education and work are compared with the previous situation
either of themselves or of their father, and are thus an incremental variation of
what remains fundamentally the same, similar advances in women’s lives are
experienced against the traditional background of ‘living for others’ and are thus
both new and different. The two frames of reference are quite distinct. What
appears incriminating from the point of view of a lifelong assignment to the edu-
cation and employment system may, in the context of women’s lives, signify a
new and challenging experience. In the space of a few generations, women have
made a leap between these two frames of reference which men have never experi-
enced in the same way. The ‘petty’ educational and work opportunities and ‘petty’
freedom and independence which women have won in the historical process may
be a route into the burdens, alienations and illusions of the male world and may
look to men like simply ‘more of the same’, but in the experiential horizon of those
concerned they represent a major turning point. 

Second, the continuing allocation of women to the sphere of the family means
that they have a direct field of practice in private life and their relationship to
husband and children. This field was, of course, hardly perceived as active so long
as women were mainly practised in acceptance, adaptation and dependence. But
as they become more aware, the consequences can be felt in attempts to discover
and demand new kinds of relationship that allow some space for a life of their
own. The broad and diverse field of women’s literature may be read as a call for
new forms of relationship. It begins with a demand for greater male involvement
in housework – a demand which sounds so tame and modest but which still has
sharp repercussions in everyday family life. Then it moves on to a refusal to take
the demands of the husband’s career as the unconditional priority for the family,
through postponement or renunciation of the wish to have a child, then a wish to
have a child alone, without the husband or a traditional couple set-up, and finally
the development of a feminist subculture completely built around relations, ties
and feelings among women. These are all experiments, projects and demands
which change the shape of society. For ‘society’ is not only macro-bodies and
institutions; it is also the tangible everyday reality directly surrounding us, ‘the
enormous and mundane, subtle and not so subtle, delightful, painful, immediate,
far-reaching, paradoxical, inexorable and probably irreversible changes in women’s
lives – and in men’s’.106 Over the past 100 years, women have not seized the reins
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of power in politics, economics and public life. But at this other, ‘merely’ private
level, women’s groups have for some years played a kind of leading role. 

Is it ‘merely’ a private level? No, of course not. The formulation is characteris-
tically false. It leaves out of account a key watchword of the women’s movement:
‘The personal is the political.’ It leaves out of account what, at a more theoreti-
cal level, is the fundamental idea of a subject-oriented approach, such as this con-
tribution has tried to develop. Just as changes in society as a whole produce
new developmental models of what constitutes, for example, a normal female
biography, so do new normal biographies react back upon the structures of society
as a whole, producing tensions and conflicts there and triggering changes in their
turn. The relationship, then, is reciprocal. As the fierce public debate on falling
birthrates has made clear, changes in this sphere do not remain private but may
have important effects for the economy, state and society. In this process of inter-
action and repercussions, women no longer remain passive and mute – especially
not those with high or very high educational qualifications who have gained some
degree of self-awareness. It is precisely women in skilled positions who are
beginning to construct their own reference groups and forming ‘networks’ within
particular institutes, departments or professional organizations. In this way they
seek to carry the experiences and needs of women into the most diverse fields of
practice, from the media and art to architecture, medicine and law and even into
the realm of science (especially the social sciences). ‘Women are looking for their
history’ (Hausen, 1983) and behind ‘history’ they are discovering ‘herstory’, the
officially forgotten, omitted, suppressed story of the way in which women have
lived their lives. Examples could be listed at random, but all that counts here is
that such categories do not emerge by chance. They reflect at a theoretical level
the same historical trend that has been discussed here – namely, the growing
demand of women for a life of their own. 

Not the least important development is the way in which women are directly
carrying this demand into politics. For so long as a life of one’s own remains an
individual quest, it is dependent on the goodwill of partners, colleagues and
others in the surrounding world, always threatened by political movements that
come and go, by government austerity programmes and economic crises. This is
why women are hardly content any longer with the offer of individual ‘freedom
of choice’, a formula so beloved by politicians. The demand now is for something
‘beyond freedom of choice’,107 for changes at the level of the law, the world of
work, public institutions and the basic principles of society. ‘Beyond mere equal
rights’, the women’s movement ‘strives for women’s autonomy, and beyond a
critique. . . of discrimination it calls modern power structures as a whole into
question.’108 It seems that this kind of political consciousness is as yet characteris-
tic only of a minority. But there are increasing signs that, in the less established,
less power-encrusted political groups – from citizens’ action groups through the
peace movement to the Greens – women have a visible share and influence and
that even in political parties and trade unions the pressure from the ‘women’s
corner’ is steadily mounting. In the United States, where present economic and
social policies are accentuating the feminization of poverty, a ‘gender gap’ has
meanwhile emerged so that the government finds considerably less support
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among women than among men.109 It may be that the following claim is too
boldly formulated: Women’s liberal-feminist consciousness of their equality of
rights is the great radical political force of the eighties. But the words with which
Betty Friedan concluded her balance sheet of two decades of the new women’s
movement will certainly be realized: ‘To be continued.’110
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6

On the Way to a Post-Familial Family

From a Community of Need to Elective Affinities

PPrroolloogguuee::  SSttaaggeess  iinn  aa  CCoonnttrroovveerrssiiaall  DDeebbaattee

In Western industrial societies of the 1950s and 1960s, paeans were being sung
to the family. In West Germany it was enshrined in the Constitution and placed
under special state protection; it was the recognized model for everyday life and
the dominant sociological theory regarded it as essential to a functioning state
and society. But then came the student and women’s movements of the late
1960s and early 1970s, with their show of resistance to the traditional struc-
tures. The family was exposed as ideology and prison, as site of everyday vio-
lence and repression. But on the opposite side, others appeared in the arena ‘in
defence of the bourgeois family’ (Berger and Berger, 1984) or rediscovered it
as a ‘haven in a heartless world’ (Lasch, 1977). A ‘war over the family’ broke
out (Berger and Berger, 1983). Suddenly it was no longer even clear who or
what constituted the family. Which types of relationship should be described as
a family and which should not? Which are normal, which deviant? Which ought
to be encouraged by the state? Which should receive financial support?

Meanwhile, at the beginning of the 21st-century, the discussion became still
more confused. Many theorists perceived massive changes, perhaps even the
end of the traditional family; others criticized what they called the constant talk
of crisis and argued that the future belongs with the family; while a third group,
lying somewhere in between, preferred to speak of tendencies towards plural-
ism. What made the debate particularly stimulating is the fact that all sides
appealed to empirical data and especially to demographic statistics.

In this chapter I shall first look at two positions which emphasized continuity
and stability of the family. In considering these, I will show that the black-and-
white alternative ‘end of the family’ or ‘family as the future’ is not appropriate.
The focus should instead be on the many grey areas or, better, the many different
shades in the niches inside and outside the traditional family network. The main
argument here will be that these forms signal more than just pluralism and
contiguity, more than just a colourful motley thrown together at random. For a
basic historical trend can be discerned in all this variety, a trend towards individ-
ualization that also increasingly characterizes relations among members of the
same family. A shorthand way of saying this is that a community of need is
becoming an elective relationship. The family is not breaking up as a result; it is
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acquiring a new historical form. Paradoxically, we could say that the contours of
a ‘post-familial family’ are taking shape (Rosenmayr, 1992).1

TThhee  CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn  ooff  NNoorrmmaallccyy

OOnn  tthhee  HHaannddlliinngg  ooff  FFiigguurreess

In the mid-1990s a respected daily paper carried a feature article under the pro-
grammatic headline ‘The family is not a discontinued model’ (Bauschmid, 1994).
The first sentence already makes the point: ‘Sometimes it is the normal situa-
tion which amazes the observer: 85 per cent of children and young people under
eighteen in the Federal Republic grow up in complete families with natural parents
who are still in their first marriage.’

The statistic is indeed surprising and it is therefore worthy of closer exami-
nation. Where does it come from? What is the basis of calculation? Three points
immediately strike one. First, the cited figure takes children and young people
in ‘complete’ families as its reference. The picture is therefore distorted in
advance, because it excludes those who decide against a family. Two groups
that have clearly grown in recent years are missing – men and women who do
not marry in the first place and those who remain childless.2 Second, the author
writes that the figure comes from the year 1991, but in reality it covers a period
stretching from 1970 to 1987.3 And already within that period – even more in
the years since then – a clear shift has taken place towards non-traditional forms
of living. Since 1970, for example, the proportion of children born out of wed-
lock has been constantly rising;4 and those born within it face an ever greater
risk that their parents’ marriage will break up (Nauck, 1991: 427). Third, pop-
ulation figures that give a picture of family life say nothing about whether
people live willingly or unwillingly in such relationships. Neither do they say
anything about the dynamic concealed behind these statistics. It is therefore
necessary to look beyond the objective data and to investigate their subjective
meaning. Then it becomes relevant to consider what sociological studies of the
family show:5 namely, that in many relationships there are partly open, partly
submerged conflicts over the domestic division of labour and gender life pro-
jects, and that although traditional arrangements still largely prevail, there is
increasing dissatisfaction on the part of women. In short, a considerable poten-
tial for conflict is visible beneath the surface normality.

What we find, then, is a screening out of groups which do not fit the image
of normality (single persons, the childless); a disregard for the declining trend in
the traditionally normal family (more children born outside marriage, more
divorces); and also a disregard for the conflict potential within so-called normal
families. One thing is obviously common to these three elements: they all lead to
a picture that emphasizes the aspect of continuity and systematically underesti-
mates the aspect of change. It is not so much normality as constructions of
normality that are involved.
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RReeddeeffiinniittiioonnss  aanndd  IImmmmuunniizzaattiioonn

In an essay entitled ‘Family in dissolution’, the sociologist Laszlo Vascovics
trenchantly criticizes those who point to radical changes in the family. He sees
here just the long familiar talk of crises: ‘Over the last two centuries, crisis and
breakdown of the family have again and again been “detected” or predicted’
(Vascovics, 1991: 186). And he is quite clear about his own conclusions:

The family as nuclear or conjugal family has kept its dominance up to the pre-
sent day. . . The ‘normal chaos of love’, as it has been called, continues to dis-
play quite clear and dominant patterns of the partnerships which. . . in most cases
lead to a quite normal family. (Vascovics, 1991: 197)

In order to assess this view of things, it is important to know how Vascovics
defines the ‘normal family’. In fact, practically everything goes into his defini-
tion. With or without a marriage certificate, temporarily or for life, once or a
number of times – everything is indiscriminately included in the nuclear family
or its precursors. Even people living alone become ‘partnership oriented’ within
this framework, because in Vascovics’ view they do not in principle exclude a
marital or non-marital partnership and even partly aspire towards one. Most non-
marital partnerships are said to be ‘at least geared to a medium-term perspective’.
And if such couples separate, it can still be assumed ‘that they will sooner or later
enter into a non-marital long-term relationship with another partner’. It is true that
there has been a decline in birthrates, but this changes nothing with regard to the
normal family. ‘Parenthood has not ceased to be an important aim for young
women and men.’ Developments such as later parenthood show nothing new:

Why should there be a difference in how late and early parenthood, shorter and
longer-lasting families, are regarded? It is in the nature of things that a family
will be founded at one point in the life cycle and dissolved at another.
(Vascovics, 1991: 188–94)

Within this conceptual schema, Vascovics is undoubtedly right that the normal
family is alive and flourishing. But the series of redefinitions that allows him to
argue this mostly discards what a short time ago constituted the essence of
marriage and family: legal certification, binding force, permanence and so on. If,
amid massive change, all this is simply disregarded, then obviously no change
will be left. It is as in the race between the hare and the tortoise: the normal family
is there already. Proof to the contrary is impossible, because everything that looks
or could look otherwise is simply built into the original concept. This is what
theory of science knows as immunization – explanations which cannot be refuted
and so are not really meaningful.

The result is that the central questions are systematically left out. For example,
it is well known from the data available that most men and women do indeed say
that having children is one of their aims in life. The interesting question here is
why do young people fail to achieve this aim more often than previous ones.
What are the barriers, the resistances? Or do other goals in life nowadays have
greater attraction? Furthermore, it is hardly surprising that most single people do
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not dismiss all thought of a partnership. But far more intriguing is the question of
why they actually live alone. What are the resistances or the rival goals? Finally,
not much can be said against the statement that every family starts at some point
and comes to an end at another. It is as correct as it is trivial. What is not at all
trivial is when the family is founded and especially why it is ended – through
death or through divorce. How many go on to found another family? How many
let it all drop? How many set up several families in succession?

If such questions are not asked, if instead all forms of private life (with or with-
out children, with or without a certificate, with or without permanence) are
bunched together under the heading of the ‘normal family’, then all contours go
by the board. Change? The perspective does not allow for it. And so it nowhere
comes into view. The conclusion is fixed in advance: ‘Nothing new under the sun.’

FFaammiillyy  aanndd  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn::  SSttaaggeess  iinn  tthhee  PPrroocceessss  ooff  HHiissttoorriiccaall  CChhaannggee

The emphasis on continuity of the family will now be contrasted to an approach
that consciously places new elements at the centre of analysis. To draw out what
is new, we shall take the discussion on individualization as our reference, focus-
ing first on the historical changes that can be located in the lifespan of the indi-
vidual. Individualization is understood as a historical process that increasingly
questions and tends to break up people’s traditional rhythm of life – what socio-
logists call the normal biography. As a result, more people than ever before are
being forced to piece together their own biographies and fit in the components
they need as best they can. They find themselves bereft of unquestionable
assumptions, beliefs or values and are nevertheless faced with the tangle of insti-
tutional controls and constraints which make up the fibre of modern life (welfare
state, labour market, educational system etc.) (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1993).
To put it bluntly, the normal life history is giving way to the do-it-yourself life
history. What does this imply about the family? How is the relationship between
family and individualization to be conceived? Above all, what is new in all this?

TThhee  OObblliiggaattiioonn  ooff  SSoolliiddaarriittyy

It is advisable to start by glancing back at the pre-industrial family. As many stud-
ies from social history have shown, this was essentially a relationship centred
upon work and economics. Men and women, old and young people each had their
own place and tasks within it. But at the same time, their activities were closely
co-ordinated with one another and subordinated to the common goal of preserv-
ing the farm or workshop. Members of the family were thus exposed to similar
experiences and pressures (seasonal rhythms, harvest, bad weather etc.) and
bound together by common efforts. It was a tightly knit community, in which little
room was left for personal inclinations, feelings and motives. What counted was
not the individual person but common goals and purposes. In this respect the pre-
industrial family may be defined as a ‘community of need’ held together by an
‘obligation of solidarity’ (Borscheid, 1988):

Family, household and village community made productive assets out of the
estate, ensured that the many efforts were not just a labour of Sisyphus, partly
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afforded the possibility of welfare and social prestige, and promised some secu-
rity in the event of destitution, sickness and old age. Unless one was integrated
into a family and a village community, one was virtually nothing, an impotent
creature looked down upon by society. . . In this network of dependence, it was
not individual freedom but the material interests of one’s own family, farm and
village that were uppermost in people’s minds. For better or for worse, everyone
was tied to this community; it was at once their sheet anchor and their lead
weight. (Borscheid, 1988: 271f)

As many historical documents testify, family members were not bound to one
another only in love and affection; tension and mistrust, even hatred and violence,
were not uncommon. Yet the basic experience remained one of mutual depen-
dence, to which personal wishes and dislikes had to be subordinated in case of
conflict. There was not much scope, then, for individuals to break out. To go
one’s own way was possible (if at all) only at a high personal cost.6

With individualization came the decisive historical break. The family lost its
function as a working and economic unit and started up a new relationship with the
labour market. In a first phase, it was chiefly men who were involved in gainful
employment outside the home. The imperatives of the performance-oriented
society meant that what counted was now the individual person rather than the
community. Women, however, were initially relegated to the realm of home and
children, to the newly forming space of the private. (At least that was the model for
the rising bourgeoisie, institutionally underpinned through the administration of
justice, education, philosophy and so on). Within this framework of relations
between the sexes, which was geared in principle to a ‘halved modernity’ (see
Beck, 1986: 179), a new form of dependence began to assert itself: the woman
became dependent on the man’s earnings, while he needed her everyday labour and
care to be capable of functioning in the workplace. The obligation of solidarity that
had characterized the pre-industrial family went on existing in a modified form.

TThhee  WWeellffaarree  SSttaattee  aanndd  tthhee  LLooggiicc  ooff  IInnddiivviidduuaallllyy  DDeessiiggnneedd  LLiivveess

A new stage in the history of the family and individualization began with the grad-
ual development of the welfare state, first around the end of the nineteenth century
but above all in the second half of the twentieth. A series of social security mecha-
nisms (old age pension, sickness and accident cover etc.) was introduced to give
some protection against the rigours of the market and various forms of material
assistance to weaker groups (income support, education grants, housing benefit,
help with buying a home etc.) were meant to assure greater social justice. One result
of such measures was that even if individuals could not function in the labour
market, or could do so only to a limited extent, they still became less dependent on
family, goodwill and personal favours. The beginnings of social security thus guar-
anteed a minimum existence beyond the family. Individual members of the family
were no longer unconditionally required to fit in and to knuckle under; they could
also get out in the event of conflict. The logic of individually designed lives was
thus given a boost, and ties to the family were considerably loosened:

Insofar as the state bestows its gifts upon individuals rather than the families to
which they belong, it becomes more likely that young people on a grant will
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leave their family, that large households extending over several generations will
split up, or that married couples in employment will be able to divorce. By
reducing economic constraints, the state increases the scope for individual action
and mobility. But it thereby also increases the probability that people’s lives will
move outside collective contexts. (Mayer and Müller, 1994: 291)

TThhee  DDeemmaanndd  aanndd  PPrreessssuurree  ffoorr  WWoommeenn  ttoo  hhaavvee  aa  ��LLiiffee  ooff  tthheeiirr  OOwwnn��

Another major break occurs with the change in women’s normal life history –
something which also began towards the end of the nineteenth century but has
greatly accelerated since the 1960s. Let us summarize this as concisely as possi-
ble (for a more detailed account see Beck-Gernsheim, 1983). As women move at
least partly outside the family as a result of changes in education, occupation,
family cycle, legal system etc. they can no longer rely on men as providers.
Instead, in ways that are naturally often contradictory, a perspective of autonomy
and self-sufficiency is held out to them. The ‘subjective correlate’ of such changes
is that women today increasingly develop, and must develop, expectations,
wishes and life projects which relate not only to the family but also to their own
persons. At the level of economics first of all, they have to plan ahead for some
security in life – if need be, without a man. They can no longer think of them-
selves just as an ‘appendage’ of the family, but must increasingly come forward
as individuals with their own interests and rights, plans and choices.

The power of the family – above all, of the husband – has been correspondingly
restricted. Unlike most of their forebears in previous generations, women are no
longer referred to marriage as the route to economic security and social status.
They can choose, perhaps not altogether freely but more than before, whether they
really want to marry or to stay single and whether to seek a divorce rather than put
up with endless conflicts if the marriage does not turn out as they hoped. This
means that, in women’s biographies too, the logic of individual design is gradu-
ally asserting itself and the obligation of solidarity is further breaking down.

Meanwhile, feminists have analysed this development with new categories and
concepts. Whereas traditional sociology always conceived the family as a unit
with homogeneous interests and positions in life, there is now a contrasting focus
on gender difference. Whereas ‘the family’ always used to occupy the whole field
of vision, now men and women are becoming visible as separate individuals, each
linked to the family through different expectations and interests, each experiencing
different opportunities and burdens. In short, the contours of distinctively male
and distinctively female lives are now becoming apparent within the family.

IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  aanndd  tthhee  SSttaaggiinngg  ooff  EEvveerryyddaayy  LLiiffee

As a result of historical developments, then, a trend towards individualization has
made itself felt. This increasingly affects relations between family members too,
setting up a special kind of dynamic. A number of examples will help us to under-
stand what is meant by this ‘staging of everyday life’, as we shall call it. More
and more co-ordination is needed to hold together biographies that tend to pull
apart from one another. At a number of levels, the family thus becomes a daily
‘balancing act’ (Rerrich, 1988) or a permanent ‘do-it-yourself’ project (see Beck
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and Beck-Gernsheim, 1993; Hitzler and Honer, 1994). The character of everyday
family life is gradually changing: people used to be able to rely upon well-
functioning rules and models, but now an ever greater number of decisions are
having to be taken. More and more things must be negotiated, planned, person-
ally brought about. And not least in importance is the way in which questions of
resource distribution, of fairness between members of the family, have come to
the fore. Which burdens should be allocated to whom? Who should bear which
costs? Which claims have priority? Whose wishes have to wait?

TThhee  DDiivveerrggeennccee  ooff  TTeemmppooss  aanndd  AAbbooddeess

In pre-industrial society, it was the demands of the family community centred on
work and economics which directly set the course of everyday life. As the farm
or workshop occupied the central place, each family member usually acted within
a radius of which the others could easily keep track. And the distribution of tasks,
having been practised for generations, followed a familiar rhythm that was tightly
defined and co-ordinated.

Starkly contrasting with this is the everyday family life in highly industrialized
societies. Most men are in employment outside the home and so are an increas-
ing number of women. The children go to school and spend more and more of
their leisure in organized activities outside the home (sports club, painting class,
music lessons etc.), in the new forms of ‘insulated childhood’ spread right across
the city (see Zeiher, 1994). Family life no longer happens in one place but is scat-
tered between several different locations. Neither a fortiori is there a common
temporal rhythm, for the family’s life is structured by different social institutions:
the timetable of kindergarten, school and youth organization, the working hours
of the husband and wife, the opening hours of shops, the schedule of public trans-
port and so on. Most important of all, the flexibilization of working hours directly
intrudes upon family life, as it produces irregular and fluctuating tempos that do
not correspond to such requirements of living together as continuity, stability and
co-ordination.7

It is extremely difficult to tie together the threads of these different rhythms.
The watchword is: ‘Join together what is moving apart!’ (see Rerrich, 1993) so
that everyday family life becomes a kind of ‘jigsaw’ that is hard work rather than
a game (Rerrich, 1991). The individual pieces have to be put together time and
again, the temporal and spatial arrangements compared and collated. This is
vividly shown by the results of a detailed empirical study (Jurczyk and Rerrich,
1993). The lives of individual family members, with their different rhythms,
locations and demands, only rarely fit together naturally. Much more often, dis-
crepancies appear and lead to repeated attempts to establish a balance. A harmo-
nious everyday life is thus an ‘achievement based on a great deal of preparation’
(Rerrich, 1993: 311), which requires the family co-ordinator to be a skilful
timetable juggler. Usually it is women who perform this task which entails con-
siderable practical and emotional effort, often with the help of a grandmother, au
pair or child minder. The need to plan, organize and delegate is thus growing all
the time as the family becomes a kind of small business. ‘Elements of rationali-
zation and calculation are marching into private life’ (Rerrich, 1993: 322). My,
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your, our time becomes the issue in a struggle between time of one’s own and a
quest for common time. And it is not uncommon for this to result in tension and
competing demands – especially between men and women. Who will take
responsibility for what? When and for how long? Whose need for time has prior-
ity? Who is free when?

MMuullttiiccuullttuurraall  FFaammiilliieess

In pre-industrial society, when a man and a woman got married they nearly
always shared a wide repertoire of local experiences, values and attitudes. For
lifeworlds were then far more closed than they are today and marriage opportu-
nities were greatly limited by factors ranging from class and property to ethnic
origin and religion. In comparison, the everyday lifeworld is nowadays much
more thoroughly mixed: people from different regions and social strata meet
and often marry one another. The old barriers erected by the law or by the wider
family have not completely disappeared, but they are much weaker than they used
to be. The principle of a free choice of partner has become generally accepted, so
that people who live together (with or without a marriage certificate) often come
from quite different backgrounds. Or, as Berger and Kellner put it in a classic
text, the modern choice of partner is characterized by the meeting of two
strangers:

Marriage in our society is a dramatic act in which two strangers come together
and redefine themselves. . . the term ‘strangers’ [does not] mean, of course, that the
candidates for the marriage come from widely discrepant social backgrounds –
indeed, the data indicate that the contrary is the case. The strangeness rather lies
in the fact that, unlike marriage candidates in many previous societies, those in
ours typically come from different face-to-face contexts. (Berger and Kellner,
1974: 160)

The marital relation thereby acquires new meaning, but also, of course, is subject
to new strains. For the great opportunity of personally chosen togetherness – namely,
the creation of a common world beyond the legacy of family and kin – requires that
both participants make enormous contributions. Within the system of modern
marriage, the partners are not only expected to construct their own form of
togetherness; they must do so:

Marriage and the family used to be firmly embedded in a matrix of wider com-
munity relationships. . . There were few separating barriers between the world of
the individual family and the wider community. . . The same social life pulsated
through the house, the street and the community. . . In our contemporary society,
by contrast, each family constitutes its own segregated sub-world. . . This fact
requires a much greater effort on the part of the marriage parties. Unlike in ear-
lier situations in which the establishment of the new marriage simply added to the
differentiation and complexity of an already existing social world, the marriage
partners now are embarked on the often difficult task of constructing for them-
selves the little world in which they live. (Berger and Kellner, 1974: 162–3)

This is especially true of bi-national or bicultural couples, where each partner
comes from a different country or culture. Such unions also existed in earlier
epochs, of course, but their number has increased considerably in recent times,
owing to migration of labour, political upheavals and political persecution, mass
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tourism and foreign travel for education or business. In Germany, every seventh
couple marrying today is nationally mixed.8 What Berger and Kellner saw as
characteristic of modern marriage is here even more applicable. For in nationally
mixed marriages, the strangers are ‘even stranger and the differences in sociali-
zation are greater’ (Hardach-Pinke, 1988: 116).

Today in every marriage, different lifestyles, values, ways of thinking and
communicating, rituals and everyday routines have to be fitted together in one
family world. In the case of bi-national/bicultural marriages, this means that both
partners must achieve the ‘construction of a new intercultural reality’ (Hardach-
Pinke, 1988: 217) , build an ‘intercultural lifeworld’ (Hardach-Pinke, 1988) or a
‘bi-national family culture’ (Scheibler, 1992: 87ff). They act within a space that
has been little structured beforehand, as two different worlds meet. In this situa-
tion, for which there is no preparation and no specific rules, the partners have to
work out arrangements of their own (Scheibler, 1992: 45).

Much that used simply to happen, without any questions asked, must now be
weighed up and decided upon. Where shall we live: in your country or mine, or
perhaps in a third where neither has the advantage of its being home? Shall we
stay here or later move to your home country? Who has which opportunities
where? Who must bear which burdens where? Who will be without legal status,
job protection or pension cover? Do we communicate in your language or mine,
or in a third, or in whichever suits the occasion? Which festivals and holidays will
we celebrate? What shall we do about family visits and all the many branches of
the family? What about the division of labour at home? How are the children to
be brought up: in your religion or mine, in your language or mine? What forenames
will we choose, reflecting which of our origins?

To repeat: there are no models for any of these decisions. Each couple goes its
own way, seeks its own forms. Whether they choose to follow one or the other
cultural tradition in its entirety; whether they try to find forms combining ele-
ments from both; whether they test out several options and perhaps keep switch-
ing around (Scheibler, 1992: 44ff) – all this will depend on their previous history,
actual place of residence and plans for the future, as well as on the cultural prefe-
rences and prejudices in their surroundings. Each bi-national couple lives out its
own story, its own distinctive version of bi-national family culture.

The biography of each partner is far from unimportant in this process. The one
who comes from a different country is ‘the stranger’ here. Perhaps their back-
ground was one of poverty and hunger, or perhaps of torture, persecution and
escape; anyway they have gone through experiences and anxieties quite different
from those of people in their new surroundings. Their life is, to a greater or lesser
degree, cut off from their own cultural roots, their socialization, their language.
If their mode of expression, behaviour and appearance becomes noticed, they live
with the stigma of ‘the other’ (see Goffman, 1963). They have to face humiliat-
ing treatment and mistrust at the hands of courts and officials, landlords and
employers. They live without protection, and if their legal status is insecure they
can have their work permit withdrawn and perhaps even be deported. True, the
native partner is not unaffected by all this, but he or she is in a comparatively
secure position and can take steps in self-defence. It remains completely open
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what attacks from the outside will mean for the couple’s relationship: in one case
it may be tested to the point of breakdown, while in another it may be made all
the stronger. But whatever the outcome, the structure of their relations is typically
such that one partner is more exposed than the other. So, differences between
their social positions establish themselves. There is an imbalance, more or less
pronounced, between their respective opportunities and dangers.

Finally, a bi-national/bicultural marriage also makes both partners confront
their own origins, with sometimes paradoxical results. Someone who looked for
the attraction of ‘the other’ in a relationship with a foreigner suddenly discovers
the ‘native’ element in his or her own self. ‘One sees how deeply rooted is one’s
own value system – indeed, in many respects one sees it for the first time’
(Elschenbroich, 1988: 368). Contemplating the children’s future brings memories
back with particular force, making it necessary to confront one’s own socializa-
tion and history, values and desires – one’s own identity. The question ‘Who am
I, what do I want?’ is posed anew in the course of a bi-national marriage. And it
leads on to further questions that call for a crucial decision: ‘What do I want to
keep?’, ‘What can I give up?’, ‘What is important to me?’

DDiivvoorrccee  aanndd  iittss  CCoonnsseeqquueenncceess

The number of divorces rose dramatically in the course of the twentieth century.
Every third marriage ended in divorce in the Federal Republic of Germany, every
second one in the United States.9 Children too were increasingly affected. A
German study that compared children born in 1960 and in 1980 came to the fol-
lowing conclusion: ‘During these twenty years, the risk of being affected in child-
hood by parental separation has risen more than threefold’ (Nauck, 1991: 427).

When divorce occurs, the situations of men and women, adults and children,
develop in different directions. This is true first of all in a directly geographical
sense: one partner (nearly always the man) moves to another dwelling and per-
haps another town (so as to make a fresh start). Women and children stay behind,
but it is not uncommon for them to move too at a later date (to cheaper accom-
modation, closer to grandparents and so on) – which means a change in surround-
ings, school and neighbours. New economic situations are especially important:
a drop in income usually takes place, depending on the laws of the country con-
cerned. In the United States the standard of living sharply declines for women and
children, while it not infrequently rises for men (because they often pay no main-
tenance) (Cherlin, 1992: 73f). In Germany money, or lack of it, is more evenly
divided and most men have to contend with a reduced budget, but still the women
and children generally are worse off (Lucke, 1990).

In addition, a new organization of everyday life becomes necessary after a
divorce. It has to be negotiated, often fought over, between the two who used to
be a couple. Who keeps the apartment, who gets which share of the household
goods, which keepsakes? How much maintenance will be paid for whom? And
above all, who gets the children and what are the custody rights? Man versus
woman: claims and demands are raised, rights and duties redistributed. New
agreements are sought, often with a great deal of argument. Instead of a common
daily life and a common abode, there are now separate ‘access’ times for the
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father. When should he come, and for how long? How much is he entitled to have
the child at weekends and holidays? In extreme cases, the man or woman may
even try to settle things by force: the number of child kidnappings has also been
increasing.

Family therapists, lawyers and judges see every day how wounding and bitter-
ness, rage and hatred can escalate between ex-partners after a divorce. But even
when the separation is calm and reasonable, it inevitably leads to a new relation-
ship among husband, wife and children. Much more clearly than before, they con-
front one another as individuals eager to assert their own interests and pursuits,
their own wishes and rights. The ex-partners differ in how they think not only
about the future but also about their time together in the past – often too about
who was to blame and how the whole thing should be seen (he always had other
women, she always threw their money around).

In between are the children (on their situation see Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980;
Wallerstein and Blakeslee, 1989; Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991; Cherlin, 1992).
Naturally they have wishes of their own. As various studies have shown, they
usually hope that the parents will get together again. Yet the parents still go their
own ways regardless. The children then have to learn to live with divided loyal-
ties. Where fights break out over who they should stay with, they are asked by the
court whether they would prefer to live with the mother or the father. However
carefully it is done, the child is being asked to make a statement against one or
the other parent – and when little care is taken, the child directly experiences the
parents’ manoeuvres and attempts to gain influence. Where visiting rules are in
force but the ex-partners cannot overcome their sense of hurt, the children
become involved in a post-divorce battle in which they are sounded out about the
lifestyle and new relationships of the former spouse or used as carriers of infor-
mation between the warring fronts. But that is not always all. In some families,
the children become split between the parents, as brothers and sisters too may
divide against each other, Much more often, however, their relationship to the
father rapidly tails off as he disappears from their immediate horizon. Relations
with the paternal grandparents also grow weaker and more problematic, sometimes
partly prevented by the mother as a way of wiping out all reference to the father
(Cherlin and Furstenberg, 1986: 136ff).

What all this means for the growing child is a matter of dispute. Many studies
indicate that children, being sensitive and vulnerable, often suffer lifelong distur-
bances when early relations are severed (see Wallerstein and Blakeslee, 1989).
Others suggest that children are more flexible, robust, even thoroughly adaptable
and that although the period after a divorce is certainly a dramatic crisis, the
children usually get over it and settle into the new conditions (see Furstenberg
and Cherlin, 1991; Cherlin, 1992). It may be that both interpretations are not
completely wrong, but also not completely right; perhaps they are both too nar-
row. In keeping with what has been said so far, I would therefore like to propose
a third interpretation. The series of events connected with separation may, that is,
involve a special kind of socialization, the essence of which is a message of, and
a hard lesson in, individualism. If children manage to come to terms with changing
family forms, this means that they have had to learn to sever close bonds, to cope
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with loss. They learn early what it means to be abandoned and to part. They see
that love does not last for ever, that relationships come to an end, that separation
is a normal occurrence in life.

CCoonnjjuuggaall  SSuucccceessssiioonn  aanndd  EElleeccttiivvee  FFaammiillyy  RReellaattiioonnsshhiippss

Many divorced people later remarry or cohabit with a new partner who was also
married before and may also have children of their own. More and more children
thus grow up with one non-biological parent. On closer examination, these step-
families appear in a sense to be a variant of the bicultural family. According to
recent findings, they are a ‘curious example of an organizational merger; they join
two family cultures into a single household’ (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991: 83).
Here too, values, rules and routines, different expectations and everyday practices –
from table manners and pocket money to television viewing and bedtime hours –
have to be negotiated and agreed. In addition, many children move backwards and
forwards between their different family worlds, between the ‘everyday parent’ who
has custody and lives with a new partner and the ‘weekend parent’ who does not
have custody and may also have a new family. This may well lead to complex rela-
tionship structures that can be presented only in diagrams with many ramifications.
‘Marriage and divorce chains’,10 ‘conjugal succession’ (Furstenberg, 1989), ‘multi-
parent families’ (Napp-Peters, 1993), ‘patchwork families’ – all these are concepts
designed to make the new family forms easier to grasp. One key characteristic, of
course, is that it is not clear who actually belongs to the family. There is no longer
a single definition – that has been lost somewhere in the rhythm of separations and
new relationships. Instead, each member has their own definition of who belongs
to the family; everyone lives out their own version of the patchwork family:

Let us consider the case in which a married couple with two children divorces
and the wife retains custody of the children. . . If we ask the divorced mother who
is in her immediate family, she certainly would include her children, but she
might well exclude her ex-husband, who now lives elsewhere. If we ask her
children who is in their immediate family, however, we might get a different
answer. If the children still see their father regularly, they would probably
include both their father and their mother as part of their family. And if we ask
the ex-husband who is in his immediate family, he might include his children,
whom he continues to see, but not his ex-wife. Thus, after divorce, mother,
father and children each may have a different conception of who is in their
immediate family. In fact, one can no longer define ‘the family’ or ‘the imme-
diate family’ except in relation to a particular person. (Cherlin, 1992: 81)

In this constellation it is no longer the traditional rules of ascription (descent
and marriage) which determine the family bond. The key factor now is whether
the social relations stemming from it persist after the divorce. Where these rela-
tions are broken or gradually fade, there is also an end to the ties of kinship. What
could be seen emerging in other family constellations of modernity is here fully
displayed: maintenance of the family link is no longer a matter of course but a
freely chosen act. In the situation following a divorce, kinship is worked out anew
in accordance with the laws of choice and personal inclination – it takes the form
of ‘elective affinities’. As it is no longer given as a destiny, it requires a greater
personal contribution, more active care. As one study of patchwork families
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puts it: ‘From the huge universe of potential kin, people actively create kin by
establishing a relationship – by working at becoming kin. And they have wide
latitude in choosing which links to activate’ (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991: 93).
Many relatives by the first marriage continue to be ‘part of the family’; many by
the second marriage are added to them; and others remain outside or drop out.

The outcome no longer follows a predetermined model. For where there is a
choice, personal preferences more and more become the yardstick; each indivi-
dual draws his or her own boundaries. Even children growing up in the same
household no longer necessarily have the same definition of who belongs to the
family (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991: 93). What all this means is that ‘conjugal
succession implies greater fluidity and uncertainty in kinship relations. Cultivating
family ties may become more important as less can be taken for granted about the
obligation of particular kin to one another’ (Furstenberg, 1989: 28f). This confronts
everyone involved with new questions that need to be answered; new rules of
solidarity and loyalty become necessary:

It will be extraordinarily interesting to see the relative strength of consanguinal
and affinal bonds within families whose members have been multiplied by suc-
cessive marriages. How will grandparents divide their inheritance among bio-
logical grandchildren whom they barely know, stepgrandchildren acquired early
in life, or stepgrandchildren acquired from their own second marriage who have
helped to nurse them later in life? Do biological fathers have more obligation to
send their biological children, who have been raised by a stepfather, to college
or their own stepchildren whom they have raised? (Furstenberg, 1989: 29)

When such networks take shape, the net result of divorce for the children is an
enlargement rather than a narrowing of their kinship boundaries. The character of
the ties does, however, change in the process. No longer taken for granted, they
become thinner and more fragile, more dependent upon personal co-operation
and also upon external circumstances (such as a change of place). This kind of
bonding contains special opportunities but also special risks. By the same token,
we should not underestimate the value of bonding which, precisely because of its
weakness, encompasses a wide kinship network. But ‘this thinner form of kinship
may not be an adequate substitute for the loss of relatives who had a stronger
stake in the child’s success’ (Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991: 95). Today, through
divorce and remarriage, people are indeed related to more people than they used
to be, but the obligations involved in the bond have been decreasing.

PPrroossppeeccttss  ffoorr  tthhee  FFuuttuurree

Whereas, in pre-industrial society, the family was mainly a community of need
held together by an obligation of solidarity, the logic of individually designed
lives has come increasingly to the fore in the contemporary world. The family is
becoming more of an elective relationship, an association of individual persons,
who each bring to it their own interests, experiences and plans and who are each
subjected to different controls, risks and constraints.

As the various examples from contemporary family life have shown, it is
necessary to devote much more effort than in the past to the holding together of these
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different biographies. Whereas people could once fall back upon rules and rituals,
the prospect now is of a staging of everyday life, an acrobatics of balancing and
co-ordinating. The family bond thereby grows more fragile and there is a greater
danger of collapse if attempts to reach agreement are not successful. Since indivi-
dualization also fosters a longing for the opposite world of intimacy, security and
closeness (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995), most people will continue – at least
for the foreseeable future – to live within a partnership or family. But such ties
are not the same as before, in their scope or in their degree of obligation and per-
manence. Out of many different strivings, longings, efforts and mistakes, out of
successful and often unsuccessful experiments, a wider spectrum of the private is
taking shape. As people make choices, negotiating and deciding the everyday
details of do-it-yourself relationships, a ‘normal chaos’ of love, suffering and
diversity is growing and developing.

This does not mean that the traditional family is simply disappearing. But it is
losing the monopoly it had for so long. Its quantitative significance is declining
as new forms of living appear and spread – forms which (at least generally) aim
not at living alone but at relationships of a different kind: for example, without a
formal marriage or without children; single parenting, conjugal succession, or
same-sex partnerships; part-time relationships and companionships lasting for
some period in life; living between more than one home or between different
towns. These in all their intermediary and secondary and floating forms represent
the future of families or what I call the contours of the ‘post-familial family’.

NNootteess

1 Leopold Rosenmayr (1992) speaks of a ‘post-familial family’.
2 These trends were more marked in West Germany, but they were also on the increase in East

Germany. As to singles, the percentage of men and women who stay single over their lifetime has
been increasing continuously, in West Germany since 1930, in East Germany since 1950 (Engstler,
1997: 85). As to cohabitation, in West Germany, the number of non-married couples living together
rose tenfold between 1972 and 1996, from 137,000 to 1,408,000. In East Germany, this number rose
from 327,000 in 1991 to 442,000 in 1996 (Engstler, 1997: 62). As to those without children, in West
Germany, of women born in 1945, 13.3 per cent remained childless; of those born in 1960, approxi-
mately 23.3 per cent will remain so. In East Germany, until recently the number of women remaining
childless was very low, but it is now also increasing (Engstler, 1997: 96, 103).

3 The figures quoted by Elisabeth Bauschmid evidently come from Bernhard Nauck’s article
(1991), based on research work carried out in 1988. The forms of family in question refer to the period
from 1970 to 1987.

4 In West Germany, the number of children born outside marriage rose threefold between 1965
and 1997, from 4.7 per cent to 14.3 per cent (Statistisches Bundesamt 1990: 116; for 1997, data from
the Federal Bureau of Statistics in Wiesbaden. In East Germany, nearly half of the children
(44.1 per cent) were born outside marriage in 1997 (data from the Federal Bureau of Statistics in
Wiesbaden).

5 See the survey contained in Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim (1992).
6 See the example of an eighteenth-century divorce, in Bock and Duden (1977: 126).
7 For more data on the growth of flexitime working (weekend, shift, part-time work, etc.), see

Gross et al., 1987, 1989.
8 According to the latest available figures, for the year 1996, from the Federal Bureau of Statistics

in Wiesbaden. This points to a rapid increase in such marriages, which still only accounted for a
twelfth of the total in the second half of the 1980s. See also Engstler (1997: 83).

9 For more recent figures see Engstler (1997: 88, 90) and Cherlin (1992: 7, 24).
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10 The concept of ‘divorce chains’ originated with the anthropologist Paul Bohannan and was
adopted by other authors such as Cherlin (1992: 83).

BBiibblliiooggrraapphhyy

Bauschmid, E. (1994) ‘Familie ist kein Auslaufmodell’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 4 January: 4.
Beck, U. (1986) Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne. Frankfurt M.:

Suhrkamp.
Beck, U. and Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1993) ‘Nicht Autonomie, sondern Bastelbiographie’, Zeitschrift

für Soziologie, 3: 178–87.
Beck, U. and Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1995) The Normal Chaos of Love. Cambridge: Polity Press. (Orig.

1990).
Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1983) ‘Vom “Dasein für andere” zum Anspruch auf ein Stück “eigenes Leben” –

Individualisierungsprozesse im weiblichen Lebenszusammenhang’, Soziale Welt, 3: 307–41.
Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1992) ‘Arbeitsteilung, Selbstbild und Lebensentwurf. Neue Konfliktlagen in der

Familie’, Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, 2: 273–91.
Berger, B. and Berger, P. L. (1983) The War over the Family. Garden City and New York: Anchor

Press/Doubleday.
Berger, B. and Berger, P. L. (1984) In Verteidigung der bürgerlichen Familie. Reinbek: Rowohlt.
Berger, P. L. and Kellner, H. (1974) ‘Marriage and the Construction of Reality’, in R. L. Coser (ed.),

The Family: Its Structures and Functions. London: Macmillan.
Bock, G. and Duden, B. (1977) ‘Arbeit aus Liebe – Liebe als Arbeit’, in Frauen und Wissenschaft.

Beiträge zur Berliner Sommeruniversität für Frauen. Berlin. pp. 118–99.
Borscheid, P. (1988) ‘Zwischen privaten Netzen und öffentlichen Institutionen – Familienumwelten

in historischer Perspektive’, in Deutsches Jugendinstitut (ed.), Wie geht’s der Familie? Munich:
Kösel. pp. 271–80.

Cherlin, A. J. (1992) Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Cherlin, A. J. and Furstenberg, F. F. (1986) ‘Grandparents and divorce’, in The New American

Grandparent. New York: Basic Books. Chapter 6.
Elschenbroich, D. (1988) ‘Eine Familie – zwei Kulturen’, in Deutsches Jugendinstitut (ed.), Wie

geht’s der Familie? Munich: Kösel.
Engstler, H. (1997) ‘Die Familie im Spiegel der amtlichen Statistik. Aktualisierte und erweiterte

Neuauflage 1998’, in Federal Ministry for Family, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (ed.), Berlin.
Furstenberg, F. F. (1989) ‘One hundred years of change in the American family’, in H. J. Bershady (ed.),

Social Class and Democratic Leadership: Essays in Honor of E. Digby Baltzell. Philadelphia, PA:
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Furstenberg, F. F. and Cherlin, A. J. (1991) Divided Families: What Happens to Children when
Parents Part. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Goffman, E. (1963) Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.

Gross, H., Pekuhl, U. and Thoben, C. (1987) ‘Arbeitszeitstrukturen im Wandel’, in Der Minister für
Arbeit, Gesundheit und Soziales des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen (ed.), Arbeitszeit ’87, Part 2.
Dusseldorf.

Gross, H., Thoben, C. and Bauer, F. (1989) Arbeitszeit ’89. Ein Report zu Arbeitszeiten und
Arbeitszeitwünschen in der Bundesrepublik. Cologne.

Hardach-Pinke, I. (1988) Interkulturelle Lebenswelten. Deutsch–japanische Ehen in Japan. Frankfurt/
M.: Campus.

Hitzler, R. and Honer, A. (1994) ‘Bastelexistenz. Über subjektive Konsequenzen der Individualisierung’,
in U. Beck and E. Beck-Gernsheim (eds), Riskante Freiheiten. Individualisierung in modernen
Gesellschaften. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. pp. 307–15.

Jurczyk, K. and Rerrich, M. S. (eds) (1993) Die Arbeit des Alltags. Freiburg: Lambertus.
Lasch, C. (1977) Haven in a Heartless World: The Family Besieged. New York: Basic.
Lucke, D. (1990) ‘Die Ehescheidung als Kristallisationskern geschlechtspezifischer Ungleichheit’, in

P. A. Berger and S. Hradil (eds), Lebenslagen, Lebensläufe, Lebensstile. Göttingen: Schwartz
Verlag. pp. 363–85.



Individualization

100

Mayer, K. U. and Müller, W. (1994) ‘Lebensverläufe im Wohlfahrtsstaat’, in U. Beck and E. Beck-
Gernsheim (eds), Riskante Freiheiten. Individualisierung in modernen Gesellschaften. Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp.

Napp-Peters, A. (1993) ‘Mehrelternfamilien – Psychosoziale Folgen von Trennung und Scheidung für
Kinder und Jugendliche’, Neue Schriftenreihe der Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Erziehungshilfe, 49:
12–26.

Nauck, B. (1991) ‘Familien und Betreuungssituationen im Lebenslauf von Kindern’, in H. Bertram
(ed.), Die Familie in Westdeutschland. Opladen: Laske und Budrich. pp. 389–428.

Rerrich, M. S. (1988) Balanceakt Familie. Zwischen alten Leitbildern und neuen Lebensformen.
Freiburg: Lambertus.

Rerrich, M. S. (1991) ‘Puzzle Familienalltag: Wie passen die einzelnen Teile zusammen?’, Jugend
und Gesellschaft, 5–6.

Rerrich, M. S. (1993) ‘Gemeinsame Lebensführung: Wie Berufstätige einen Alltag mit ihren Familien
herstellen’, in K. Jurczyk and M. S. Rerrich (eds), Die Arbeit des Alltags. Freiburg: Lambertus.

Rosenmayr, L. (1992) ‘Showdown zwischen Alt und Jung?’, Wiener Zweitung, 26 June, 1.
Scheibler, P. M. (1992) Binationale Ehen. Weinheim: Deutscher Studienverlag.
Statistisches Bundesamt (ed.) (1990) Familien heute. Strukturen, Verläufe, Einstellungen. Stuttgart:

Metzler-Poeschel.
Vascovics, L. (1991) ‘Familie im Auflösungsprozess?’, in Deutsches Jugendinstitut (ed.),

Jahresbericht 1990. Munich: pp. 186–98.
Wallerstein, J. S. and Kelly, J. B. (1980) Surviving the Breakup: How Children and Parents Cope with

Divorce. New York: Basic Books.
Wallerstein, J. S. and Blakeslee, S. (1989) Second Chances. New York: Ticknor & Fields.
Zeiher, H. (1994) ‘Kindheitsträume. Zwischen Eigenständigkeit und Abhängigkeit’, in U. Beck and

E. Beck-Gernsheim (eds), Riskante Freiheiten. Individualisierung in modernen Gesellschaften.
Frankfurt: Suhrkamp.

© Sage Publications.



7

Division of Labour, Self-Image
and Life Projects

New Conflicts in the Family

TThhee  PPootteennttiiaall  ffoorr  CCoonnfflliicctt

In recent studies of the family, there is hardly any topic with so much available
empirical material as that of the domestic division of labour between the sexes
(e.g. Metz-Göckel and Müller, 1985; Bertram and Borrmann-Müller, 1988;
Nave-Herz, 1988a; Thiessen and Rohlinger, 1988; Deutsches Institut für
Wirtschaftsforschung, 1990; Keddi and Seidenspinner, 1991; Künzler, 1992). And
despite the great diversity of clients, institutions and research interests, the
balance sheet always looks much the same. More and more women are econo-
mically active – but men’s participation in housework is mostly still low, even
among the younger generation. The same holds for other European countries
(Nave-Herz, 1989) and for the United States (Hochschild, 1990; Blair and
Lichter, 1991; Ferree, 1991; Thompson, 1991). 

Here, for example, is the result of a study conducted by the Institut für
Demoskopie: ‘Detailed investigation of individual activities shows the daily routine
of running the home to be largely the woman’s responsibility’ (Einstellungen zu
Ehe und Familie, 1983: 129). Similar, although sharper in tone, is the conclusion
of another study:

A shorthand formula presents itself. . . for all the marriages in the period
of observation, regardless of what work the two spouses did. The stereotyped
gender roles do not break down over time. . . There is no changeover in
household activities. ‘Driving the car’ and ‘making breakfast’ serve as alibi
functions. These male concessions in the couple’s everyday ‘battle over
work’ cannot be considered really revolutionary. (Thiessen and Rohlinger,
1988: 656)

Much research also shows that a growing number of women are not prepared to
accept such an unequal situation as normal or natural but express dissatisfaction
with it. Thus, the division of domestic labour is becoming a source of frequent
irritation and tension, and sometimes of constant dispute, within the marital rela-
tionship (e.g. Einstellungen zu Ehe und Familie, 1983; Metz-Göckel and Müller,
1987; Hochschild, 1990; Rerrich, 1991a). Even where there is evidence of relative
harmony and acceptance of a division of labour, considerable potential for con-
flict is often visible beneath the surface (Bertram and Borrmann-Müller, 1988:
264, 267; Erler et al., 1988a, e.g. pp. 41, 47).



In this chapter I want to take this apparently trivial, because long-known
observation as the starting-point for diagnosis rather than the conclusion. My ques-
tion is why the division of labour is so important that it gives rise to such deep
tensions. Why do conflicts always break out around it? Why are those involved
not able to work out rational rules and compromises, which allow for the wishes
of both?

My explanation will start from the basic idea that these conflicts between men
and women must be seen at two interlocking levels. For if one considers only the
content of ‘mundane’ household activities within the family (shopping, cooking,
cleaning, washing, controlling expenditure, taking a child to the doctor etc.), one
can hardly grasp the explosive force of things that really should be solvable. The
deeper dimension of such conflicts becomes comprehensible only if one keeps in
view a second level that is always also involved: that is, if one considers how the
private labour and division of tasks are closely bound up with the self-image and
the life projects of men and women. 

TThhee  CCoonnfflliicctt  bbeehhiinndd  tthhee  CCoonnfflliicctt::  SSeellff--IImmaaggeess  aanndd  LLiiffee  PPrroojjeeccttss

It would seem useful to begin by looking in very broad outline at the impetus to
individualization which the female biography has received in the last few
decades. Already in the late nineteenth century, but much more clearly since the
1960s, structural changes have occurred in various sectors of society – especially
education and work, the family cycle and the legal system – which have reshaped
the basic conditions of the female biography. However diverse these changes
may seem, they have been operating in much the same direction: women have
been at least partly detached from the family bond; they are less and less able to
expect a man to provide for them; and they have to stand on their own feet and
provide for themselves, in often contradictory ways.1

These are, so to speak, the ‘external’ givens of the female biography. Since the
late 1960s they have been supported and reinforced by a newly emerging ‘rhetoric
of equality’ – in politics, the media, public life and, not least, the educational
system – which questions the polarity of gender roles and argues instead for equal-
ity of rights and opportunity (Diezinger et al., 1988; Geissler and Oechsle, 1990).

Empirical studies show that, as a result of this new basis of gender socializa-
tion, internal changes are also under way for women (e.g. Becker-Schmidt et al.,
1981, 1983; Allerbeck and Hoag, 1985; Biermann et al., 1985; Geissler and
Oechsle, 1990; Diezinger, 1991). Among the younger generation of women, new
models are being at least partly internalized in the form of new self-images and
life projects (timidly or resolutely according to the woman’s background and edu-
cational level). To be sure, the family still plays an important role, but at the same
time – and this is what is new – values of autonomy, independence or personal
space are emphasized much more strongly than in the past. A job or career has
become part of women’s life project, because it promises recognition, money of
their own and personal development beyond the family. Expectations of equality
and fairness in relations between the sexes develop in the process – at least
partially, at least implicitly, although sometimes quite explicitly. 
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But in everyday life there is little support for these expectations; in other
words, not much has been done to follow up the rhetoric of equality with a
reshaping of social practice. The unfavourable structures of work and attitudes of
employers, together with the shortage of nurseries, all-day schools and other
institutional support for young families, have been amply demonstrated (and
summarized in Familie und Arbeitswelt, 1984). They represent massive obstacles
to a combination of career and family and hence to the life project most favoured
by women, insidiously establishing new inequalities and hierarchies in the relation-
ship between the sexes. 

So much for the younger generation of women. If we now turn to the evolution
of the normal male biography, the first point to note is the small amount of
directly relevant research (Pross, 1978; Metz-Göckel and Müller, 1985; Strümpel
et al., 1988; and on the present state of research, Leube, 1988); most of the data
have been presented in the context of other, thematically broader studies (e.g.
Allerbeck and Hoag, 1985; Erler et al., 1988a; Burkart et al., 1989; Zoll et al.,
1989; Hochschild, 1990). On the basis of this material, it may be said that
changes are also occurring among young men with regard to their expectations
and life projects, as well as an at least partial loosening of the old gender role
models. But the material also clearly shows that such changes are much more
hesitant and slowly paced among men than among women. What has mainly been
noticeable up to now has been a ‘conceptual emancipation of men’ (Schneewind
and Vaskovics, 1991: 171).

Principles of equality in relationships between the sexes are accepted in part,
but often with a characteristic split between ideas and men’s actual practice, more
for society as a whole than with their own wife in their own home. According to
Metz-Göckel and Müller: ‘Men are divided in their reactions. They accept things
with their head but do not translate them into action. They conceal actual inequal-
ity beneath words about mutual sharing’ (1985: 18). Or, as Regina Simm con-
cluded from a broadly based panel investigation of young families, most men
‘want a stronger traditional conception of life – for women. They value women’s
economic activity less, and their traditional focus on family activity more, than
women themselves do’ (1989: 18). In short, it certainly seems that both men and
women have changed their understanding of gender roles in relation to them-
selves and to the other sex – but on the whole women have done this more
quickly, so that the experiences of difference remain and have even been grow-
ing (Wahl, 1989: 14). 

These differently filled ideas of equality become active when men and women
start to live together and set up a family. For the younger generation of women,
this results in an explosive combination. The expectations of equality which they
have at least to some extent internalized, so that they form part of their self-image,
are now contradicted by experiences of inequality both at work and in private life. 

Already in the 1980s a number of studies of young people were predicting the
conflict we have just outlined. Klaus Allerbeck and Wendy Hoag, for example,
wrote:

When a girl chooses a job that is stimulating and interesting. . . but is not able to
do it part-time or interrupt it for a few years, this means that a woman affected
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by such a choice soon finds herself in a dilemma. . . It seems inescapable that this
will lead to considerable frustration. (1985: 120–123).

And a Mädchen ’82 study conducted by the German Youth Institute
concluded:

Help and support can hardly be expected for a solution to the conflict between
job and family; the existing structures in the labour market and the family do not
allow of it. Even if some room for manoeuvre is present in the family, different
laws prevail in the labour market. . . Today’s 15 to 19-year-old girls do plan their
lives, but it is questionable whether their plans will be realized. (Seidenspinner
and Burger, 1982: 21f.)

The way in which gender-differentiated self-images, wishes and plans for the
future collide within the family is vividly demonstrated in a recent representative
survey of young couples conducted by Erler and others. One of the questions they
were asked was how each partner would like to change and how each thought the
other partner should change. The replies were significantly different. Whereas the
women mostly wanted to be more emancipated than they already considered them-
selves, the men wanted their partner to be less emancipated than she actually was,
to be a more traditional wife. A ‘hidden front of future conflicts’ – according to
Erler et al. – should therefore be expected ‘if both partners seek to fulfil their
desires’. The same supposition arises when the men’s self-images and wishes for
the future are contrasted with the women’s expectations. The survey results suggest
that the men do want to change into becoming more like a ‘new man’. Nevertheless,
‘the wishes for change turn out to be rather meagre (that is, the differences between
self-image and desired ideal are minimal). Their partners, by way of contrast, wish
that they would change very much more’ (Erler et al., 1988a: 46f.).

Couples from the younger generation may be said to be living through what
Hochschild calls a ‘stalled revolution’ (1990: 11ff.) or what Klaus Wahl terms the
‘modernization trap’ – that is, a split between myth and reality in modernity,
between ‘internalized promises of, on the one hand, self-confident autonomy,
family happiness and social progress. . . and, on the other hand, actual experiences
of withheld recognition, contempt for human dignity, and damaged self-esteem’
(Wahl, 1989: 16). On the basis of what has been outlined, it may be assumed that
this modernization trap affects women in particular. The male partner from whom
she hopes to receive closeness and support displays attitudes and modes of behav-
iour which violate her understanding of a fair division of labour and equality
of opportunity; he takes privileges for himself and leaves her with most of the
burdens. For many women today, such conduct means not only a lack of help in
everyday life but also, I would argue, a daily experience of inequality within the
family, an offence against expectations and demands that are part of their life pro-
ject, a display of contempt for their personality and indeed for their existential
desires and rights. The available studies suggest that such disappointed expecta-
tions give rise to rancour against husbands and dissatisfaction with marriage and
the family (Hochschild, 1990; Rerrich, 1991a). Here again is Klaus Wahl:

If we take a finding about ‘family discontent’ (an index composed of various
aspects of relations within the family), according to which women. . . are content
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with family life significantly less often than men. . . then it becomes apparent that
the promise of modernity that women may be self-confident and autonomous
individuals. . . has for women in general been found considerably wanting.
(1989: 280)

Various studies also show that for men the expectations and demands
of women are not only uncomfortable but signal a cancellation of many privileges
which they used to take for granted, an offence against deeply rooted elements of
the male self-image and self-confidence. With a subjective sense that they have
something to lose, men feel troubled and pressured by women (Erler et al., 1988a:
47; Hochschild, 1990). For both sexes, then, the issue of the household division
of labour stirs much deeper layers of identity, planning for the future, and
self-esteem. 

The resulting thesis is that when conflicts flare up in marriage or a relation-
ship over the division of labour, more than housework is at issue. For a job is not
only a job, and housework is not only housework. Both also stand for ideas of
what a family and a relationship between the sexes should be like. They therefore
involve the self-images and identities of both men and women. They raise such
questions as: Who am I? How would I like to be? What is a real man or a modern
woman? – questions that concern the (partly conflicting) gender-specific ideas of
equality, justice and the right way to live. This is, so to speak, the ‘conflict behind
the conflict’ – and a constant source of tensions.

No doubt it is mainly women who bring such identity questions into a relation-
ship. But their conflict potential and their characteristic intertwining of division
of labour and identity has an exemplary character, as Giddens has shown in
his Modernity and Self-Identity (1991). According to Giddens, the scope for deci-
sion that opens up in late modernity not only concerns external questions but
increasingly also matters of identity. At many levels of everyday life, including
small details and all the things that used to be determined by routine and tradi-
tion, we are now faced with decisions about who we are and how we want to be.
‘What to wear, what to eat. . . all such choices (as well as larger and more conse-
quential ones) are decisions not only about how to act but who to be’ (Giddens,
1991: 81). Identity in late modernity is less and less an ascribed fate; it becomes
dependent upon decision, risky and reflexive. And this is true not least of gender
identity: ‘What gender identity is, and how it should be expressed, has become
itself a matter of multiple options’ (ibid.: 217). In this sense, the negotiations over
the household division of labour are also part of ‘identity choice’ (Lash and
Friedman, 1991: 7). More, their very sharpness and bitterness comes from the fact
that they are part of an ongoing identity struggle which always breaks out when
external barriers and constraints become more fragile, when individuals are per-
mitted, expected and compelled to shape the definition of themselves. 

The argument here is not that the satisfaction of women with marriage depends
only upon the household division of labour (or that of men only upon women’s
preparedness to accept the traditional division of labour without complaint). Even
today marriages (with or without a certificate) are not merely work communities;
they are not just a question of who takes the rubbish down or washes the floor.
Precisely today, there are quite different measures, criteria and expectations
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bound up with living together – all the desires, for example, which arise out of
the experiences of an individualized society, from the quest for security and inner
stability to the secular religion of love (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1990). It is
therefore quite conceivable that, even among women with strong expectations of
equality who get little support from their man around the house, a strong poten-
tial for conflict will not necessarily build up. This might be the case if they are
very content in other areas of the marriage, if their partner has many other quali-
ties that they value or regard as compensation (reliability or tenderness, a sense
of humour, a number of shared interests, and so on). 

We may assume, however, that such cases are likely to be rather rare in the
long term. For if we look more closely at the social script for marriage in the
individualized society, it becomes apparent at many points that it involves a
kind of dual script: expectations of feelings and expectations of equality, whose
combination can easily become like the squaring of a circle (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim, 1990). In any event, from the woman’s point of view there may
obviously be relations of interference between these two levels – which indi-
cates a difference between the sexes that is fraught with consequences. When
things are not going well with the division of labour, her feelings of love
are also disturbed; and conversely, when the man does his share in the house,
this is recognized by the woman and interpreted as a sign of love (Thompson,
1991: 185).

Hochschild spends a whole chapter on the story of Evan and Nancy to illustrate
the tensions in modern marriage. In an interview, Nancy says: ‘Evan and I look
for different signs of love. Evan feels loved when we make love. . . I feel loved
when he makes dinner for me or cleans up.’ The author comments:

For Nancy, feeling loved was connected to feeling her husband was being con-
siderate of her needs, and honouring her ideal of sharing and equity. To Evan,
‘fairness’ and respect seemed impersonal moral concepts, abstractions rudely
imposed on love. He thought he expressed his love for Nancy by listening care-
fully to her. . . And by consulting her on major purchases. But who did the dishes
had to do with a person’s role in the family, not with fairness and certainly not
with love. In my interviews, a surprising number of women spoke of their
fathers helping their mothers ‘out of love’ or consideration. As one woman said,
‘My dad helped around a lot. He really loved my mom.’ But. . . not one man I
interviewed made this link between help at home and love. (1990: 49)

Pointing in a similar direction is a conclusion from the qualitative study of
Burkart et al., of the changing meaning of relationships among different social
groups. In the milieu of technical staff (ten interviewees, four of them women), a
far-reaching division of labour with partners was found. One woman, whose part-
ner did half the housework, said: ‘I really know where I am with my partner. You
don’t find someone like that so easily.’ And the researchers add: ‘This is the point
she really stresses; “love”, on the other hand, is a secondary matter.’ In this
milieu, only one woman complained of an ‘unfair’ division of labour and this was
precisely the couple about whom the researcher remarked, ‘obviously a lot of
other things weren’t right in the relationship’ (Burkart et al., 1989: 147). Both
cases, then, indicate interference between love and work – one positive, the other
negative. 
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One might say that the greater the expectations of equality with which women
today approach marriage, the more other qualities the man must offer if he does
not live up to those expectations. And, other things being equal, this makes it
more likely that the man will be unable to display enough of such compensatory
qualities that make for a contented marriage – more likely, in other words, that
the potential for conflict will grow. 

CCoonnfflliicctt  RReedduuccttiioonn  SSttrraatteeggiieess

It would now seem appropriate to ask how couples today tackle this potential for
conflict in their different conceptions of housework, job and gender roles. To
answer this question, I have examined some empirical material about marriage
and relationships to see if and when the conflict over private labour is reflected
in them. Before presenting my results, I would like to propose a way of structur-
ing the various kinds of material, so that ‘preventive’ strategies for the handling
of conflict (chosen before the couple starts living together) are distinguished from
‘acute’ strategies (developed only in the course of their living together and
having children). Both stages may be further divided into three. First, there are
attempts to reduce the material potential for conflict, to remove it in reality; I
group these under the concept ‘avoidance’. Second, there are what I call ‘negoti-
ation’ models which aim to reduce the conflict potential intersubjectively; these
involve efforts to get the partner to accept the other’s point of view, through per-
suasion, talking and talking round. Third, there are models that aim to reduce the
conflict potential subjectively, through what will here be called ‘repression’.
These involve, in effect, attempts to redefine the cognitive field – from disso-
nance reduction to denial, defence, splitting, perceptual disturbance and the
whole range of mechanisms that have been analysed by writers from Sigmund
Freud to Leon Festinger. 

These distinctions are summarized in Table 7.1.
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Table 7.1 Conflict reduction strategies

‘Preventive’ strategies (prior ‘Acute’ strategies (after 
to living together and starting to live together

starting a family) and having a family)

‘Avoidance’: Choice of partner Reduction of man’s outside
objective conflict Alternatives to traditional family work commitments
reduction model (e.g. cohabitation; Reduction of family labour

childless marriage) (e.g. through delegation or
foregoing of more children)

‘Negotiation’: Prenuptial agreements ‘Psychological warfare’
intersubjective (e.g. marriage contract) (e.g. using selective
conflict reduction yardstick of comparison,

pretexts as argument)

‘Repression’: Unrealistic plans of women for Self-deception and
subjective conflict a ‘dual role’ family myths
reduction



OObbjjeeccttiivvee  PPrreevveennttiivvee  SSttrraatteeggiieess

The preventive strategy that seems most logical is to choose a partner whose
views concerning housework, career and gender roles agree with one’s own and
do not threaten to cause lasting conflicts on this score. I suspect that such motives
definitely do play a role, at least implicitly, in the choice of partner. In the mate-
rial known to me, I have not found any direct references to this – for two obvious
reasons. First, in the modern script relationships and marriage are supposed to be
based mainly upon love, so by all means there can be heart flutters and passion
but not any practical-prosaic calculations, particularly to do with ironing or the
washing-up. Nevertheless, it is not rare to find in the lonely hearts columns
various formulations that can be read as indirect signals for a suitable choice of
partner. Men, for example, announce that they are looking for a ‘sweet’ or ‘femi-
nine’ woman, ‘no women’s lib firebrands’; or women say they are hoping to find
a ‘new, open-minded man’, no ‘male chauvinist or macho types’. 

The crucial barrier to the strategy of finding a suitable partner must, of course,
be that supply and demand are far from balancing in the marriage market. ‘There
are not enough new men for new women’ is a characteristic way of putting it
(Diezinger et al., 1988: 143). In other words, if women insist on finding a man
who shares their views of partnership and equal rights, they can wait a long time
and still have little chance of success. For men the situation looks similar in
reverse: there are not enough traditional women for the number of traditional
men. There are probably solutions for men, however, such as the old model of
‘marrying down’ to women with a lower educational level. This gender differ-
ence in education is no longer as marked as it used to be (Ziegler, 1985), but it
does still persist in weaker forms (e.g. Cooney and Uhlenberg, 1991). Since edu-
cational qualifications and job orientation are now clearly correlated for women,
such a model of marriage offers men the chance of finding a wife who is less
career minded and more prepared to take on housework. 

It is nevertheless a precarious strategy, since the number of women with edu-
cational qualifications of their own has been growing. Other ways may therefore
be tried out, and it is in this light that the statistics concerning mixed-nationality
marriages should be considered. Thus, among German men who marry foreign
women, the first preference is for partners from the Far East or Eastern Europe
(Esteves, 1988: 17), whereas German women who marry foreign partners have
quite different national preferences (ibid.). The conclusion suggests itself that, in
some cases at least, female partners are sought who are prized both as being of
exotic origin and as coming from a cultural background where women’s respon-
sibility for the home and family is still taken for granted. (Not for nothing do
marriage bureaux recommend Bulgarian and Czech women as ‘solid’ and ‘home
loving’.)2

In another respect too, the empirical material suggests that the course is often
set for conflict over household labour in advance of the couple’s living together
and starting a family. One thinks, for example, of current population trends rela-
ting to the family: the growing number of people living alone and of cohabiting
couples; a tendency to ‘living apart together’ in two households; a rise in the
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average age at marriage; a postponement of children until later stages or a decision
not to have children at all (see Deutsches Jugendinstitut, 1988; Lüscher et al., 1988;
Nave-Herz, 1988b; Bertram, 1991; Engstler and Lüscher, 1992). This is a broad
spectrum of lifestyles, but our earlier considerations suggest that there might be
a common thread to them all: namely, a preventive strategy of not wishing to fall
into the trap of the traditional family model, with its conflicts over the division of
labour, and of opting instead for alternatives in which less domestic labour is
involved or the responsibilities are not so clearly divided by gender. 

In order to check this interpretation, it is necessary to go beyond the popula-
tion trends and to investigate the motives of the people concerned, their desires
and goals and conceptions of life. In the investigations presently available, one
can find numerous indications that speak in favour of the perspective just offered.
Let us take just a couple of examples. 

Studies of unmarried couples have repeatedly established that ‘insofar as they
are resolutely opposed to marriage, the female partners make up the “hard core”
of this hostility.’ Thus an official study of cohabiting couples concludes that
‘postponement or rejection of marriage often specifically [results] from the inten-
tion of women. . . to guarantee their career identity and to ensure that the man
“behaves as a real partner”.’3 One constant finding is that in relationships of this
kind such values as partnership and equal rights have a high priority, which
entails, at least at the level of intentions, ‘more rights and more options for
women’ (Spiegel, 1986: 112f.; see also Meyer and Schulze, 1988; Stich, 1988;
Simm, 1989: 9f.; Keddi and Seidenspinner, 1991).

Rosemarie Nave-Herz’s study of childless couples points in a similar direction:
‘Career interests are by far the most common grounds given for intentional child-
lessness. . . especially by younger marriage cohorts. Three-quarters of them cited
their career as the reason for deferring their wish to have children, and this applied
more to women than to men.’ Nave-Herz explicitly concludes from this that ‘tem-
porary childlessness’ functions as a ‘conflict resolution strategy’ (1988b: 44, 56). 

IInntteerrssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  PPrreevveennttiivvee  SSttrraatteeggiieess  

If we now turn to what we have called ‘intersubjective preventive strategies’ –
where men and women try to remove the potential for conflict by talking and
negotiating about who will be responsible for running the home and family – we
encounter contradictory findings. On the one hand, a growing number of couples
conclude marriage contracts which, along with financial aspects, also stipulate
how career and family work are to be divided.4 Also interesting, at least as a
symptom, is the advice found in popular books that the married couple should
agree beforehand about who will be responsible for child care.5

Similarly, Geissler’s and Oechsle’s study of young women’s plans for the
future show that a majority believe they will be able to gain acceptance of those
plans only through active negotiation with their partner. In the interview material:

It is explicitly stated that the space for autonomy has to be negotiated: young
women today believe in the power of communication. Discussion serves in two
ways to lessen dependence. Young women know that they must assert their
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ideas about the compatibility of career and family in couple relationships, that
they must make them appear plausible to their partner, that their life together
will look different from their parents.

That is, that their plans for life are different from those of their mother’s gener-
ation. Furthermore, they suspect that men do not give much thought to the
problem of autonomy and dependence in a relationship, that they will do so only
if women themselves have the communicative skills to anchor the goal of “equal-
ity” in their partner’s plans for life’ (Geissler and Oechsle, 1990: 28).

Unfortunately this material cannot tell us how many of the women with such a
belief in communication later actually practise it. One may assume, from the
potential for conflict which builds up in new marriages, that the ‘anticipations’
described earlier are at least in some cases a kind of ‘wishful thinking’. When the
real thing later happens, and differing views become apparent at the beginning of
a relationship, some women do not perhaps dare to risk bringing things up that
might lead to a quarrel or even separation. 

Such an assumption is supported by data from a study of young married
couples, in which they were asked about any wish to have children and how this
would affect their plans for the future. Here it was ‘quite apparent that. . . there
was often no consensus within the couple’ about the woman’s job after the birth
of a child’ (cf. Burkart et al., 1989: 138f.; Schneewind and Vaskovics, 1991: 61).
There is also material illustrating evasive strategies in relation to looming prob-
lems – strategies of not talking with the partner or talking at cross-purposes. Here,
for example, is an interview extract (Nave-Herz, 1988b: 55f.; cf. Burkart et al.,
1989: 137f.):

Husband: If you’re going to have a child, you should bring it up yourself and
not give it away somewhere.

Wife: (at a later point in interview): Yes, if it happens, we’ve thought that
I’ll work half the day. . . so I didn’t want to give up my job altogether.

Husband: Well, we’ve. . . by and large. . . I know.. . now. . . Anyway my view has
been that you should give up your job altogether.

Wife: Yes, at first.
Husband: Yes! (laughs)

Hochschild observed similar avoidance strategies among her students (1990: xii):
‘Nearly all. . . want to have full-time jobs and rear children. . . Sometimes I ask
[them], “Do you ever talk with your boyfriends about sharing childcare and
housework?” Often they reply with a vague “Not really.” I don’t believe these
lively, enquiring eighteen to twenty-two-year-old students haven’t thought about
the problem. I believe they are afraid of it.’ 

SSuubbjjeeccttiivvee  PPrreevveennttiivvee  SSttrraatteeggiieess

The empirical material suggests that many women – probably still a majority –
choose a third kind of preventive strategy, in which conflict is reduced not
through appropriate action or negotiation but in their own head – by looking away
and not seeing or wanting to see. This group probably includes most of the
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women who refer to a dual orientation in questionnaires: a career of their own
and the main responsibility for family and children. Whether in the studies of
young people conducted by Seidenspinner and Burger in 1982 and Allerbeck and
Hoag in 1985, or in Uta Meier’s more recent study (1991) of young people in the
new Länder of the Federal Republic, in the representative study by Erler et al.
(1988a) of young couples today, or in data on American students provided by
Machung (1989) and Hochschild (1990), the picture is always similar: many
young people form plans for their life which clearly do not fulfil the conditions
of reality.6

Thus Allerbeck and Hoag (1985: 128f.):

Many girls appear to have contradictory role expectations: work activity (a modern
woman has a career of her own etc.) and maternity. As answers to questions
about the dual burden show, either the resulting conflict is denied or its solution
is postponed through a continuation of education. Girls today have to choose
between competing and contradictory models. They are not, however, prepared
in advance for this choice. And the models they follow are ones whose incom-
patibility with the real world is all too plain.

Or Uta Meier (1991: 12):

[M]ore than half the girls questioned say, with their future family and children
in mind, that they can imagine later doing part-time work. Yet, according to the
girls themselves, their willingness to admit this model of work should not be
equated with a lack of interest in their job. When they first start it, they evidently
do not realize that a satisfying and meaningful career. . . is closely bound up with
a normal work history, and thus with a full-time job.

And Hochschild (1990: 263):

Most [of the women students interviewed by Anne Machung] planned to inter-
rupt their careers from one to five years to have the children but they didn’t think
this would disadvantage them at work. The students I teach fit this description
too. When I show my students a picture of the woman with the flying hair, brief-
case in one hand, child in the other, they say she is ‘unreal’, but they want to be
just like her.

OObbjjeeccttiivvee  AAccuuttee  SSttrraatteeggiieess

After the preventive strategies, we should now consider the various acute strategies.
These involve dealing at a later stage with the conflict potential, when a couple are
already living together and have children. To begin with strategies that aim to
reduce the conflict objectively, we can identify two main variants: either men may
restrict the demands of their job in order to take on more work within the family;
or both partners may choose to aim at keeping the demands of domestic labour as
limited as possible. In both cases, we have empirical material to go on.

At present, there is a small but slowly increasing group of men who practise
part-time work or periods of withdrawal from their job. As the study by Strümpel
et al., demonstrates (1988: 6), they often give as their main reason ‘a wish to make
it easier for their partner to work. . . The ideal is an egalitarian definition of roles,
an equal sharing of outside work, housework and childcare by both partners.’

In the case of the second variant (reduction of work in the family), we can start
from the well-known population statistics showing a decline in the number of
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families with more than one child. The study by Urdze and Rerrich (1988)
demonstrates that women very often want to have no further children because
they do not want to become more tied to work in the family. ‘Behind this are
often desires whose fulfilment is for men. . . usually a matter of course: for
instance, to have a child as well as a job appropriate to their education; or to have
a family as well as a little time for themselves’ (Rerrich, 1988: 66). Another
possibility is to displace or delegate the work to other (mostly female) persons,
such as a child minder, a granny or an au pair (see Beck-Gernsheim, 1980: 209ff.;
Hochschild, 1990; Rerrich, 1991b). Yet another idea is to be more free and easy
or even minimalist about the standards of domestic labour, buying ready-made
meals instead of home-cooked three-course menus, inviting fewer people round,
hoovering less often and so on (Beck-Gernsheim, 1980: 209ff.; Hochschild,
1990). Men, in particular, seem to prefer the last option; they have been described
as having a ‘higher dirt threshold’ than women (Burkart et al., 1989: 151).
Hochschild interprets this as deliberately defensive behaviour: ‘Men. . . resisted
by a strategy of “needs reduction”; they claimed they didn’t need the bed made,
didn’t need a cooked meal’ and so on (1990: 260). Hochschild suspects that in
future more and more couples will attempt this solution, which would come down
to what Burkart et al. (1989: 143) call a ‘generalization of the male lifestyle’. In
other words, ‘women become like men, and men stay as they are’ (Hochschild,
1990: 208). Such an outcome would, in her view, hardly contribute to greater
humanity and a better quality of life: ‘A strategy of “cutting back” on the house-
work, the children, the marriage may be on the rise, with correspondingly reduced
ideas about what people “need”’ (ibid.).

IInntteerrssuubbjjeeccttiivvee  AAccuuttee  SSttrraatteeggiieess

When it does not prove possible to defuse objectively the conflict over gender
roles and the division of labour, an intersubjective strategy of ‘negotiation’ and
‘attempted persuasion’ is often pursued. This includes efforts to get the partner to
accept one’s own view of things, whether by presenting arguments to back it up,
or by using others that weaken the partner’s position. I shall not offer here an
exhaustive analysis of the arguments that are traded back and forth in such situa-
tions, but simply outline how both partners resort to elements of psychological
warfare and employ a policy of changing the subject. Here are a few typical
examples.

One strategic variable is obviously the yardstick of comparison. Thus when a
wife reproaches a husband with not helping enough with the housework, his elegant
retort is that other men do much less (Hochschild, 1990). Many men come up
with a comparison that puts them in an even more favourable light – namely, the
case of their father and grandfather (LaRossa, 1988). 

When there are children to be cared for, the division of labour between the
sexes is especially precarious – and strategically charged arguments are corres-
pondingly more frequent. In the study by Metz-Göckel and Müller, men espe-
cially mention child care in referring to a norm that the mother belongs to the
child – and therefore at home (1985: 26f, 81). According to Erler et al., a dispute
arises in many marriages when the child is old enough for the mother to go out
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to work. ‘The concern of mothers to return to their career, perhaps earlier than
planned, encounters a whole battery of opposing or obstructive attitudes on the
husbands’ part. . . Fathers often consider the child to be still too young – a posi-
tion that has a lot to do with ensuring an easy life for themselves’ (1988a: 39f.).
In the study by Urdze and Rerrich, it emerges that men often verbally leave to their
wife the decision about whether to have another child or not. The researchers
interpret this as a ‘playing safe’ strategy; the wife is supposed to take the deci-
sion, so that she has the responsibility for any further children and cannot demand
any changes in the status quo (1988: 85). Women who are unhappy with the pre-
sent division of labour and therefore do not want another child are often unable
to express this directly (ibid.). They then fall back on the ‘ruse of powerlessness’
(Honegger and Heintz, 1981), a policy of displaced argument that invokes finan-
cial reasons rather than dissatisfaction with domestic arrangements. Urdze and
Rerrich (1988: 85) see in this a typical case of ‘rationalization’: ‘Often all they
have left is to fall back on financial arguments against another child, since those
are the most likely to persuade men.’ 

SSuubbjjeeccttiivvee  AAccuuttee  SSttrraatteeggiieess

If all these strategies are of no avail, here too there is still the path of subjectively
repressing the potential for conflict, of closing one’s eyes to it. In her case studies,
Hochschild has forcefully drawn attention to the many forms of self-deception
that younger women practise in order to maintain their pride and self-confidence,
in a family situation that more or less flatly contradicts their own ideals and
measures of equality, fairness and sharing. Hochschild shows how such combi-
nations give rise to ‘family myths’: for example, both partners may claim to have
worked out a fair division of labour, when the objective evidence is that the ‘half’
supposedly done by the husband is really only a minimal share. According to
Hochschild, these life lies fulfil a function mainly for the wife’s psychical eco-
nomy, so that she is able to retain an image of herself as a modern, open-minded
woman but does not have to see those sides of everyday family life which do not
fit the picture. By paring down her ideas of equality more and more, she manages
to go on ‘believing one thing and living with another’; it is a ‘mental trick’ whereby
she conceives herself to be equal while living in peace with a man who practises
different views (Hochschild, 1990: 55f.).

Now, other researchers have come to different conclusions in this respect (for
a summary, see Thompson, 1991), namely, that even women who contribute to
the family’s upkeep through a job of their own do not consider the skewed divi-
sion of housework as unfair. Linda Thompson explains this by the fact that con-
ceptions of equality and fairness do not operate according to straightforward
‘fifty-fifty’ rules, and she shows in an impressive analysis how much more com-
plex measures of comparison are employed. For example, many women compare
themselves with other women rather than with their own husband; or they see
their labours in the family only partly as work, and much more as an expression
of loving care. Of course, this leaves open whether and why women arrive at
more complex yardsticks of this kind. On the one hand, it seems quite plausible
that elements of gender-specific socialization are still at work here, which the
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women internalized at an early age. But, by the same token, one cannot help
suspecting that what appears here as contentment is in some cases, especially
among younger women, a product of the more or less conscious repression iden-
tified by Hochschild and Machung, a kind of secondary contentment manu-
factured for their own inner protection because the discrepancy between ideal and
reality could otherwise scarcely be maintained. 

This might explain the relative contentment of young mothers in Schneewind’s
and Vaskovics’s study, even though more domestic labour than ever fell on their
shoulders after the birth of their child (a situation not at all in keeping with their
original wishes). For ‘since the women adjust their ideal image to the changed
circumstances and no longer strive so hard for an equal division of labour, the dis-
crepancy is reduced. . . This adjustment of the ideal image [leads] to a necessary
reduction in the cognitive dissonance, which would otherwise eventually make
the situation intolerable’ (1991: 205). 

Similarly, Hochschild describes the following combination under the section
heading ‘Suppressing the politics of comparison’:

In the past, Nancy had compared her responsibilities at home, her identity,
and her life to Evan’s, and had compared Evan to other men they knew. Now,
to avoid resentment, she seemed to compare herself more to other working
mothers – how organized, energetic, and successful she was compared to them.
By this standard, she was doing great. . . Nancy also compared herself to single
women who had moved further ahead in their careers, but they fit another mental
category. There were two kinds of women, she thought – married and single. ‘A
single woman could move ahead in her career but a married woman has to do a
wife’s work and mother’s work as well.’ She did not make this distinction for
men. (Hochschild, 1990: 48–49)

The costs of such repression and self-deception are evidently high. They
require a huge expenditure of psychic energy – or, as Hochschild calls it, ‘emo-
tional work’ – to maintain the illusion. ‘Many women struggle to avoid, suppress,
obscure, or mystify a frightening conflict. . . They do not struggle like this because
they started off wanting to, but because they are forced to choose between equal-
ity and marriage. And they choose marriage’ (Hochschild, 1990: 85).

At this point, of course, the high rates of divorce in the contemporary world
come to mind. It is not a question of looking for monocausal explanations. But
one suspects that women’s growing dissatisfaction with the division of domestic
labour must play a role in these trends. We might formulate the following corre-
lation. If conflicts over gender roles and the division of labour are not reduced in
one way or another – through avoidance, negotiation or repression – they can
escalate to a point where the only thing left is to abandon the marriage. 

CCoonncclluuddiinngg  RReemmaarrkkss

The question with which we started – who does what in the home? – has led to a
number of deeper questions. These show how closely the family division of
labour is bound up with the self-image and self-confidence of both sexes. Such
an approach can explain why it is often so difficult for those involved to work out
rules and compromises. It explains where the inner resistances lie and why the

Individualization

114



issue is so emotionally charged. To repeat our conclusion: what is at stake for
both sexes is not just work but also the preservation of identity. 

A model could therefore be sketched of the strategies that men and women
might pursue to reduce the conflict in question. The approach presented here out-
lines only the range of variation; a further step might extend this to questions such
as the following. Which conditions favour the selection of one or another stra-
tegy? Which social and political premises, which cultural and ethnic traditions,
which individual experiences in life, induce people to take one or another course?
What role is played here by such things as family policy, family law and divorce
legislation, in their various historical and national forms? Or by the fact that a
woman’s own mother was or was not economically active? Or by other experi-
ences in childhood, in the original family and in earlier relationships? Which
groups of women choose alternatives to the traditional family, which bank on
open negotiation with their partner and which construct family myths based
on self-deception? Analyses that took up these questions would have to focus on
such variables as educational qualifications and job position, as well as on dif-
ferences between urban and rural milieux. Differences in attitude and behaviour
between the generations are probably even clearer in this connection. And if this
is so, it is possible that even where conflicts have remained hidden, they will in
future become sharper and have major repercussions on the family and relation-
ships between men and women. Perhaps, as Bertram and Borrmann-Müller sus-
pect, there has been a ‘modernization deficit in women’s consciousness’ – one
which may ‘be eliminated within the space of a few years and give way to novel
forms of family organization’ (1988: 267).

NNootteess

1 For a detailed account of this individualization process, see Beck-Gernsheim, 1983, 1986, 1988.
On its contradictions and limits, see especially Bilden and Diezinger, 1984; Diezinger, 1991; Ostner,
1983, 1984. 

2 See relevant advertisements in Süddeutsche Zeitung, 9–10 November 1991.
3 Bundesministerium für Jugend, Familie und Gesundheit, Nichteheliche Lebensgemeinschaften,

Bonn, 1985, pp. 125f. 
4 Naegele, 1987; Partner, 1984; Der Spiegel, No. 14, 1990; Süddeutsche Zeitung, 27 August 1991.

See also International Herald Tribune, 24 September 1986: ‘Leonore J. Weitzman, a Stanford
University professor, said of the boom in prenuptial agreements, “Young idealistic couples want to
form egalitarian relationships and want to be sure that marriage truly is an equal partnership”.’

5 Joyce Brothers, a popular marriage guidance writer in the United States, has devised a ‘children
checklist’ for couples to agree on their future plans for life. Here are some of the questions on the list
(1985: 66):

• Will you [the wife] be the primary caretaker? If so, what share of the child’s or children’s care
do you expect your spouse to assume? Do you plan to share fifty-fifty in their care, feeding,
diaper-changing and all the rest? If so, how do you plan to arrange this?

• Will you, the wife, work after the baby is born? How soon after will you go back to work?
How do you, the husband, feel about this?

• If you, the wife, go back to work, what arrangements will you make for the child care? Do you,
the husband, agree with these arrangements?

6 To avoid any misunderstanding, it should be made clear that this is a statement not so much
about what young women do or do not think, as about a society which assigns to them ‘an underhand

Division of Labour, Self-Image and Life Projects

115



dual mission’ and thus ‘increasingly unsettles women in every situation in life’ (Erler et al., 1988b:
12). When structural conditions wreck in many ways the compatibility of job and family, women are
implicitly required to give up either the one or the other. The ‘rational’ life plan that combines the two
is a utopia. On this ‘planning trap’, see also Rerrich, 1988.
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8

Declining Birthrates
and the Wish to have Children

FFrroomm  tthhee  BBaabbyy  BBoooomm  ttoo  tthhee  FFaallll  iinn  BBiirrtthhrraatteess

When birthrates began to fall sharply after the baby boom of the 1950s and early
1960s, in Germany as in other industrially developed countries, it took demo-
graphers completely by surprise. In their model, industrializing societies were
supposed to experience a small but steady population increase (Mackenroth,
1953), but instead they were undergoing a decline (apart from immigration).
Even today, four decades and more later, there is no sign that the trend is chang-
ing: the latest figures show that, in nearly every country belonging to the Council
of Europe, the birthrate is lower than required for the population to remain the
same (BiB-Mitteilungen, No. 4, 1996: 31).

In the 1970s and 1980s diverse attempts were made to explain this unexpected
development, varying widely according to the theoretical perspective and politi-
cal position of the observer. There was talk of the hedonism and egotism of the
younger generation, of women’s drive for emancipation, of changing values and
looser links to the church, as well as the influence of the pill, the higher costs
associated with having children and the number and range of competing desires
that make themselves felt in the contemporary world – to mention just a few of
the explanations on offer (see Bolte, 1980). In some of these at least, it even
began to seem that the wish to have children was old fashioned in the age of
industrialization and modernization, a relic of past times now pushed aside by
more powerful and competing pressures.

And yet there are a number of facts which do not readily fit into this picture.
For example, both in Germany and in other industrially developed countries, specia-
lists in reproductive medicine are treating a growing number of women clients
who want to have children, often at considerable physical, psychological and
financial cost to the women themselves. Or, according to the reports of adoption
authorities, there are long waiting lists for people seeking to adopt a child – and
when they have no prospect of achieving this legally, some turn to illegal means.
Or again, the evidence of empirical studies is that even women with career jobs
do not simply think of ‘a career instead of a child’, but often display a clear wish
to have children.

The picture that emerges is one of contradictory trends. For all the statistical
information confirming a persistent decline in birthrates there are also data giving
clear indications of a wish to have children. How is this paradoxical combination
to be explained?



Obviously we need an approach which does not highlight only the one or the
other aspect but attempts to analyse both together: in short, which consciously
examines the fractures and contradictions. My own explanation will thus relate
trends in the birthrate to the ongoing discussion on ‘individualization’, locating
the wish to have children in the chances and risks, desires and demands, which
emerge under the conditions of growing individualization. The key thesis will be
that a claim and a compulsion to have a bit of ‘a life of one’s own’ have arisen in
the wake of modernization and individualization and that since the late nineteenth
century, but above all since the 1960s, these have affected women too in an ever
greater measure (Beck-Gernsheim, 1983). But the desire to have children does not
simply disappear in the individualized and thoroughly rationalized societies of
the West. To some extent, in fact, it acquires new importance as a search for con-
tent and meaning in life, for closeness and warmth, for a counter-world of roots
and familiarity (Beck-Gernsheim, 1988). If we take these two aspects together,
we can see more clearly the nature of the conflict in which women find them-
selves, the manner in which they are torn this way and that between the wish to
have a child and the wish for independence and a bit of a life of their own.
Because these desires are so hard to reconcile under the existing social and insti-
tutional conditions, more and more women face the dilemma of the ‘child ques-
tion’ (Beck-Gernsheim, 1988). And according to the most recent studies, this
conflict is not going away but on the contrary is growing more intense. Here, first
of all, are some findings from Germany’s western Länder which illustrate how
full of tension is the wish to have children.

When young women are asked about their views and plans in life, the great
majority still say that having children is part of life for them. But as the population
figures show, this wish is deferred until later and later in life; the average age of a
woman at the birth of her first child has risen (Statistisches Bundesamt, 1995: 119).
Often the desire itself is reduced, so that women who initially wanted two or more
children have only one in the end. And for a growing number of women, the desire
is not only deferred but eventually suppressed altogether. From generation to
generation, the number of women who have no children has been on the increase –
today it is about a quarter of the generation born after 1960 (Schwarz, 1996).

So much for present trends in Western Germany. But what of the new eastern
Länder? To what extent does the perspective just outlined offer an explanation
there? What happens if we take the life projects of young women, their wishes,
fears and conflicts and relate them to the notions and demands associated with the
new conditions in Eastern Germany since the end of the GDR? Or, to be even
more specific, how far do the hopes and demands for ‘a life of one’s own’ –
which the individualization approach sees as contributing to the fall in West
German birthrates – also apply to the situation in the 1990s in Eastern Germany?
Or are they only Western themes, perhaps even a luxury that flourishes only in
conditions of prosperity? 

BBiirrtthhrraattee  TTrreennddss  iinn  tthhee  NNeeww  LLäännddeerr  ooff  EEaasstteerrnn  GGeerrmmaannyy

As numerous studies show, reunification and the radical transformation of the
political system in Eastern Germany also set in train deep changes in the social
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and economic structure there, with many consequences stretching into the family
and private life. This is apparent, for example, in the evolution of marriage and
divorce rates. But it is most striking of all in the 60 per cent drop in the birthrate
over the five years from 1989 to 1994 – a dramatic collapse which has entailed a
new low, even in international terms. The number of births did pick up again in
1995 and 1996, but it is still quite low and there is no clear sign of a change in
the trend (Statistische Monatszahlen, 1996: 658). It remains the case that ‘East
German women have. . . as few children as anywhere else in Europe or even the
world’ (Richter, 1996: 3). 

To appreciate the explosive nature of these findings, it is necessary to know the
importance that was and still is attached to the family in the eastern Länder. In
the days of the GDR, the family represented a kind of private refuge from politi-
cal intervention by the state and its constant efforts to establish ideological con-
trol (e.g. Mau, 1994: 199) and previous surveys have repeatedly shown that the
family occupied a place at the top of the scale of people’s values and aspirations.
In Eastern Germany today, the family and children continue to be important and
are considered a self-evident part of human well-being and happiness (Störtzbach,
1993–1994; Richter, 1996; Seidenspinner, 1996). But if this is true, how are we
to explain the fall in the birthrate, which is historically unprecedented in both
scale and speed?

In demographic studies, various causes or explanatory factors are mentioned.
One is the composition of the population – or, to be more precise, changes in the
population structure – triggered by the large-scale migration from east to west;
those who moved and later had children in the west left behind ‘gaps’ in the East
German birth figures. This was significant above all because it was mainly young
people, yet to start a family of their own, who headed west (Grundmann, 1995),
while older people tended to keep living and working in the place familiar to
them. It has been estimated that as much as 30 per cent of the decline in the East
German birthrate can be attributed to this mass emigration of young people (Mau,
1994; Münz and Ulrich, 1993–1994). 

MMoorree  OOppttiioonnss,,  MMoorree  DDeemmaannddss

Another explanation points to the increased range of options, which quite simply
compete with having a child:

More young adults are able to study. If they find a job, they also have chances
of a higher income and more opportunity to spend the money on such things as
foreign travel, cars and various consumer goods. But anyone who can secure the
necessary income must also put more energy into jockeying for position and
planning a career. All this militates against an early family or in many cases
against any children at all, because they undoubtedly mean a huge limitation of
occupational and geographic mobility. (Münz and Ulrich, 1993–1994: 482f.)

Here we should bear in mind what many studies of the old GDR social structure
have demonstrated: namely, that the course of life was much less open to indivi-
dual decision, much more tightly controlled from above, than in the West (e.g.
Geulen, 1993: 38f.). Whether in job assignment, place of study or housing allo-
cation, many things depended less on one’s own choice and more on social and
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political criteria. So long as one did not fall out of favour politically, one’s basic
needs were taken care of – and, of course, it was hardly possible to live it up. Now
this is all very different:

The whole attitude to life is different. The security you used to have as a family
in the GDR is gone. You even fear for your job; you fear for your home. You
are more afraid that things won’t work out with children as you would like them
to – so it has become more difficult. Before, the way was mapped out for you
from above. When you married, you eventually got some housing, and you also
got job training and qualifications – you got them so long as you made some
effort and didn’t make a negative impression at work. (Woman, b. 1955, trained
as diet cook, correspondence course in economics, married with two children
aged 4 and 16; from an interview in Böckmann-Schewe et al., 1994: 40). 

What is discernible in such statements is a kind of inverted image of the chances
and demands of ‘a life of one’s own’ with which people grow up in the indivi-
dualized societies of the West. In the days of the GDR, the scope for ‘a life of one’s
own’ before one had children was considerably narrower, so that parenthood
therefore did not mean any sharp break. With reunification, however, the scope
grew larger and competition suddenly appeared between the wish to have
children and other options and demands. Patterns of behaviour that had long been
taken for granted were no longer appropriate. Lives that could to some extent be
calculated in advance now took on a labyrinthine complexity, becoming filled
with tensions and dangers. Consequently, within the current perspective of inse-
curity plus increased options, the kinds of choices that shape people’s lives for
years ahead have become more and more of a wager; they are ‘afflicted with a
high risk of “faulty planning” [and] therefore tend to be avoided’ (Menning,
1995: 147). So it is that the wish to have children is first deferred – and then, who
knows?, perhaps later fulfilled, perhaps indefinitely postponed, perhaps eventu-
ally suppressed in favour of other goals. 

CCrriissiiss  aanndd  RRaaddiiccaall  CChhaannggee  ��  PPaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  ffoorr  WWoommeenn

In many explanations there is also an idea that falling birthrates are the expres-
sion of a shock, of an upheaval in norms of conduct that used to be a matter of
course, of a fundamental existential crisis affecting people in Eastern Germany
(e.g. Mau, 1994; Münz and Ulrich, 1993–1994). This may apply at present to all
sections of the population. And yet, if one looks more closely, it is especially
women who are undergoing the dramatic changes that began with the end of the
GDR, above all in the area of tension spanning job and family. It is true that, as
we now know, equality between men and women was by no means assured in
GDR-style state socialism (Nickel, 1993). It is also true that the official policy of
equality was commanded from above in paternalist-patriarchal fashion, not least
under economic pressures. Nevertheless, such a policy did exist and was not just
a matter of verbal declarations and normative appeals; it had tangible practical
effects, in the shape of social and political measures to make it easier for women
to combine a job with a family. Among these measures was one day off a month
for the household, generous leave to care for sick children and a wide supply of
day nurseries, workplace creches, organized children’s holidays and so on. 
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Consistent with this was the normative image of motherhood. Whereas the
prevailing view in the West was that children (at least in the first few years)
needed as much maternal care as possible, it was thought socially and politically
desirable in the GDR, and was broadly accepted by the population, that the
mother should return to work quite soon after the birth of her child. Public forms
of child care were not considered detrimental to the child’s development, but
were seen as a normal part of life for women, children and families (Hildebrandt
and Wittmann, 1996; Schröter, 1996).

As far as this model is concerned, little has changed even today in the new
federal Länder. Young women there have scarcely allowed themselves to be made
insecure by the spectre of uncaring working mothers. The generation which once
went to nurseries, creches and day homes mostly wants the same facilities for its
own children (Schröter, 1996: 26). It sees in daylong child care the solution to the
problem of combining job and family (Hildebrandt and Wittmann, 1996: 41).

Contrary to what many expected immediately after reunification – for example,
that East German women would be happy to shake off the dual burden and look
to household and home as their main sphere of activity – more recent studies have
generally shown that they remain strongly oriented to a job or career. Women
writers from Eastern Germany repeatedly stress that this is due not only to a
wish to earn money, but above all to a need for ‘a demanding and recognized
occupation’ (Schröter, 1996: 22) and ‘involvement in the process of social life’
(Schorlemmer, quoted from ibid.: 26). That it is natural for both women and men
to have a job, that this is fundamental to people’s self-confidence, social recog-
nition and financial security: these are basic assumptions with which East
German women have grown up and which they have firmly internalized. A dif-
ferent kind of life limited to the private realm seems to most of them unthinkable
(Hildebrandt and Wittmann, 1996; Schröter, 1996):

So. . . well, work is certainly important. . . because I have to be with people all the
time and do something – otherwise you wouldn’t have anything to talk to your
partner about. If you sit at home all day doing nothing, well, what is there left?
Sooner or later, the joy goes out of your life – I mean, your relationship and all
that. (22-year-old dental nurse, single, no children; from an interview in Richter,
1996: 19)

You have to work anyway, just because of the money. But nor would I like to stay
home all day. I’d want to be doing something. You’ve got to enjoy the work – I
wouldn’t want to scrub floors for eight boring hours. I do have a job where you
can think for yourself a little, be a little creative. It also keeps you in touch with
people – you need that too. (27 year old on maternity leave, single, one child;
from an interview in Richter, 1996: 19)

TThhee  NNeeww  MMaarrkkeett  CCoonnddiittiioonnss

But whereas the life plans and aspirations of women in Eastern Germany
show considerable continuity, there has been a radical shift at the level of insti-
tutions. As these adapted to the West German social system, what was on offer
to women socially and politically shrank through a major series of cutbacks,
reductions, substitutes and straightforward closures. At the same time, the
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introduction of a Western-style market economy led to deep restructuring in
the field of employment and women were especially hard hit by the unemploy-
ment resulting from factory shutdowns and redundancies. Two-thirds of those
without work in Eastern Germany today are women (Kommission für
Zukunftsfragen, 1996).

Single mothers, who form a large group in society, are the most affected by
the changes; their situation has taken a lasting turn for the worse (Großmann
and Huth, 1995). Since divorce figures were very high in the GDR, the relation-
ship with a man was always insecure – anyway too insecure to build anything
on it alone. Women looked for other certainties, other reliable foci in life: above
all, their job and their children, and the combination of the two made possible
by a range of social and political measures. In the days of the GDR, then, a
woman’s decision to take sole responsibility for a child did not by and large
mean a sharp break in her way of life. This is the very thing that has now changed.
With the turn in social policy and the enforcement of a market economy, it has
become a matter of private choice – and one with serious and far-reaching
implications:

Conditions then were obviously much better; children were simply more part of
life. They could precisely be combined with a job – take all the nighttime facili-
ties, the weekend nurseries, and so on, which are now closing down for the crazy
reason that they don’t fit into any bureaucratic structure, even though the need
for them is very great. In a city like Berlin, where you have to reckon on an aver-
age of an hour to get to work and the nurseries are only open for eight hours. . .
if the children can get a place in one at all. (27 year old on maternity leave,
single, one child; from interview in Richter, 1996: 20)

CChhiillddrreenn  aass  aann  EExxiisstteennttiiaall  RRiisskk

Now women have to learn how, in a market economy, motherhood limits their
chances on the labour market and single mothers in particular are excluded and
marginalized (Großmann and Huth, 1995). It is becoming clear that to have
children is an occupational, financial and existential risk. The new message com-
municated to women is that the main priority is to make sure of your own way in
life. Only then can one possibly, if things work out right, think of taking on the
existential risk of a child:

It makes me think that. . . if things had remained as they were socially – I mean
in terms of both the labour market and social policy – it would now be easier to
say, okay, I’m going to have a child, if that’s what I wanted. But if the question
came up now, with social policy and jobs being the way they are, I’d simply
have to say, no, hang on, I’d better wait. If it was still like in the GDR days, I’d
say better now than any other time. (23-year-old female student, single, no
children; from an interview in Richter, 1996: 24)

So, I always used to think you should have your first child around 22 to 25; that
would have been quite normal in the GDR days and could also have been com-
bined with studying. . . Well, the present situation means that by the time things
are ready I’ll be an older mother – which no one would previously have gone
for, and. . . of course, it’s not easy to combine three children with a career. (24
year old, single, no children; from an interview in Richter, 1996: 24f.)
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Both the difficult labour market conditions and the withdrawal of social benefits
affect women especially hard in Eastern Germany. Suddenly what appeared a
matter of course – the possibility of combining children with other goals, especially
a job – has become fragile and open to doubt. Most of them still want to have
children, but they are learning that they must go about it carefully – through grad-
ual approximations, as it were. An extensive empirical study, published in 1996,
reaches the conclusion that for a majority of East German women ‘the insecure
job situation and the changed frame of reference. . . are the main things in the way
of their wish to have children’. Moreover, since the prospects for the labour
market situation are not looking good, ‘it is to be expected that for some women
a child will remain a “risk factor” that no longer has a place in their life project’
(Hildebrandt and Wittmann, 1996: 41). Rather more trenchantly, one might say
that a kind of dramatic social experiment is being conducted before our eyes,
whereby a previously straightforward wish to have children suddenly becomes
‘the question of children’ requiring careful individual consideration and planning.
As one reads through various interviews and personal accounts, this learning
effect fairly leaps to the eyes.

A married woman with two children aged 6 and 14:

And if I was today at the age to start a family, I’d give quite a lot of thought
to whether I should or shouldn’t have a child at all, and I do think it’s a
problem to cope with one nowadays, because there’s also the question of do I
earn enough money, how would it work out, and would I get back into my job.
After all, they think to themselves: is that a woman with small children or not?
That never used to be an issue. (From an interview in Böckmann-Schewe
et al., 1994: 41)

A single woman with no children:

Personally, I was single before the changes came and wanted to have a baby
and. . . in fact I’d still like to have one today. . . but I’m afraid because of the
financial and social situation about what it would mean practically if I dropped
out; I don’t know what would happen to me. . . if it happened that I can ditch
my job. That would be the end of it for me, and so naturally I’m afraid and, on
the one hand, there’s the wish to have a child, and on the other hand my reason
tells me to say ‘no’. The difference is really huge, because then it was a matter
of course and now it’s become almost a luxury – I mean, whether you
can afford to have a child. (From an interview in Böckmann-Schewe et al.,
1994: 41)

IInn  EEaasstt  GGeerrmmaannyy  aanndd  EEllsseewwhheerree  

What these women articulate from their own experience refers not to the indivi-
dual course of their lives but to changes in the social framework that women are
experiencing today in Eastern Germany. It refers to institutional pressures and
constraints and not least to institutional deficits and shortcomings in relation to
women’s so-called ‘compatibility dilemma’. In this light, it is certainly appropri-
ate to consider birth trends in Eastern Germany also from a subjective point of
view, which includes the hopes, fears and conflicts faced by individuals (in this
case, especially by women). In fact, it is said that such trends can today only be
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understood by looking at women’s plans for life. Falling birthrates ‘are symptoms
of quiet resistance on the part of women for whom paid work has become “the
natural thing to do” – resistance to a. . . family and social policy designed to bring
them back into old patterns’ (Nickel, 1993: 253).

The last question, which was also the first, is whether individualization and ‘a
life of one’s own’ are exclusively Western issues, remote from the reality of life
in the East. The answer must be that it depends on what is meant by individuali-
zation. If we think of it not just as a growth in options and freedoms, but more
as a way of life under certain institutional constraints and demands or, indeed, as
pressure to put a life together under often contradictory and partly incompatible
conditions – which poses manifold difficulties that many do not manage to
resolve – if we understand individualization in this broader sense, then we can
certainly say that people in Eastern Germany (and especially women) are today
experiencing individualization. 

This applies to the most diverse areas of life, and not least to having children.
The basic thesis may be summarized as follows. The greater people’s options and
demands for a bit of ‘a life of their own’ and the greater the attendant risks, uncer-
tainties and demands, the more does having children cease to be a natural part of
life and become the object of conscious planning and calculation, hopes and fears –
in short, the more it becomes ‘the question of children’. Depending on the con-
straints of social policy, the structures of the educational system and labour
market and the prevailing cultural norms and traditions, the question either
remains concealed for a long time or soon bursts into the open with varying
degrees of severity. But the general point is that what women are experiencing in
Eastern Germany is not an exceptional case. Many women are faced with ‘the
question of children’, both in other parts of Germany and in other highly indus-
trialized and individualized societies. 

Against this background, let us end by hazarding a rough prognosis. In the
modern societies of the West, the desire to have children will not disappear but exert
its own power of attraction and provide a framework for hopes and longings – not
least on the basis of the constraints and demands to which women are today
exposed. But this is only part of the story. For the counter-weights are also strong,
sometimes even stronger.

So long as it is an individual task for women (through trial and error, balanc-
ing acts and ever precarious makeshift efforts) to resolve the tension between
their wish to have children and to have a life of their own; so long as political
measures to make these different spheres compatible remain skimpy or even non-
existent; so long as men do not become noticeably more willing to take an active
share in child care – so long as these things do not happen, it is hardly to be
expected that birthrates will increase significantly. In Eastern Germany the situ-
ation may turn out to be somewhat different because, after the times of massive
change and general loss of security, there might be a gradual revival of the
birthrate. This would represent a ‘settling down at a lower level’, a return to
something more like normality after the exceptional situation and extremely low
figures of recent years. But despite the many motives for which women will still
want to have children, the general tendency will remain the same. So long as
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the obstacles identified here are still in place, the news of falling birthrates will
be with us as the stuff of everyday life – in Germany as well as in other highly
industrialized and individualized societies. 
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9

Apparatuses do not Care for People

HHeeaaddiinngg  ffoorr  aa  DDeemmooggrraapphhiicc  RReevvoolluuttiioonn

In the Federal Republic as in many other industrialized countries, life
expectancy has risen to an unprecedented level. This means an increase in the
number of old and very old people, which will in turn change society not only
quantitatively but also in its inner core. Together with this demographic recom-
position, people’s lives, needs, demands and rights have also been undergoing
structural change. Questions concerning a fairer system of distribution are again
being placed on the agenda, and bitter disputes are beginning to take place
around them. Massive transformations are in store for the political, social and
economic structure, with consequences that will sooner or later make themselves
felt at levels ranging from the everyday conditions of life (family, gender rela-
tions, housing, leisure, transport) to the various constituent parts of society
(labour market, education, medicine and health, social policy). The conclusion
drawn by relevant studies is that we are ‘in the midst of a demographic revolu-
tion that, sooner or later, will affect every individual and every institution in the
society. This revolution is the inexorable aging of our population. By the mid-
dle of the next century, when this revolution has run its course, the impact will
have been at least as powerful as that of any of the great economic and social
movements of the past.’1

I would here like to consider more closely two questions that arise in connec-
tion with this demographic revolution:

1 What are the changes in old people’s living conditions, especially with regard
to everyday provision and, where necessary, personal care and attention?

2 What new questions, challenges and allocation conflicts do these pose for
society?

OOlldd  AAggee  aanndd  tthhee  PPoosstt--FFaammiilliiaall  FFaammiillyy

In pre-industrial society different generations lived closer together than they do
today. This past is often nostalgically idealized as in a Karl Spitzweg painting:
grandmother at the spinning wheel, grandfather in the armchair, a merry crowd
of children at their feet, everything pervaded by an air of home, sweet home.
The truth is, however, that the pre-industrial family was mainly a union born of
necessity and compulsion.2 For the sake of survival, it was the material inter-
ests of the farm and community, not the freedom of the individual, which had
priority; little room was left for personal consideration, tenderness and empa-
thy. And the strong social cohesion, praised in later times as an example of love



of one’s neighbour, stemmed mainly from an awareness of mutual dependence:
‘For better or worse, everyone was tied to this community; it was at once their
safety anchor and their lead weight.’3

FFaammiillyy  SSuuppppoorrtt  TTooddaayy

Since those times, the ways in which people live have fundamentally changed.
Industrialization brought with it the rise of the bourgeois family, which was sup-
posed to be primarily a community of feeling rather than of work. This form too, as
we have long known, is not a locus of pure love and harmony; it produces its own
frictions, irritations and conflicts, involving repression and even violence. Yet for
all its defects, it is also a source of mutual support that is felt across the generations.

Some old people, of course, are shunted off into a home where no one bothers
about them any more. There can be no doubt that the elderly often endure loneli-
ness and isolation, as well as defective everyday care and provision. But for many
the family is an important – indeed, the most important – support they have. As
recent studies have shown, the emotional and practical support of old people and
any necessary personal care and attention, are still provided mainly within the
family.4 When they are asked about the person who looks after them (‘Who do
you speak to when you have trouble with something?’), there is no contest. In a
representative survey, 54 per cent of people aged over 60 named their children
and a further 26 per cent other relatives.5 For assistance with such things as shop-
ping or small repairs, 68 per cent of old people turned to their children or other
relatives. And when it came to illness, not least of a chronic kind, family
members played an especially crucial role.6 A study of care in old age concluded:
‘Where the health is impaired, the ultimately decisive factor in the further quality
of life is not the person’s age but the presence or absence of family members in
the household, whether in the same house or close by.’7

IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzaattiioonn  aanndd  PPlluurraalliizzaattiioonn

Meanwhile, of course, another major upheaval is looming. At the close of the
twentieth century there was much talk of pluralization and individualization of
lifestyles. These keywords should not be taken to imply that the so-called tradi-
tional family (a lasting bond among husband, wife and children) has more or less
disappeared. Rather, they signal that alongside this form – which continues to
exist – other ways of living are today spreading and developing, especially
among certain groups and milieux (depending on, for example, educational
levels or town–country differences). These new forms include living alone,
single parenthood, non-marital cohabitation, childless marriage, serial marriage or
‘living apart together’ with a partner in separate dwellings. They may differ
greatly from one another, some consciously chosen, others involuntarily under-
gone, some intended to last, others only temporary. On the whole, however,
increasing numbers of people find themselves, for varying lengths of time, lead-
ing a life which does not correspond to the classical model of the bourgeois
family. Such men and women still live in relationships, but these are limited
either in scope or in time. Not all or even most people, but certainly a growing
number, live in ‘part-time communities’:8 the ‘negotiated provisional family’;9
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the ‘part-life companionship’;10 and amid this multiplicity, the ‘postmodern
family’11 or ‘post-familial family’.12

The question therefore arises as to how old age will look in the future.
Alternative ways of living may offer many advantages by releasing individuals
from the straitjacket of the old-style family and creating new options and free
spaces (which is not the least of the reasons why they are consciously adopted).
But it is unclear how they will shape up in old age, in three or four decades from
now. One can speculate that many relationships will be long past (a ‘part-life
companion’ being almost by definition not a companion in old age), while others
may prove less functional with the passing of the years (‘living apart together’
becomes more difficult when reduced mobility means that it is more of an effort
to get out and about). For couples without children, the turning point will come
when one partner dies and the other (more often than not, the woman) is left
alone. One way or another, then, it has to be asked what options there are beyond
the traditional family for care and support in old age. Where the old forms no
longer exist, will new ones develop in their place?

WWoommeenn  aanndd  ��LLiivviinngg  ffoorr  tthhee  AAggeedd��

Up to this point, the family has been spoken of as ‘gender neutral’. But it is well
known that it is mainly women’s area of responsibility – or has been at least
since that polarization between the outside world of society and public life and
the inner realm of privacy which emerged with the transition to modern indus-
trial society. Role models were then defined as complementary to each other: for
the husband, a paid job with the toughness and self-assertiveness associated with
it; for the wife, family, heart and feelings. That was the beginning of the
‘halfway modernity’,13 which ascribed a special role to women as a counter-
weight to the laws of the market. This role was designed as providing a kind of
refuge, an ambulance station for life’s vicissitudes. While the husband grew
used to asserting himself in the rat race outside the home, the wife was meant
to ‘live for others’ – especially for her husband and children, for the sick and
the elderly.

Recent studies of old people confirm that women still take on this task. We said
earlier that care and attention are still provided for old people mainly within the
family, but that was rather a loose way of putting it. To be more precise, it is pri-
marily wives, daughters and daughters-in-law who perform this service, often
with a considerable expenditure of time and energy.14

In the last few decades, however, major changes have taken place in women’s
lives.15 The basic pattern is as follows. More and more women find their ties to
the family loosened through education, a job, changes in the family cycle and the
legal system and so on; fewer and fewer can expect a husband to provide for
them; and the general trend, in however contradictory a form, is towards inde-
pendence and self-sufficiency. The biographical result is that women increasingly
develop – in fact, have to develop – expectations, desires and life plans which
relate not only to the family but also to themselves as individuals. First of all
economically, they must plan to make their lives secure, if necessary without
their husband. They can no longer think of themselves only as an ‘appendage’ to
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the family, but must increasingly see themselves as individuals with their own
interests and rights, plans and options.

The most visible expression of this are the life plans formed by girls and
young women. Most of them do not want to spend all their lives as a housewife-
cum-mother, but want a share in both a career and a family. But the organized
world of work puts many obstructions in the way of this desire and little support
comes from political institutions either. The postulate of the compatibility of job
and family, though extolled on all sides and still affirmed in basic programmes
and holiday speeches, has therefore remained little more than a postulate. Often,
if women actually try to combine a career with children, they are worn down by
excessive burdens in the running daily struggle. Then it is especially hard to care
for the old ones as well, to fit their needs together into the constraints of a working
career. And yet, many women are evidently still prepared to attempt this balancing
act and feat of strength – or, if absolutely necessary, to give up their job:

A 1985 survey by the Travelers Corp. found that about one employee in five
over 30 was providing some care to an elderly parent, most often a widowed
mother. Most of those workers were women, even where it was the husband’s
parent who needed the care. A Philadelphia study surveyed 150 families in
which married women, about half of them employed, provided most of the
care for their widowed mothers. More than a quarter of those who were not
working had quit their jobs, and a quarter of those employed had considered
resigning.

The American Association of Retired Persons estimates that, in 1987, seven
million US households included people responsible for the elderly, and 55 per
cent of those overseers also had jobs. Its 1989 survey of working people who
cared for the elderly found that 14 per cent had left fulltime jobs because of
family responsibilities. . . ‘One reason older women are so much poorer than
older men is that the average woman spends 11½ years out of her working life
on all forms of care giving, compared to six months for the average man’. (Joan
Kuriansky, executive director of the Older Women’s League, a non-profit
advocacy group in Washington)16

It is uncertain, of course, whether women in the twenty-first century will be
able and willing to take on this task, whether ‘living for the aged’ can be fitted
into their life projects. The most recent studies suggest that major problems may
soon arise in this respect: ‘The fact. . . that with each new generation more and
more women are economically active outside the home will not remain without
consequences for the model of informal care and assistance, and it will lead to
increased demands on formal service providers.’17 This poses the question more
sharply than ever, not only for particular groups but for everyone: How will older
people be looked after a few decades from now? If women are not available as a
reserve army for the family, who will carry out these tasks?

One thing is already clear today. If the traditional forms of the male-female
division of labour that developed with the onset of industrial society begin to
crumble, the relationship between the generations will also become precarious.
Politicians can no longer tacitly assume that women will take over when neces-
sary and anyone who hopes for ‘stronger ties of solidarity between the genera-
tions’ – as a German government report puts it18 – cannot overlook the fact this
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also requires a new kind of solidarity between the sexes. In other words, in order
to place the much-discussed inter-generational contract on a new footing, it will
also be necessary to negotiate a new inter-gender contract. And solidarity between
the generations will depend not least upon whether men are willing to take on
some share of ‘living for the aged’.

WWhhoo  wwiillll  LLooookk  aafftteerr  uuss  iinn  OOlldd  AAggee??

The ‘kitsch idyll in the evening sun’,19 as a cultural model of old age, has found
a modern variant in the effective media staging of fit, happy and active seniors
skipping in the park. The evening of life as constant pleasure: today Flensburg or
Blackpool, tomorrow Mallorca? Such images are not completely false, but even
less are they completely true; they depict only part of the whole and all too often
the reality may be quite different. What is developing before our eyes is, to be
sure, an explosive combination of two tendencies that are likely to grow stronger.
On the one hand, the number of people at an advanced or very advanced age in
need of care and attention is growing apace, not least because of new achieve-
ments in medical technology. On the other hand, the ‘personal resources’ hitherto
deployed in care of the aged are clearly becoming less dependable, because family
lifestyles are changing and so too are women’s own lives.

If this is an accurate diagnosis, it becomes essential to ask who will care for us
in old age.20 Or rather, what personal resources outside the traditional family can
conceivably be deployed in ways that are both socially acceptable and economi-
cally feasible? Can, for example, social networks and types of relationship be
constructed that involve new ways of living together in old age? Will men be pre-
pared to share in solidarity between the generations, not only in words but in
deeds? To what extent will the state and society be prepared to create a wide and
flexible range of care facilities? Or will the rich simply purchase good and expen-
sive care for themselves on the ‘senior services market’, while the less well off
receive no help because they cannot pay for it? Will the social inequality of old
age, already dramatically in evidence, take more open and brutal forms?21

Let us recall how Améry described this inequality:

[I]t is not the same whether a poor devil dies alone in hospital, scarcely noticed
by indifferent nurses, or whether a man of means gives up the ghost in a luxury
clinic, with flowers on the table, with doctors showing personal touches of
solicitude, and with relatives able to visit at all hours who, though perhaps not
helping him when the time comes, lighten some of his pain-free moments and
assure him of the good life even in dying. . . . It must be said over and over again:
if we are all equal in the face of death. . . we are not all equal in the face of dying.
‘Crying is easier when you have money’, says an East European Jewish adage.
Dying is also easier when you have money.22

We begin to see that it will cost not only money but also political and private
imagination to give some dignity to the last stage of life. Otherwise, the achieve-
ments of medical technology in making life ever longer, seeing it through acute
crises and chronic illness, will become a double-edged gift that leads into a social
vacuum. This highlights a simple truth: apparatuses can prolong life, but they can-
not care for people. What will become of the ‘late freedoms’ of old age,23 if the
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next stage threatens to involve a permanent need for nursing care? The very word
‘care’ is dropping out of people’s vocabulary, leaving only potential objects of
medical intervention. What if it is not even a care ward that awaits us at the end,
because society has at some point surrendered in an emergency? Or, to extrapolate
a little from signs that are already visible, will many find a solution to indignity,
dependence and isolation in the euthanasia movement, in self-administered death
as a release from over-prolonged life? That too would be a paradox of modernity.

Such visions, which I have drawn here in a sharp way, must not become reality.
But they indicate what might happen if alternatives are not found in time. The
expansion of medical technology can prove its human value only insofar as a
‘social infrastructure’ of old age is built, or rebuilt, at the same time. Only if this
is successfully done – in whatever form – will the ‘newly gained years’24 also
bring a greater quality to life.

SSoocciieettyy  aanndd  PPoolliittiiccss  CCoonnffrroonntteedd  wwiitthh  NNeeww  CChhooiicceess

For a long time the issue of ‘old age’ remained on the margins of public, political
and academic interest, but this has now changed appreciably with the increased
life expectancy and the growing number of older people. Considerable discus-
sion, often employing spectacular catch-phrases, is devoted to various aspects
that concern the evolution of society as a whole – for example, the implications
for pensions and social policy, health and welfare benefits, international relations
and shifts in voter behaviour. 

One question that often arises is whether the changing composition of the popu-
lation will also result in changing relations of power. For example, will there be
greater competition to secure older people’s votes? Will they themselves organize
or remain a politically neutral group? Will the value system and power structures
of society be geared less to the young and more to the values and lifestyles of
older people?

Other questions concern the role of the state and trends in the public provision
of services to certain age groups. Again let us just mention a few examples. What
will happen to facilities such as nurseries, schools, playgrounds and swimming
baths, which mainly serve the requirements of a youthful population? Should
workers who cater to the needs of the young and very young (nursery staff, for
instance) be retrained to care for the old? Where will jobs and investment be cut
back and according to what priorities? What struggles over living standards
would then have to be fought out within society?

MMeeddiicciinnee  aanndd  HHeeaalltthh

In order to make these questions more specific, let us focus on the health sector.
As we have seen, more and more people survive illnesses which would earlier
have proved fatal and even those with serious chronic conditions can expect to
live longer as a result of new advances in medical technology. An ever increas-
ing number of people are therefore reaching a great or very great age. But, of
course, this also means that by the end of their life they have developed more and
more chronic disorders:25
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Of course we recognize in the back of our minds that a cure for cancer increases
our chance of dying from stroke or heart disease, just as a cure for all of these
enhances the likelihood of living out our days with dementia. But that ironic way
of assessing medical triumphs is no more popular now than it was in those
enthusiastic years during the 1950s and 1960s when the various wars against
cancer and other diseases were initiated. Those wars continue, fought as always
with the tubes, drugs, and machines so desperately dreaded as our possible
personal fates. We thus spend an enormous and increasing amount of money to
propel ourselves inexorably toward that which we most fear – hoping, of course,
that in our own case the technology will be just enough to save us but too little
to oppress us.26

The consequences are obvious: huge financial burdens on the health service,
probably becoming so huge that the social and political system will be faced with
urgent moral choices and questions. Thus, if the number of very old people and the
heroic capacity of doctors to save them continue their rapid growth, will we have
the economic means to provide everyone with all that is medically and technologi-
cally possible? If it is old people who make the greatest demands on the health
system, will a struggle over its resources one day develop between the genera-
tions? Will old people in the twenty-first century face restrictions on their care and
provision which are today unthinkable? And what are the moral, medical, political
and economic principles with which to chart a course in this unfamiliar terrain?27

TThhee  SSttaattee��ss  CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn  ooff  OOlldd  AAggee

In the field of health provision, there is a tendency which we might call – 
following the terms of recent sociological discussion of life trajectories and the
welfare state28 – the ‘state construction of old age’. What is meant by this is that,
under the conditions of the welfare state and scientific-technological civilization,
old age becomes less and less a ‘natural’ category and more and more dependent
upon political decisions as to both the quantity (the average number of years) and
the quality of life, as well as the resources available to maintain them. Many new
questions are associated with this state construction of old age. For example, what
is it technically possible to do for old people and what is it economically possible
to do? Which restrictions are economically necessary and which are morally
acceptable? Where will the priorities for state support lie within and between the
generations? Which groups and which demands will be taken into consideration
and which will be left out? Where does provision for old people lie in that long
scale of political issues and objectives which stretches from nursery places to
environmental protection, from development aid to unemployment benefit and
financial support for the new Länder of Eastern Germany? Whose needs, demands
and rights should come first – and whose will have to take second place?

TThhee  ��LLiiffee  PPoolliittiiccss��  ooff  FFuunnddaammeennttaall  CChhooiicceess

The state construction of old age may be placed in a broader frame of reference,
such as that provided by Anthony Giddens in his social theory and contemporary
analysis. One of the essential features of our epoch, he argues, is that what used
to be laid down in advance (whether by tradition, class or nature) increasingly
gives way as new spaces for decision open up. Reference points that previously
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appeared to be constants of human existence are now posed as variables: class
distinctions, for example, or relations between the sexes or our biological make-
up. Hence, more and more decisions become necessary, at the most diverse
levels, about how we want to shape our lives. Intensive medicine and reproduc-
tive medicine are even posing anew the most basic questions of all: What is
human life? Where does it begin? How is its end to be determined? At the
extreme, medical decisions are required in which not only people’s lives but the
very definition of life and death are at stake. The inevitable question here is how
much should be done and for how long. How many operations and courses of
radiation treatment? How much invasive surgery and technology? How much
artificial feeding and artificial respiration?

Explicitly or implicitly, such decisions always involve what Giddens calls ‘life
politics’.29 ‘The “end of nature” opens up many new issues for consideration. . . .
Life-political issues call for a remoralizing of social life.’30 This constellation car-
ries a huge explosive force, for the processes of decision and negotiation that now
become indispensable are anything but simple. In many cases there is not just one
morally clean answer; each decision produces its own follow-up problems, curb-
ing the existential needs of one group and imposing risks and burdens on another.
When human intervention takes over from a rigid destiny, we are faced not only
with new questions but also with moral dilemmas of a new kind. ‘No one’,
Giddens concludes, ‘should underestimate how difficult it will be to deal with
these.’31 With a view to the population statistics, the question is already posed
today of whether good health provision and an ageing society are morally com-
patible with each other.32 And in connection with the state construction of old
age, the dilemmas and allocation battles are already taking shape and – to risk a
prediction – will tomorrow be still more dramatic and unrelenting.

TThhee  AAddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn  ooff  OOlldd  AAggee

In conclusion, let us consider how the government is responding to the issues, chal-
lenges and conflicts of choice that have become unavoidable with the rising life
expectancy and the rapidly growing number of old people. What ideas does it have
to offer towards a social contract that will define the contours of the ageing society?

It has to be said that the answer is not very encouraging. There is a lack of
money, but even more of political imagination and assertiveness. In 1986, when
the German government published its fourth ‘Family Report’, it declared: ‘The
Federal Republic is. . . on the way to becoming a country that is friendly to older
people.’33 A number of years have since elapsed. The arguments over old-age
care insurance had still not been settled by July 1992 and there were a variety of
different proposals and approaches, including guidelines for a ‘federal old-age
plan’.34 On reading it, one discovers a masterpiece on the administration of old
age, with such key phrases as ‘further development of the old people’s assistance
structures’, ‘central sporting events for older people’ and ‘measures to help older
people meet one another’. The discussion of actual issues and political visions is
skimpy in the extreme and correspondingly more elaborate is the consideration
given to the most detailed financial points (for example: ‘The daily rate for parti-
cipants without accommodation away from their home area will be limited to
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6.00 DM’). The only thing missing is a final sentence like: ‘We have everything
under control with regard to old age.’
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10

Health and Responsibility
in the Age of Genetic Technology

Technological research in the social sciences frequently focuses on the relationship
between technological change and social change. Roughly summarized, two
positions have initiated the debate.1 On the one hand, there is a technological
determinism which sees technology as destiny: technology dictates whether and
in what way it will be applied. On the other, there is the position of social reduc-
tionism. Here it is the users who decide whether and in what way technology will
be applied. Cultural influences, social norms and interests play a crucial role in
the shaping and use of technology.

Meanwhile, of course, the deficiencies and lacunae of both positions have
become evident. Both perceive only segments, not the whole, as sociologist
Peter Weingart puts it: they are ‘the two great traditions of one-eyedness’.2

Consequently, recent research focuses on the relationship between the cultural
prerequisites of technology and what it offers. Here technology may be seen
as a spiral-like process.3 It appears as both the product and the instrument of
social needs, interests and conflicts. Technology is effect and cause at the
same time.

In this chapter, I want to explore this spiral-like process for the sphere of
genetic engineering – or, more precisely, for genetic engineering as applied to
human beings through genome analysis, predictive medicine and prenatal diag-
nosis. I will start by considering the concepts of ‘health’ and ‘responsibility’,
two basic values of the individualized society. After briefly sketching their
social genesis and historical ascendance, I shall analyse their two-way rela-
tionship with genome analysis and its possible applications. My central ques-
tion is simply: what happens when the demands of the individualized society
combine, or even ally, with the new possibilities opened up by technology?
What is the shape of the future that may be in store for us on this basis?

In the case of genome analysis, I want to show that three mutually support-
ing trends are becoming apparent. Processes of individualization have given
‘health’ and ‘responsibility’ the character of guiding values and these greatly
influence the culture and prepare the ground for public acceptance of genome
analysis. Once this acceptance is won, the values themselves begin to change
through a surreptitious shift in their content. The expansion of medical tech-
nology also brings an expansion of what is called ‘health’ and ‘responsibility’.
This gives rise both to new opportunities for action and new burdens of action,
to new social norms and controls as well as new dilemmas and conflicting
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choices. As the possibility of genetic prediction grows, so too, paradoxically,
does biographical uncertainty.

HHeeaalltthh  aass  aa  GGuuiiddiinngg  VVaalluuee  ooff  tthhee  IInnddiivviidduuaalliizzeedd  SSoocciieettyy

TThhee  TTaasskk  ooff  KKeeeeppiinngg  HHeeaalltthhyy

In pre-industrial society, the dominant ways of living and securing a livelihood
were communal. Day to day this meant the family acted as an economic unit
pooling its labour;4 in emergencies it meant support by the village or clan.5 With
industrialization, such modes of provision grew more and more fragile and indivi-
duals became primarily responsible for their own livelihood, to be obtained
through personal achievement and self-assertion in the labour market. Active
self-management was increasingly required, as individuals were expected to
make advance plans that pinpointed the chances open to them as well as the
potential risks and dangers. Martin Kohli has summed this up as follows: ‘Life is
no longer. . . “God’s wondrous gift” but an individual property, to be defended
continuously. More, it becomes an individual task or project.’6

In these circumstances, care and provision for one’s health are among the bio-
graphical models promoted and required by the individualized society. To keep
one’s head above water in a competitive labour maket, it is necessary to be fit,
healthy and capable. Now health, too, is not so much a gift from God as a task and
achievement of the responsible citizen, who must protect and look after it or face
the consequences. Anyone with health problems has fewer chances in the labour
market and is soon placed in the ‘hard to find work for’ category. This is a danger
that potentially threatens all of us. It gives rise to a new morality of health, enjoin-
ing us to arm ourselves in advance. Citizens, protect yourselves against illness,
accident and disability, against germs and viruses! Do it in time, by measuring and
weighing yourself, by getting into shape and having the right jabs, by taking your
vitamin pills and drops! Whereas health used to be something given to us that only
required repairs in an emergency, it now has to be constantly produced.

HHeeaalltthh  aass  SSaallvvaattiioonn

Of course, people in previous centuries also hoped for good health and a life with-
out pain. But then their horizon was strongly determined by religion, which
promised life after death and redemption from suffering. Earthly existence was
always measured against this and felt to be less important. What did it matter if
you lived for two or 20 or 70 years, if then came eternity?

This entailed a different way of handling illness and suffering.7 Although often
an oppressive burden, they were also given a meaning as part of the infinite
cosmos, a trial sent by God to lead people towards purification and reflection. This
idea of a higher meaning can be found in all the philosophies and world religions;
again and again, thinkers have seen a redemptive power in suffering or even
maintained that life’s only real cure comes from emptying the cup of suffering.
Illnesses, wrote Novalis two centuries or so ago, ‘are years of apprenticeship in
the art of life and development of character’. The Romantic poet, who died of



consumption when he was barely 29, well knew that ‘pain can harden the heart’,
but also that ‘whoever flees pain no longer wishes to live’. And Schopenhauer
concluded his famous chapter ‘On the Doctrine of the Denial of the Will to Live’
with a saying of the Dominican of Cologne, Meister Eckhart, which was much
quoted in the Middle Ages: ‘Suffering is the fleetest animal that bears you to
perfection.’

In the course of secularization, this belief in God, eternity and redemption
broke down among broad sectors of the population. What remains is the indivi-
dual, in a here and now to which all his or her hopes and efforts are related. When
the belief in an afterlife is lost, health acquires a new meaning and a higher value;
it becomes a secular expectation of salvation. Historical and sociological analy-
ses draw a similar conclusion. ‘What can no longer be expected from an afterlife
is now.. . projected on to life here below: freedom from cares and afflictions, ill-
ness and suffering – and thus ultimately happiness and immortality.’8 The value
of the body and everything connected with it is hugely enhanced. For good health
and a smoothly functioning body are now ‘the one and only guarantee of our exis-
tence, all through our lives. When the body withers away, so too does our life.’9

Health ‘acquires, so to speak, a transcendental meaning; without it everything
else is nothing.’10 A pithy formula might be that healing [Heilung] has been
throned in the place of salvation [Heil].11

Health as a secular expectation of salvation and health as pressure to perform
in individualized market society, are two of the driving forces behind the rise of
the ‘health project’. The characteristic striving for health in the modern world –
for what critics describe as a cult fetish or a phantom12 – is thus not merely an
expression of personal inclinations, compulsions or neuroses. Rather, it is part of
the global project of modernity, of the new malleability of life with all its oppor-
tunities, checks and pressures.

HHeeaalltthh  aanndd  GGeennoommee  AAnnaallyyssiiss

With the rise and spread of the new biotechnologies, the malleability of life has
gained further scope and thrust. A combination of medicine, biology and genetics
has brought novel ways of intervening in the stuff of human existence, so that
it is becoming an open question what man is, should be and can be. The new
biotechnologies ‘turn qualities of human nature that have hitherto represented
limits of action into objective fields for human action. Man can in a new sense
make himself.’13

TThhee  PPrroommiissee  ooff  HHeeaalltthh

In Germany genetic technology is still the object of heated debate; it is even the
problem child for those who see it as their task to gain acceptance for modern
technology in general.14 Memories of eugenics soon spring to mind, with the
deadly, indeed murderous, consequences of a policy that distinguished and
selected between the genetically ‘good’ and the genetically ‘inferior’. It is this
past which makes politicians and even some human geneticists rather alarmed
about the scale of biological intervention that will become feasible.
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If, nevertheless, there is a growing clientele for the supply of genetic advice,
both in Germany and internationally, one contributory factor is certainly the funda-
mental value placed on health. Survey results suggest, for example, that ‘as medi-
cal applications are more clearly spelled out. . . ethical reservations connected
with eugenics and human breeding, as well as images of what human genetics
meant in the past, tend to drop out of the picture.’15 Health is the magic word that
wins acceptance – in the media and politics, among men and women in the street.
Health – or rather, the promise of health – opens doors, removes obstacles, draws
in public support and money. If health is riding high and if it has been closely
associated in people’s minds with genome analysis, then the popularity of genome
analysis will also rise.

Of course, it is a matter of dispute how close the association between health
and genetic technology really is. While some scientists expect enormous progress,
others express doubts or even regard such expectations as grossly inflated. So far,
we know for certain only that there is a huge gap between the possibilities of
diagnosis and those of therapy. When and indeed whether this gap will disappear,
whether the major therapeutic breakthroughs will ever happen, whether the great
promises will ever be kept – this is all hotly debated even within the natural
sciences.

Those who have entered the lists on behalf of genetic technology (one thinks
not least of the pharmaceuticals industry) have consciously used the promise of
health to paint a glowing picture of a better and happier future. One example
comes from the book that Nobel prizewinner Renato Dulbecco wrote together
with the journalist Riccardo Chiaberge:

Meanwhile the complete decoding of the genome has moved within reach. We
are on the eve of a Copernican revolution in medicine. Once many of the conven-
tional methods are laid aside, we shall completely revise our ways of diagnosing
and treating illnesses. Any pathological change in the organism – whether heredi-
tary, chronic or due to an infection – will be analysed and combated by refer-
ence to the genes that cause or at least assist its growth. Health will find new and
invincible allies, life will last longer, and a future of greater well-being will open
up for us.16

Here we see a model of assertiveness that might be called the bridgehead stra-
tegy. According to Weingart, the introduction of a new technology always
requires ‘a kind of bridgehead within the social system from which it can then
spread out’:

[A] ‘situation of at least partial acceptance’ is extremely useful from this point
of view. ‘One may evoke the image of colonization: the triumphal march of the
colonizers, even overcoming the superior strength of the “old cultures”, can be
explained only by the fact that these are internally divided and ambivalent in the
face of the intruders.’17

In the case of genetic technology, we can expect such a partial acceptance for
the very reason that health is a major value of modern society. References to
health may thus be seen as establishing a bridgehead from which expansion may
follow. One cannot argue against health, especially in a society that no longer
recognizes any god, any generally binding morality, any settled traditions. In the
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wake of a technology that can claim for itself the secular salvation expected from
health, barriers continue to fall and norms to change. Erosion of the remaining
taboos and boundaries soon sets in. 

EExxppaannssiioonn  ooff  tthhee  CCoonncceepptt  ooff  HHeeaalltthh

In 1992 a keynote essay entitled ‘Changing your genes’ appeared in The
Economist.18 The opening sentence quoted Freud’s famous dictum that biology is
our destiny and a future was then drawn in which this no longer held because
people consciously selected and recombined their own genes. Today, it is said,
therapies target malignant genes. But tomorrow they may work on genes which
not only turn a badly functioning body into a well-functioning one, but also turn
a well-functioning body into one that is even better, even faster, even stronger,
even more beautiful. The article touched in passing on a couple of ethical objec-
tions, then launched into a plea of its own. Freedom of choice above everything,
for everything, even for genes! Genetic choice will bring a new era of freedom!
This tone is kept up until the logical final sentence: ‘With apologies to Freud,
biology will be best when it is a matter of choice.’

In an issue of Newsweek devoted to new medical possibilities, an article by the
medical writer Michael Crichton offers an even more glowing account of what
the future holds in store. The title ‘Greater expectations’, borrowed and intensi-
fied from Dickens, is meant to be taken quite literally:

The physician as lifestyle expert, as wellness adviser, has already begun to
appear. And as genetic profiles and other predictive tools improve, the art of
prevention will grow far more sophisticated. Physicians will administer tests
and, armed with the results, prescribe preventive measures just as precisely
as they now dispense medications. . . Even more fundamental will be gene-
replacement therapy, in which missing or defective genes are supplied by the
physician. Such procedures are now being developed to treat serious illness, but
they will even be used to boost enzyme levels and hormone production to retard
aging and to increase vigour. . . What all this means is that our present concept
of medicine will disappear. . . Medicine will change its focus from treatment to
enhancement, from repair to improvement, from diminished sickness to
increased performance.19

We shall not discuss whether genetic intervention of this kind could happen
in the foreseeable future; what interests us more is the concept of health pre-
sented as desirable in such statements, which points to a truly epochal shift.
For the promises here associated with gene technology insidiously, but no less
radically for that, expand the concept of health beyond its previous limits.
Biology, understood as the basic genetic endowment, is no longer destiny but
starting point. Expectations of indefinite change and improvement are now the
order of the day. Nature is not completely passé, as it still supplies the neces-
sary raw materials, but technology will fashion it into a work of art. From the
old body, a new one will arise that is much better and healthier. The ‘rationali-
zation of the conduct of life’,20 the ‘in order to’ mentality that is the hallmark
of modernity and stretches into ever more spheres of life,21 is now directly
applied to the human body. ‘The body is becoming a phenomenon of choices
and actions.’22
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VVoolluunnttaarryy  CCoommppuullssiioonn

One of the main respects in which genetic diagnosis differs from traditional kinds
is its predictive dimension.23 Whereas conventional diagnostics identifies patho-
logical change only when it has already appeared (at however early a stage), its
genetic counterpart is able to spot an illness long before it begins.

Genetic technology thus carries the tendency to planning and rationalization
into new dimensions, making it possible for people to know their own risk factors
(such as a predisposition to heart disease or diabetes) and to use them as refer-
ence points in planning their lives. Preventive care, according to Daele, is ‘an
element of self-management expected of modern individualized persons. When
a methodical way of life becomes established practice – from the planning of
education. . . to provision for a “successful” old age – then preventive health care
must become a priority.’24

This ‘must’ does not imply direct compulsion, but still less does it mean a
purely free choice. One might speak paradoxically of voluntary compulsion or, as
Daele does, of ‘preventive compulsion’.25 In his view, preventive measures
easily obtain a status of legitimacy and rationality today, barely allowing for
objections to be raised. For options to avoid health risks count both as resources
of self-planning and as claims for public facilities directed towards the state. The
individual seeks security from the vicissitudes of life (illness and accident, dis-
ability and need for permanent nursing care) in all kinds of publicly funded insur-
ance. Underutilization of preventive facilities – that is, the fact that many people
reject a health-oriented way of life – therefore becomes a problem:

In general, the social role of the sick person includes a corresponding expecta-
tion of those around that he or she will make every reasonable effort to get well
soon. This expectation is the quid pro quo for such privileges as being excused
from work or provided with extra care. Claims on community services in the
event of illness are matched by an obligation to be healthy. Obviously, this idea
can be transferred to well people who “irresponsibly” fail to take advantage of
preventive facilities.26

Bräutigam and Mettler, two prominent champions of high-tech medicine, argue
that ‘knowing our genes should induce us to a responsible lifestyle’.27 Similar
statements occur frequently in the debate, the word ‘responsibility’ appearing
almost as a refrain. Like health, responsibility ranges among the major values of
modernity. Who can be against it? Who would put forward a case for irresponsible
behaviour? The question is only what is meant by responsibility. And perhaps,
with the march of genetic technology, it is not only the concept of health but also
that of responsibility which has changed.

EExxppaannssiioonn  ooff  TTeessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy

In order to highlight the direction of the trend, we shall single out the sphere of pre-
natal and genetic diagnostics, where the possibilities have increased most rapidly
and the concept of parental responsibility has been changing in the same degree.

First a couple of examples. A pregnant woman: ‘I felt caught in a horrible
dilemma. All the time I was asked: Have you had the test done? You really
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should, now that it’s possible. . . But what if you have a handicapped child?
You’ve already got two children. You must think of them, and of your husband!’28

A gynaecologist to a 35-year-old patient: ‘A woman – at your age – it’s essential.
From 35 on, you must do it.’29 A popular book about the advantages and risks of
prenatal diagnosis: ‘You should definitely read this book if you. . . take responsi-
bility for your pregnancy and want to take well-founded decisions. . . [With this
information] responsibility is put where it belongs: with you.’30

AA  NNeeww  TTuunnee

There is ample evidence that these examples are not haphazard examples. What
they express is an insidious change in the meaning of the concept of responsibil-
ity. The more that safe methods of contraception become available, the more
widespread becomes the idea of responsible parenthood. Once this referred to the
quantitative aspect: only as many children as you can properly bring up and pro-
vide for.31 Now, with the new possibilities in reproductive medicine and prenatal
diagnostics, the concept of responsibility has been moving in the direction of a
qualitative choice that begins before birth or perhaps even before conception. The
actual formulations, borrowed from the language of government administration,
do not directly spell out the aim but speak of ‘prevention’32 or ‘prophylactic mea-
sures’.33 Such terms have a positive connotation in our society. They sound up to
date, rational, hygienic, as much part of publicly promoted health care as brush-
ing your teeth morning and night. They refer to goals that receive wide support,
serving the interests both of the individual (preservation of health, avoidance of
pain) and of society (cost saving).

More is at stake here, however, than oral hygiene. In plain language, it is a
question of avoiding the birth of a handicapped child, either by way of forgoing
biological parenthood altogether or (more likely) by a ‘tentative pregnancy’ and
abortion in the event of a genetic deficiency.34 Tendencies are already in the air
to praise such conduct as an expression of responsibility. Here, for example, is
Hubert Markl, former president of the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, in a
lecture on ‘Genetics and ethics’: ‘I want to state very clearly – because the oppo-
site is sometimes argued – that to renounce for such reasons the idea of having
children of one’s own is at least as praiseworthy as the decision taken out of
relentlessly fatalistic piety to allow a possibly cruel fate to take its course.’ Or fur-
ther on: ‘To prevent the birth of handicapped children should never be the task of
a human polity; such considerations belong exclusively in the private moral
domain of the individual.’35

And that seems to be where they go. Does ethics in the age of genetics mean
that citizens of sound judgement are expected to prevent the birth of handicapped
children? Hardly anyone, at least in Germany, would say this publicly (what one
says to one’s mates around a pub table is another matter). But thoughts like those
of the German philosopher Martin Sass are already gaining ground. High-risk
reproductive decisions are, in his view, ‘irresponsible towards the society that
accepts and supports severely handicapped children in its midst’.36 And in every-
day life, we can also see a change of attitudes creeping in. Increasingly, women
who do not undergo prenatal testing are seen as selfish, ignorant or stupid: ‘They

Health, Responsibility and Genetic Technology

145



prefer to stick their head in the sand rather than to learn the truth.’37 In recent
questionnaires, 26 per cent of respondents were of the view that ‘everyone should
be obliged’ to have their hereditary disposition investigated, so that they are
informed about any predispositions to illness among their offspring.38

AA  NNeeww  GGuuiilltt

It is not hard to see the logic behind these trends. Responsibility, like health, is a
primary value, a lodestar on the horizon of modernity based on the philosophy of
the Enlightenment. Responsibility is presented as meaning greater autonomy,
much as Kant once defined enlightenment as the ‘emergence from self-inflicted
immaturity’. Already in that formulation, however, there was a double meaning
that pointed to a reverse side: anyone who did not take responsibility counted as
irresponsible; any dereliction counted as ‘guilt’. Not by chance does the phrase
‘reminding someone of their responsibilities’ have a threatening undertone. It is
precisely this which we can now observe in the field of prenatal diagnostics. On
the one hand, in the medical profession as well as in political boards and com-
mittees, freedom of choice is declared a basic right and any compulsion on people
to undergo tests is constantly forsworn. Everyone must be free to act as they see
fit. But on the other, in the slipstream of technological advances, a number of
small and at first barely noticeable steps attach new meaning to the concept of
responsibility by adapting it to what is technically feasible. Anyone who does not
play along thus appears as irresponsible – suspect, if not downright guilty.

The responsibility at issue has many addressees and reference points. First, as
we have just seen, there is the responsibility to society. Then, as quoted earlier,
there is the responsibility to one’s family, husband and other children (perhaps
even to grandparents hoping for a healthy, cuddly and presentable grandchild).
Neither should we forget the responsibility to the unborn child; should it really be
burdened with a life of suffering, rejection and dependence? One can imagine
what goes through the mind of a woman who decides to terminate a pregnancy
after ‘Down’s syndrome’ has come up in a test: ‘As we ourselves age, to whom
would we leave the person XYLO would become? In a society where the state
provides virtually no decent, humane services for the mentally retarded, how
could we take responsibility for the future of our dependent. . . child?’39

So many levels of responsibility, so much potential guilt. So much fuel for
reproach and self-reproach, for social and moral pressure. As we know from
similar situations, this pushes people into taking the tests on offer, ‘so we won’t
have to blame ourselves later on’.40 Of women whose age put them in a risk
group, a good half were opting a few years ago for a prenatal diagnostic test.41

And the latest estimates are that the rate has considerably increased since then.42

CChhaannggeess  iinn  WWoommeenn��ss  PPllaannss  ffoorr  LLiiffee

A contributory factor in the rapidly increasing demand for prenatal testing is that
not only the child’s future but also the mother’s is directly at stake – a fact related
to the far-reaching changes that have occurred in women’s lives over the past few
decades, at least partly loosening their ties to the family and forcing them to pro-
vide for themselves.43 Whereas young women today express a wish to combine a
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job and a family, the society around them sees things differently: the world
of work outside the home takes no account of family tasks and duties; social
ministries and local authorities lack the money or the will to provide an adequate
supply of nurseries and creches. Having children today is thus the number-one
risk to women’s job or career aspirations – more, an actual hindrance by the stan-
dards of the market. In taking up the offer of prenatal tests, women seek to ‘com-
pensate’ for their age-related risk so that they can forget the fear of a handicapped
child and all the disadvantages it would entail at work and in life.

This link comes over loud and clear in a number of interviews. For example:
‘Imagine a handicapped child – how terrible and how much work it would mean.
I could kiss my job goodbye straight away.’44 Or: ‘My main reason for having the
test was that I have a job I’d like to keep on doing. . . A handicapped child would
tie me up for years. For years I’ve worked to get away from the traditional
woman’s role, and I wouldn’t want to slip back into it. Having a mongoloid child
would mean looking after it for 20 years or more at the level of development of
a small child. It would fix you once more to the woman’s role.’45

WWhhaatt  ooff  tthhee  FFuuttuurree??

A number of different, but not at all mutually exclusive, trends are shaping up for
the future. If the predictive possibilities of genome analysis continue to grow,
there may be a gradual ‘individualization of health-related risks’.46 Such a ten-
dency is already apparent independently of genetic risks, as the costs explosion
leads to calls in the most varied quarters for greater ‘individual responsibility in
health care’. With regard to the use of DNA analysis, this interest of the health
system in cost saving may interact with the interest of individuals in discovering
their personal risk to curtail still further the principle of socialized care in favour
of greater individualization – and even set up a compulsion to prevention. As the
legal theorist Wolfram Eberbach writes: ‘The growing individual calculability of
health risks leads. . . to the allocation of ever wider personal responsibility – and. . .
not suddenly, but over a certain length of time, insurance advantages and legally
prescribed health obligations [may result in] a growing compulsion to behave in
accordance with one’s genes.’47

If things develop along such lines, genome analysis could become an influen-
tial factor in lifestyle standardization.48 The function of steering behaviour, for-
merly exercised by the traditional agencies of social control (such as religion),
would then be at least partially taken over by medical technology. The health
system would increasingly assume the role of institutionalized monitor of
people’s lifestyles, and doctors that of a ‘health police’.49 Thus, not only are care
and provision for one’s health among the precepts of the individualized society;
forms of institutional surveillance will also be introduced to ensure that those pre-
cepts are observed. Of course, the compulsion that is brought to bear is subtler
than the punishments meted out in pre-industrial society to those who did not
conform to often strict rules. Nevertheless (or for this very reason), the con-
straints imposed today by medical technology are rather more effective and
people voluntarily accept them for the sake of the magic word: health.
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All this means that women and men today are taking their fate into their own
hands. They plan, look ahead, check and optimize. They no longer obey God and
the stars. Their genes now tell them how they should arrange their lives. 

But what do the genes say? How much do they tell us? Genetic technology
brings with it new spaces for human action and intervention, but also a need for
new ‘life-political’ decisions and conflicts about decisions.50 Characteristically,
the old concept of politics – which used to denote statecraft, the art of managing
the public weal – here acquires a new meaning. For politics, in the sense of
Giddens’s ‘life politics’, no longer recognizes the polarization between those
above and those below, between government and people, but includes everyone,
even the woman or man in the street. The lowly spheres of everyday life in which
ordinary citizens operate may now throw up dramatic constellations and the
processes of negotiation and decision required are often fraught with incalculable
consequences and unsuspected burdens. Suffering must be weighed up against
suffering, life against life and abstract statistics or probabilities must be translated
into existential judgements (to terminate or continue a pregnancy, to decide what
is likely to happen and to whom). Here the possibility and the necessity of
making choices can lead to a veritable ‘moral odyssey’.51 As Giddens puts it:

The capability of adopting freely chosen lifestyles, a fundamental benefit gener-
ated by a post-traditional order, stands in tension, not only with barriers to
emancipation, but with a variety of moral dilemmas. No one should under-
estimate how difficult it will be to deal with these.52

Here, as in other domains, the chances opened up by modernity come together
with new questions and conflicts. And the traditions from which answers could
be drawn began to break up a long time ago. The basic feature of modernity, then,
is not autonomy but do-it-yourself biography and perhaps also do-it-yourself
morals – in short, ‘biographical uncertainty’ at more and more levels.53
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11

Death of One�s Own,
Life of One�s Own

Hopes from Transience

In Eigenes Leben, a collectively authored book published in 1996,1 we attempted
to show that the desire, myth and reality of a life of one’s own arise when indus-
trial society and its group forms (class, family, gender roles) are caught up in the
solvent of modernization (‘reflexive modernization’). Then people are forced to
conceive of themselves as do-it-yourself producers of meaning and biography, to
play a part in shaping both their own lives and the life of society (including their
possible failure). The various chapters of Eigenes Leben analysed a number of
partly contradictory conditions and determinants, which together add up to a
rather paradoxical picture. 

A ‘life of one’s own’ is a highly socialized existence, utterly dependent
on institutions. Indeed, we can understand the ‘logic’ of this historically late
form of existence, of its distinctive possibilities and compulsions, only if
we recognize that it follows certain institutional objectives. The training
system, labour market, welfare state, legal system and so on, presuppose and
release individual actors. What we call a life of one’s own is thus neither the
expression of a bubbling indivi- dualism and egoism that has reached epidemic
proportions, nor a life in which individuals float free in determining them-
selves, but rather a life of thorough conformity that is binding on more and
more groups within the context of labour markets buffered by the welfare state.
It is a conformity, however, which produces its opposite in the incalculability
of the social; a normalization of deviations which cancels the criteria for both
normality and deviance. In other words, the open spaces of a life of one’s own
are created by a society that is highly differentiated by function. How those
spaces are filled can no longer be dictated from above or outside, neither can it
be predicted in advance. The overtaxing demands on individuals that become
the general rule are ambivalent; they facilitate opposite things – emancipation
and power, to use the classical terms. For the character of everyday life also
changes, becoming detraditionalized and individualized but also palpably glob-
alized. What happens on other continents directly enters the circle of experi-
ence that makes up the life of one’s own. Isolationist and fundamentalist
tendencies – the revival of ethnic identities and local nationalisms – are from
this point of view reactions to dangers posed to them by advancing individual-
ization and globalization. 
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These and other illustrations of the life of one’s own – the struggle for one’s
own space or money, the compulsion to self-staging and self-responsibility (with
the possibility of shifting the blame for social crises on to the individual), the
globalization and informalization of the social, the paradoxes of a social moral-
ity associated with the life of one’s own – remain incomplete if the existential sig-
nificance of death is not also considered in this context. The distinctive meaning
of the life of one’s own will become understandable only from its end, only from
death. 

The more personal and unique life is, the more it is irreplaceable. The price for
far-reaching individualization is a confrontation with one’s own past that is by no
means gentler than before. The uniqueness of life makes this experience precious
but also inherently hard to handle. For it is a life that cannot live on in anyone or
anything else; it ends with oneself. 

No previous historical epoch was so light minded as to allow life to end when
it ended. In religious cultures death was like a change of costume or a change of
stage. Often the promise of liberation was bound up with this; people passed from
the world of appearance and torment to ‘the true life’. 

In the secularized societies of socialism or communism, the individual also
‘lived on’ in the sacrifices made for a better world – only now this world was
to be built and achieved here on earth. The Communist apparatus of power was
most elaborately interwoven with human and humanitarian ideals, so that the
maximization of state power and repression appeared to be in the service of
liberty, equality and fraternity. The individual was nothing, society everything.
Extreme availability and extreme seductibility complemented and reinforced
each other. Individual existence was completely absorbed in ‘the creation of
the new man’, in a secular religion of social redemption. The transcendence of
one own’s life was relocated here below; ‘faith’ was invested in a life beyond
capitalism. 

Death as the end – not a passage but an absolute and irrevocable end – first
emerged with the form of existence we have called ‘a life of one’s own’. It is, in
the most radical sense of the word, past life. It has lost all the certainties of tran-
scendence. Both the cosmic-religious and the social-political belief in redemption
have had their magic and their self-evidence destroyed. This is also true precisely
when any means are used to break out of the immanence of one’s own life,
through an escape into mysticism, esotericism, new religious movements and
so on. 

The life of one’s own is by definition an attempt, a temptation, to find in one-
self the ground, strength and purpose of the shaping of oneself and the world.
This attempt, when looked at from the other end, is threatened with failure. This
gives the life of one’s own its peculiar features: its volatility, its hunger for life,
its taste of bitterness and disconsolation, its irony and lightness, which grow out
of the incomprehensibility of its ceasing to exist. This is the basis for its arro-
gance, mania and adventurousness, for its combination of ebullience and mortal
distress. 

The meanings of death and dying now change around. Death becomes unfathom-
able. Dying becomes the ubiquitous threat to one’s own life. 



Death begins when the life of one’s own has ended, when one is no longer
there to be found. There is no bridge, no communication between the two. Death
is not perceptible: it knows no feelings, no knowledge, no pain, no suffering. But
now its place has been taken by dying. The life of own’s own is from the start
distinguished, indeed tormented, by a fear of dying. This end begins early; it can
be experienced and it is always present. It provides a living for insurance brokers,
doctors, pharmacists, the cosmetics and pharmaceuticals industry, salvationists
and drug peddlers in both the literal and extended senses, and all the specialists
in precare and aftercare who promise to erase the minutest signs of decay from
one’s body and one’s life. Fear of dying installs itself in the new cathedrals of
security and insurance, which are supposed to protect mere earthly existence
from the traces of its past. What happens in the end is not that you die but that
medicine stops working. 

This is the first step to eternity here below, on which those born into a life of
their own work with all the power at their command. It is true that our knowledge
is not yet so advanced, but one fine day we will all be able to prevent our circu-
lation from breaking down – and then the real jubilation will start! Death is the
residual risk, the one thing at the end of the life of our own which we still cannot
outsmart. But if our demands for control keep growing as they should, the archaic
insecurity of having to die will become as restricted and armoured in, and there-
fore as uncertain, as nuclear power stations already are today!

The first great insurance policy against the end of one’s own life was the
Church’s promise of eternal life. At the height of the Middle Ages, the death of
one’s own life was only a transformation into the real life in and with God. Death
as a trial before God was an invention which, beginning in the thirteenth century,
unsettled souls – and separated them off. Death thus meant to give an account of
oneself before God. So began the original sin of individualism – as a demand of
the Church.

You can actually hear the theologians quarrel as they wrestle with the paradox:
individual life is valuable and, in principle, self-determining; it can go wrong;
freedom comes into the world as a human potential for sin. But is this not sheer
heresy? What is God doing if man can go wrong? Individual culpability is the
first step both into godlessness and into the life of one’s own. 

Here, too, Church doctrine is strangely undecided. On the one hand, the world
and all human strivings count for naught; they are but a fleeting shadow before
God. On the other, the conduct of one’s own life now determines everything:
eternal bliss or eternal damnation. This is decided in death. Death is therefore not
an end but an examination, the examination, on the career ladder towards eternal
life (rather like the higher level examination that opens the door to a permanent
post in the civil service). 

The scale of the threatened punishment – the fires of Hell – was an attempt to
make up for the theological blunder of consigning man to the godlessness of a life
of one’s own. The freedom, lack of restraint or anarchy of life centred upon itself
was both facilitated and annulled by the threat of eternal damnation under which
it was placed. Accordingly, it was the fear of Hell, not so much fear of dying or
death, which then tormented people at the thought of their end. 
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To this very extent, however, life became centred on itself; the trials of paid
labour became the examination before God. As Max Weber shows in his celebrated
study of protestantism, the unrelenting way in which modern man conquers the
traditional world and strips it of its mystique has its original justification in this
secular testing of man before God. To lead a life of one’s own becomes a divine
command. This self-inflicted loss of power on God’s part, this digging of its own
grave on the part of theology, is remorselessly spelt out through all the stages of
secularization. 

At first death still remains a trial – no longer before God, however, but before
society, before the common interest, before man’s mission in the world. ‘Both
Hegel and Marx – the former through his concept of knowledge, the latter
through his concept of social change – celebrate the death of the individual in the
interests of the future of humanity. Here everything is inverted. The point is no
longer to be reconciled with one’s ancestors at a religious or mythical level, but
to become the midwife of future humanity at a profane historical level’ (André
Dumas). 

Only the life that is confronted with itself alone becomes a revolt against its
end. Opposite ‘existential’ responses are possible to this. The thought of death
and the experience of dying can kindle or strengthen the pleasure of being alive.
At the great feasts of the ancient Egyptians, Death danced beside the Jester. He
heightened the fun, he was the real power in the music. He added a transcenden-
tal taste to the transience. On a clock above a church portal, we can see it writ-
ten: ‘Each wounds, the last kills.’ The last minute, that is. The ticking of life’s
clock challenges the here and now. The sting and the thrill of transience make the
moment infinitely precious.

The thought of death can also clear the way to freedom. Or anyway, it can call
into question all the constructions of the social hierarchy. So that’s why they all
fought and lied, deceived themselves and others, held them down or raised them
high! For the sake of that absurd nothingness. All truth and duty, all searching,
fretting and fleeing, all striving, suppressing, loving, wrangling, lying and hiding:
all runs its course into one and the same absolute end. ‘To philosophize means
learning to die’, wrote the wise Montaigne. Awareness of one’s own life can
grow out of a clear knowledge of one’s transience. 

And yet the dominant response of modernity is to forget and suppress, to bury
death, to lock it up in the deepest vaults, the darkest memorial chambers of the
self. May it rest there, until it rises again and the life of one’s own ends. The ideal
death of this life of one’s own is a completely sudden death without dying, a
death without any thought of death. This death, in which even one’s own absolute
end is forgotten, is the radical form of ideal death for the life of one’s own.

If not death, then at least dying can be abolished. And this will happen insofar
as the thought of death disappears and the passage from life to death is over in a
flash. Sudden death in an accident is the perfect way out. 

This is still not enough, however, if the abolition of one’s own dying awakens
a terrible indifference of others to one’s death. If I suddenly cease to be there,
others are no longer able to keep the end of the end under control. The solution is
collective death by accident in a big bang. That is the ideal way to abolish dying.
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Hence there are only two directions in which to work towards the abolition of
dying: either endless prolongation of one’s own life or a sudden common ending
of life. In both directions a lot of progress has been made. 
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Freedom�s Children

The Berlin Wall has collapsed. But a chorus of criticism is shaking and blocking
the West. Are we a society of egoists? One might almost think so if one
reviewed the slogans echoing through the public sphere: the dissolving of soli-
darity, the decline of values, the culture of narcissism, the egoism trap, entitle-
ment thinking, hedonism. Franz Kamphaus, the Catholic Bishop of Limburg,
Germany, writes:

Every moment on the infinite playing field of freedom is accompanied by crises
of relationships, the renunciation of loyalties and cracks in the chain of tradi-
tion. Does a person who wants to live out his freedom ultimately only live out
himself? Will modern societies fail from their atomization, their exhaustion of
solidarity?1

The enemy stereotypes of the East–West conflict are relinquished and
replaced by the diagnosis of neo-Spenglerism that solidarity is exhausted. The
environmental crisis comes to mind here. Modern society lives from natural
resources that it has consumed and destroyed, but also from moral resources,
which it is equally unable to renew. The transcendental ‘values ecology’, in
which communalism, solidarity, justice and ultimately democracy are ‘rooted’,
is decaying.

In contrast to that, the sceptic of democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville, wrote as
long ago as 1848 in Democracy in America that ‘fighting against freedom means
fighting against God himself’. What might that wanderer between the worlds of
the feudal and democratic ages have meant by this? A self-authorization of the
individual was characteristic of European modernity from the very beginning. Its
origin does not lie in capitalism, not even in humanism and certainly not in the
‘death of God’ (Nietzsche), but in the world of changing religious experiences of
ancient and early Christianity, as well as in the discovery and the release of the
power of reason in Greek philosophy.

A few chapters later in de Tocqueville, one finds this sentence, which is hardly
less shocking to many people today: ‘The Americans battled individualism, the
fruit of equality, with freedom, and they have vanquished it.’2 Applied to the
present debate, this implies that the symptoms of the ‘me generation’ cannot be
opposed with less freedom; they must be opposed with more freedom, but politi-
cal freedom. Freedom, if seized and actively filled out, fosters commitments in
the public space and is thus the exact opposite of the neoliberal idolization of the
market.

This prescription, opposing decline with public freedom, is so important
because it is in such dramatic opposition to the view almost dominant today that
modernity needs, indeed uses up, ties (Dahrendorf’s ‘ligatures’) which it cannot
itself renew. In this conception, modernity is inherently counterproductive. It
permanently undermines its indispensable moral prerequisites. This self-concept



of modern society (and its philosophy and sociology) is completely false.
Christianity and political freedom are not mutually exclusive, but mutually inclu-
sive, even if this builds an insoluble contradiction into the Christian traditions.

The point is to give a simple, comprehensible answer to a complicated ques-
tion. The question is: what is modernity? The answer is: not just ‘instrumental
rationality’ (Max Weber), ‘optimal use of capital’ (Marx) or ‘functional differen-
tiation’ (Talcott Parsons, Niklas Luhmann), but supplementing and conflicting
with these, it is political freedom, citizenship and civil society. The point of this
answer is that meaning, morality and justice are not preordained and, as it were,
extraterritorial variables for modern society. Quite the reverse is true. Modernity
has an independent, living and simultaneously ancient and highly up-to-date
wellspring of meaning in its midst: political freedom.3 The latter is not exhausted
by daily use; instead, it bubbles up with greater life and vigour. Modernity accord-
ingly means that a world of traditional certainty is perishing and being replaced,
if we are fortunate, by legally sanctioned individualism for everyone.

JJuusstt  SSttaayy  aatt  HHoommee

YYoouunngg  PPeeooppllee  PPrraaccttiissee  aa  HHiigghhllyy  PPoolliittiiccaall  DDiissaavvoowwaall  ooff  PPoolliittiiccss

We Western Europeans are not living in a crisis of culture and certainly not in a
decline of values; instead, we are threatened by something much ‘worse’. Our
words of freedom are beginning to become deeds in everyday life and are thus
calling into question the bases of our previous coexistence, which relied on the
precondition that we would only talk of political freedom, not act according to it.
The ‘catastrophe’ is therefore that we must understand, acknowledge and put up
with more and different types of freedom than those foreseen in the picture book
of democracy as spoken of and promised, but not lived up to. Being freedom’s
children thus means that we are living under the preconditions of internalized
democracy, for which many of the concepts and formulae of the first modernity
have become inadequate.

No one knows how the traditional authority structure of the family can be con-
nected to the new demands for freedom and self-realization for men and women.
The high divorce rates and the figures on single-person households all speak this
language.

No one knows how individualism and Christian faith can be reharmonized.
And yet sociologists demonstrate that, along with individualization, the willing-
ness to exist for others, indeed to believe, is growing and not disappearing.4 No
one knows how the needs of mass organizations (political parties and trade unions,
but cities and communities as well) to obligate the individual are compatible
with claims for self-participation and self-organization. No one knows how this
immense variety can be mobilized and concentrated for politically necessary
decisions.

We are therefore ‘suffering’ from freedom and not from a crisis. More pre-
cisely, we are suffering from the unintended consequences and expressions of a
now customary increase in freedom, which was invoked at least on the level of
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lip service. Kant and Hegel were the first in Germany to set foot firmly in the land
of modernity. We owe them the insight that even ‘concretizing freedom’ is a revo-
lution, albeit a quiet one, occurring because the foundations of the previous social
order must be renegotiated.5

If this interpretation can be supported, then the talk of a ‘decline of values’
contains something else, namely the fear of freedom, including the fear of free-
dom’s children, who must struggle with new and different types of problems
raised by internalized freedom. How can the longing for self-determination be
brought into harmony with the equally important longing for shared community?
How can one simultaneously be individualistic and merge with the group? How
might the variety of voices which vie within each of us in a confusing world be
combined into a political statement and action pointing beyond the present day?6

The spaces in which people think and act in a morally responsible manner are
becoming, on the one hand, smaller and more intensive in that they comprise
one’s own immediate surroundings, and here the demands increase to the point
where they cannot be fulfilled. On the other hand, they are becoming more volu-
minous and difficult to manage, even immune to any action at all. Young people
are moved by that which (established) politics largely rules out: how can global
environmental destruction be resolved? How can the death of hope signified by
unemployment, a threat to prosperity’s children, be prevented and overcome?
How can one love and live, with the threat of AIDS? All these are questions that
slip through the screens of the large political organizations. The consequence is
that freedom’s children practise a highly political disavowal of politicians.

They hate organizations for their formalism and their convoluted and dishonest
call for ‘selfless’ commitment and they practise the kind of voting with their feet
that was so profoundly underestimated some time ago by the leaders of East
Germany. They simply stay at home. The members of Britain’s Conservative Party
have already reached the venerable (average) age of over 60. One of these days,
people in Germany will also have to face up to the question of whether grandpa’s
mega-organizations will really be justified in their lament over the ‘decline of
values’ when the last member resigns.

Those who want to get involved go to Greenpeace. According to a survey of
the German Youth Institute, more than 60 per cent of young people consider the
environmental activists credible. The parties, contrariwise, rank right at the bot-
tom of the scale in the same survey, in eighth place, well behind trade unions, the
press and the church. The scepticism of young people applies to parties of all
stripes. While 6.8 per cent of the members of the (conservative) Christian Demo-
cratic Union were under 30 years old in 1991, the same group accounted for only
4.9 per cent in 1995. In the same period, the average age of CDU members rose
by two to nearly 54. The typical Social Democrat does not look much younger.
He too has almost half a century behind him. Only 7.4 per cent of his comrades
are under 30. The (middle of the road) Free Democratic Party is also losing more
and more of its younger generation. Its youth group has lost more than 2,000
members since 1991.

All parties are suffering because the ‘me generation’ may participate in
demonstrations and in circulating petitions, but it finds the business of organized
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politics, with its debates on agendas and proposals, intensely boring. ‘The loyal
party soldier, who first pastes up posters for years and finally manages to make it
into the town council, is a dying species,’ says social researcher Helmut Jung.7

Young people have finally discovered something for themselves, something to
make adults panic: fun, fun sports, fun music, fun consumption, fun life. But poli-
tics, as currently practised and represented, has nothing at all to do with fun. On
the contrary, it acts like a dead-certain killjoy and hence young people are unpoliti-
cal, according to superficial impressions and in their own understanding, but in a
very political way. Freedom’s children regroup in a colourful rebellion against
tedium and obligations that are to be complied with without reasons being given
for them and even if no one can identify with them.

Thus there is a subterranean connection between wanting to have fun and
grassroots opposition, which has so far been little noticed but which constitutes
the actual core of what one could call the ‘politics of youthful antipolitics’. Those
who (whatever their intentions) refuse to care about institutionalized politics (parties,
organizations etc.), but playfully follow the attractions of, for instance, advertis-
ing, are unintentionally acting very politically by depriving politics of attention,
labour, consent and power. Ultimately, one can spare oneself the detour through
membership meetings and enjoy the blessings of political action by heading
straight to the disco. There is no need to raise the issue of power long-windedly
by actual attendance. It gets raised, and more effectively so, the more decisively,
mutely and numerously young people simply stay away.8

Freedom’s children sometimes betray a winking awareness of this subliminally
very effective connection, its subversive energy and irony, which would be more
at home and better expressed in the art of the novel than in sociology. Everyone,
the elite of the institutions as well as the young people, seems to sense that this
policy of conforming withdrawal calls the system into question, once it is prac-
tised consistently enough.

This is how and where freedom’s children display an unarticulated ‘double
strategy’. They are an actively unpolitical younger generation because they take the
life out of the self-involved institutions and thus force upon them the Hamlet ques-
tion: to be or not to be? This Western variant of ‘antipolitics’ (Gyorgy Konrad),
which also opens up the opportunity to enjoy one’s own life with the best con-
science in the world, is supplemented and made credible by a self-organized con-
cern for others which has broken free from large institutions. Freedom’s children
practise a seeking, experimenting morality that ties together things that seem mutu-
ally exclusive: egoism and altruism, self-realization and active compassion, self-
realization as active compassion. Ultimately this amounts to questioning the
monopoly of the custodians of the public interest on defining the public interest.

Robert Wuthnow has shown that all modern societies would collapse without
voluntary activities for others.9 Eighty million Americans, roughly 45 per cent of
those above the age of 18, are involved for five or more hours a week in volun-
tary service for charitable purposes. In monetary terms this amounts to some 150
billion dollars.

The astonishing thing is this: for more than 75 per cent of the American popu-
lation, solidarity, willingness to help others and concern for the public interest
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have a prominence equal to such motivations as self-realization, occupational
success and the expansion of personal freedom. The real surprise is that self-
assertion, enjoying oneself and caring for others are not mutually exclusive; they
are mutually inclusive and strengthen and enrich one another. Insight into this
seemingly paradoxical situation is blocked by four prevailing fundamental assump-
tions in public and scholarly debate:

1 The equation and confusion of commitment with membership – if member-
ship lists are the only things that show commitment, then non-members are of
necessity egotists.

2 The self-sacrifice assumption, that only by ignoring oneself can one live for
others.

3 Silent help or the housewife syndrome, conveying that the dignity of serving
others is that it remains invisible, that is, unpaid and unacknowledged, done
at the behest of others who are in control.

4 A clear separation of roles between helpers and needy – it never occurs to
anyone that those who commit themselves to others also need help and
receive it from their service, that perhaps the enrichment might lie precisely
in the experience of mutual helplessness.

If one puts together these four assumptions of the equation of commitment and
membership, the principles of selflessness and invisibility and the image of the
heroic helper-and-nothing-but, then one has (albeit in a rather crude distortion)
the intimidating image that forces freedom’s children to flee organizations. The
latter equate commitment with selflessly performed service. Accordingly, the
individual becomes anonymous in hierarchical dependency, a foot soldier in a
‘public interest army’, a mere executing agent in predetermined ‘sacrificial’
cases.10

TThhee  mmuucchh  MMaalliiggnneedd  DDeecclliinnee  ooff  VVaalluueess  iiss  GGeenneerraattiinngg  NNeeww  VVaalluuee
OOrriieennttaattiioonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  SSeeccoonndd  MMooddeerrnniittyy

At heart, we are thus concerned not with a decline of values but with a conflict of
values, with two images of society, politics and democracy which are different in
style and content. Those who lament the decline of values are very much up on
their high horses as they complain about the ‘ungrateful society’ and the ungrate-
ful younger generation who are simply unwilling to recognize how well our insti-
tutions (and those who control them) are managing everything.

Many young people (one must be very careful with generalizations, because
these are freedom’s children, after all) find themselves confronting completely
changed global situations and problems, on both the large and the small scale, in
their own life milieu and in global society. The adults and the institutions they
direct have no answer to these because they have never experienced them and do
not take them seriously. Freedom’s children: 

find they face a world that no longer falls into two camps, but rather into a vast
group of fracture lines, cracks and gaps among which no one any longer knows
the way. The future has become multidimensional; the patterns of explanation
offered by older people are no longer effective. . . There are many more riddles
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than solutions, and even the solutions, looked at more closely, prove to be sacks
full of riddles.11

The danger of the new diversity is not the alleged confusion it brings. It lies in
the inability of political parties, trade unions, churches, organizations and so on
to deal with this increased diversity. Those in charge must give themselves a kick
in the pants: stop demonizing individualism, which has already become a reality
and instead acknowledge it as a desirable and inevitable product of democratic
evolution. They should realize that this is an expression of the Western heritage.
Only then can one convincingly ask what political orientations and degree of
accommodation are emerging in the individualized and globalized society of the
second modernity.

What astonishes and angers me is that the conservative wailing about the
alleged decline of values is not only completely false, it also obstructs the view
of precisely the sources and movements from which can be created a readiness to
take on the tasks of the future. The much demonized decline of values actually
produces the orientations and prerequisites which, if anything can, will put this
society in a position to master the future.

The basic idea is that without the expansion and strengthening of political free-
dom and its social form, civil society, nothing will work in the future. In this
regard, it is important first of all to recognize that changing values and acceptance
of democracy go hand in hand. An inner kinship exists between the values of self-
development and the ideal of democracy. Many of the findings that research into
the changes in values has brought to light, such as the spontaneity and volun-
tarism of political activism, self-organization, the resistance to formalism and
hierarchies, contrariness, tentativeness, as well as the reservation of getting
involved only where one can remain in control of the activity, may indeed collide
with the party apparatus, but they certainly make sense in the forms and forums
of civil society.

One can elaborate this in relation to a number of challenges. The major figures
in the study of values (Helmut Klages and Ronald Inglehart, Gerhard
Schmidtchen, Daniel Yankelovich, Robert Wuthnow and Helen Wilkinson) all
agree that the change in attitudes does not amount to an inflation of material
demands. On the contrary, the old and apparently eternal pattern of ‘more income,
more consumption, more career, more conspicuous consumption’ is breaking
up and being replaced by a new weighting of priorities, which may often be dif-
ficult to decipher, but in which immaterial factors of the quality of life play an
outstanding part. What does this imply? For one thing, control over a person’s
‘own time’ is valued higher than more income and more career success, because
time is the key that opens the door to the treasures promised by the age of self-
determined life: dialogue, friendship, being on one’s own, compassion, fun and
so on.

This means that the struggle over the distribution of material goods, which
still monopolizes public and social scientific attention, has been undermined for
some time by a struggle over the distribution of scarce immaterial goods that can
hardly be offset by (expressed in) money, such as rest, leisure, self-determined
commitments, the love of adventure, interchanges with others and so forth. In the
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endangered ways of life of our highly civilized world, these are gaining urgency
and attractiveness.

In the age of the self-determined life, the social perception of what constitutes
‘wealth’ and ‘poverty’ is changing so radically that, under certain conditions, less
income and status, if they go hand in hand with the opportunity for more self-
development and more ability to arrange things personally, may be perceived as an
advance and not a setback. This should not be celebrated without reservation, since
it is certainly the underlying cultural perception explaining why the dramatic
exacerbation of material social inequality has (so far!) been accepted without a
political outcry. Conversely, however, this shows an unexpected opportunity to
turn less into more: material sacrifices are tolerable if they go hand in hand with a
guaranteed increase of self-developed society. A freedom society, not a leisure
society, could perhaps allow us to say goodbye to growth-oriented labour society.12

People are better adapted to the future than are social institutions and their rep-
resentatives. It is important to recognize that the secular change also creates the
preconditions for mastering it, but preconditions (and only partial ones at that),
not a guarantee. The decline of values which cultural pessimists are so fond of
decrying is in fact opening up the possibility of escaping from the creed of ‘bigger,
more, better’ in a period that is living beyond its means ecologically and econo-
mically. It is particularly the apostles of the status quo who grumble that indivi-
dualization means egocentrism; this expresses more about themselves than about
those whom they claim to criticize. While in the old values system the ego always
had to be subordinated to patterns of the collective (also always designed by
individuals), these new orientations towards the ‘we’ create something like a
co-operative or altruistic individualism.13 Thinking of oneself and living for others
at the same time, once considered a contradiction in terms, is revealed as an inter-
nal, substantive connection. Living alone means living socially.14

Research also shows that, in contrast to the distortion implied by the term
‘dog-eat-dog society’, tolerance for other types of people and marginal groups,
whether foreigners, homosexuals, handicapped people or the socially disadvan-
taged, has steadily increased as values have changed.15 An epoch in which global
society finds itself disturbingly refracted in personal life is finding in the alleged
‘decline of values’ precisely the willingness to appropriate external things which,
as Georg Simmel shows, gives birth to the miracle of the new.

One final example: it is often asserted in gloomy tones that today’s ‘mobile
people’ have become devoid of commitments. A recent study of singles (not a
group, but a category that comprises a number of very heterogeneous situations)
shows that mobility is indeed highly valued. The idea of having to practise a ‘life-
time profession’ is considered a burden rather than something desirable, while
change, in work as well as in relationships, is considered natural and desirable by
many. Who could fail to recognize here that one core promise of modernity,
mobility, is being turned against another, the ideal of a lifelong profession as
internalized in primary modernity? No one is saying that this can occur pain-
lessly and succeed without contradictions. One does not need to read the leaves,
however, to recognize that the structural transformation creates preferences that
enhance the status of the imperative to deal with diversity and mobility.
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Here too, one sees that the age of the self-determined life is not populated
entirely by people demanding benefits, people quarrelling, making trouble, shirk-
ing. Quite the contrary, orientations and priorities come into being here that sur-
reptitiously meet the challenges of the second modernity. Personal responsibility,
self-organization and personal politics are getting an enlightened and realistic
chance to redistribute responsibility and power in society, but this opportunity
must now be seized by a politics that is hitting its limits in every respect.

TThhee  SShhoorrtt--LLiivveedd  DDrreeaamm  ooff  EEvveerrllaassttiinngg  PPrroossppeerriittyy

The poet Hölderlin may have believed that danger is the mother of salvation, but
none of the rest of us should be swept away by such sentiments. For freedom’s
children encounter a world in which prosperity, once considered certain, is eroding.
Even though some would like to deny it, it remains true that freedom presupposes
security, as shown most impressively and emphatically by T. H. Marshall in
his famous study, Citizenship and Social Class. Accordingly, the former prime
minister of Spain, Felipe González, observes:

Freedom is, generally speaking, not a primary striving of people, but something
people seek when their other needs have been met. . . I believe that security is the
primary emotion, so that we are closer to the instinct of animals. . . When secu-
rity is lost, the sense of freedom becomes weak and fragile.16

The faster and more thoroughly social transformation changes the operating
principles of living, working and running a household, the more probable it is that
people will feel overburdened and the more the fear of freedom will spread. Thus
studies show that more and more people consider their life and well-being under
threat, even though the number of violent crimes (in Germany) is not increasing,
but stagnating at a relatively low level or even decreasing slightly. It is important
to distinguish between crime and fear of crime, which does not feed on crime
itself but on the general feeling of uncertainty.17

‘The more freedom we have, the more troublesome and threatening it seems,’
writes Zygmunt Bauman. ‘I believe that people today are not so much concerned
with the need to belong to a community as with liberation from the compulsion
of constantly having to choose and decide.’18 Where freedom becomes a cage,
many choose the freedom of a cage (new or old religious movements, funda-
mentalism, drugs or violence).

How is one to understand this paradox of ‘imposed freedom’, which so many
are seeking to escape? A self-determined life is not a self-chosen form of exis-
tence, but rather a structural principle based on the entire society and it can be
influenced only to a limited extent. ‘Programmed individualism’ is the slogan,
which becomes more comprehensible if one connects Kafka’s worldview to that
of Sartre. The age of the self-determined life is produced by a dense fabric of
institutions (law, education, the labour market and so on) which ‘condemn’ every-
one ‘to freedom’ (Sartre) on pain of (economic) disadvantage.

The crucial point is that paid labour, the cornerstone that integrated people
socially and materially into society, is eroding in the context of ‘institutionalized
individualism (Parsons). Unemployment no longer threatens only marginal
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groups, but also the middle sections of society, even groups (such as doctors and
executives) which, until a few years ago, were considered the very quintessence
of middle-class economic security. Moreover, this is happening on such a massive
scale that the difference between unemployment and threatening unemployment
is becoming insignificant to the affected parties. To understand the extent of this
transformation of the foundations of modern society (‘reflexive modernization’),
it makes sense to distinguish three phases of development since the Second
World War.

For the first phase (extending into the 1960s) the necessity and obviousness of
rebuilding a destroyed world meshed together with the fear that what had been
achieved might again collapse and consequently classical virtues such as will-
ingness to sacrifice, diligence, self-denial, subordination and living for others
mutually reinforced one another.

‘The short-lived dream of eternal prosperity’ (Burkart Lenz) could be the key
phrase for the second phase, which reached into the 1980s. The earned wealth
was considered certain; the ‘side-effects’ (environmental crisis, individualization),
which call the foundation of primary modernity into question, were repressed (by
the established order) and brought to public awareness by varying protest move-
ments. Political freedoms developed then and radiated out into the overall society.

In a third phase, which I have described as the ‘global risk society’, there is
a return of uncertainty, which did not just shake public trust in the ability of
key institutions of the industrial world, of business, law and politics, to tame and
control the threatening effects they produce; there is also a sense that, across all
income groups, prosperity biographies become risk biographies, losing their social
identity and material faith in future security:

Against the background of economic decline, the dominant fear is now that the
prosperity once considered secure could collapse. People have lost their orienta-
tions and have reached the conclusion that it might make sense after all to think
about the future. They worry about their chances in the labor market, the level
of their income, the four walls around them, the education of their children and
the security of their old-age pensions.19

When advanced capitalism in the highly developed countries breaks up the
core values of work society, a historic alliance between capitalism, the welfare
state and democracy shatters. Democracy arose in Europe and America as a
‘democracy of work’ in the sense that political freedom relied on participation in
paid labour. The citizen had to earn a living one way or another in order to fill the
political freedoms with life.

The consequence is that ‘citizens mobilize more and more often and more and
more self-confidently against rowdies of both right and left, against criminals,
against disruptive and annoying elements, against drug dealers and hustlers; and
against their own anxieties for the future,’ writes Ronald Hitzler.20 A citizens’
initiative movement for security and order appears to be succeeding the environ-
mental, women’s and peace movements and setting off on its own ‘march through
the institutions’. Here, conversely, the risks of freedom, that is, of liberality and
the decline of standards, are denounced and self-help and other remedies are
being put into practice.
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We have to shout to be heard by neoliberals worldwide, given their ignorance
of historical experience: the market fundamentalism they worship is a form of
democratic illiteracy. The market does not have an inherent justification. This
economic model is capable of surviving only in an interplay of material security,
social-welfare rights and democracy. Counting only on the market implies destroy-
ing democracy along with the economic mode.

Emphasizing this publicly is one thing, but opening people’s eyes to the reali-
ties is something quite different. Large and growing groups of the populace are
excluded inside modernity from the prerequisites for making a living and the
safety nets of modernity. The crucial point is not only that radical collapses and
splits are occurring or impending, but that these are brought about against
the background of fully established modernity as a ‘modernization of modern
society’. The key issue is therefore: how do self-confident citizens who are aware
of their freedoms react when they see the security of their world tottering and see
themselves subject to radical inequalities?

In this third phase into the 1990s and beyond, cutbacks of fundamental rights,
fear of the future and demands for and awareness of freedom coincide. This is the
constellation that gives birth to what I have called elsewhere the ugly citizen.
Where it is necessary to put up with threatened or lost social security in a milieu
of perceived political freedom, civic virtues turn ugly and aggressive.

The face of the second modernity will therefore not resemble the ideal image
of the citizen in all his or her kindness and beauty. Instead, it will be necessary to
bid farewell to wide-eyed hopes for an ideal marriage of self-organization and
reason, not out of some culturally pessimistic sense of inevitable failure, but as
an ever present possibility. This loses its terror when one sees that precisely the
abuse of freedom is freedom’s most reliable indicator.

Anyone who would like to know how free a country and its people are should
not look only at the constitution and should leave debates in parliament and
governmental programmes aside. Instead, attention should be paid to how people
behave with respect to excesses of freedom (pornography, criminality by ‘foreign-
ers’, violence among young people); if they react with composure, then freedom
is in good hands.

It is a simple statement, but nonetheless true: freedom also has an ugly side.
This is not a refutation, but a proof of freedom, of its really human, that is to say
fallible, dimension.

PPoolliittiiccaall  RReessppoonnsseess

NNeeoolliibbeerraalliissmm,,  CCoommmmuunniittaarriiaanniissmm  aanndd  CCoossmmooppoolliittaann  RReeppuubblliiccaanniissmm

What political responses are struggling with one another here? To mention just
the keywords: neoliberalism, communitarianism, protectionism.

The neoliberals of the world have most clearly gathered their ranks under the
banner of the market and are rehearsing an attack on the crumbling foundations
of primary modernity, such as the welfare state, the nation-state, trade union
power or ‘ecological inhibitions on inhibitions on investment’. The consequences
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are fatal for the individual as well as society, because an antihuman image of
humanity is elevated here to the status of a foundation for social intercourse.
Social exclusion becomes the rule. Success in the market ultimately decides exis-
tence or non-existence. Consequently, adaptation becomes the highest goal of
character formation. The political concept of society fades or disappears.21

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu recommends that anyone professing
allegiance to neoliberalism be set down by helicopter in the ghettos of the out-
casts in North and South American cities. He is certain that, after at most a week,
such a person would come back as a convert to the welfare state.

The opponents of the neoliberals, the communitarians, march against the flag
of the market with that of the community, and most powerfully, interestingly
enough, in those countries where neoliberalism has raged the longest and most
devastatingly, namely the USA and Great Britain. Markets and contracts, accord-
ing to the intellectual code here, do not create any social cohesion in and of them-
selves. They require and use up the active identification of citizens with their
communities as ‘social mortar’. In that sense, the communitarian movement can
be understood only as a movement in opposition to the ‘neoliberalism of greed’.
But while the new idolizers of the market act, and very effectively at that, the
communitarians are satisfied in essence with cosmetic measures. They are attempt-
ing in the final analysis to exorcize the evil of egoism with a sanctimonious rhetoric
of community spirit, a home remedy from grandma’s medicine cabinet which, as
we know, costs nothing and is worth every penny.

Many communitarians confuse moralizing with analysing. They forget that
there is not just the danger of too little community, but that of too much as well,
as the history of Germany in this century notably attests. The German-born
American historian Albert O. Hirschman writes:

During the Weimar Republic there was often complaining in Germany about the
lack of certain social qualities that a society was supposed to have according to the
understanding of the times. A sense of mission, a feeling of belonging together and
a certain warmth – in short, community spirit – were missed. The Nazi movement
owed its success in no small part to its promise to satisfy these alleged ‘needs’ in
abundance by creating a newly strengthened Volksgemeinschaft.22

The majority of communitarians take the existing institutions as a constant and
thus fail to see that these are being changed down to their very foundations by
reflexive modernization.23

The (still) silent majority of protectionists is meandering aimlessly in the no
man’s land between the neoliberals and the communitarians. Despite widely vary-
ing political objectives, the protectionists are united in the attempt to defend the old
worldview and order of battle intellectually and politically against the onslaught of
the realities of the second modernity. Beneath the surface layer of agitated debates
on globalization, an all-party coalition of protectionism is forming. The conserva-
tive protectionists bemoan the decline of values and the loss of significance of the
national. The left-wing protectionists are shaking the dust out of the old costumes
from the class struggle just in case they might be needed. The green protectionists
are discovering the charms of the nation-state and its range of weapons for defend-
ing environmental standards against the encroachment of the global market.
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The irony is that Germany, occupied with itself and the problems of unifying
West with East Germany, has thus far largely slept through these warring solu-
tions: neoliberalism, communitarianism and protectionism. Rather than hopping
on a train that other countries are already leaving, it could therefore now tie
together opposing movements, articulate them and convert them into practical
politics. I would like to call this continental European position the cultural policy
of a cosmopolitan republicanism and characterize it by five principles.

First is the new significance of the individual, with whom the right and the left,
all varieties of communitarianism and the environmental movement have such
difficulties. Second is the centrality of cosmopolitan agents, identities, networks
and institutions. Third (and only apparently contradicting this) is the new signifi-
cance of the local, the magic of place in world society. The two latter aspects run
deeply against the grain of those who view the national and the nation-state as the
non plus ultra of (primary) modernity. Fourth, there is the crucial significance
of political freedom, that is, an active civil society, for the cohesion and self-
responsibility of democracy beyond labour society, as well as for how it might
become possible to respond to the ecological crisis. Fifth is the concluding insight
that derives from all of this, the necessity for deep-seated institutional reforms,
indeed a reformation of primary industrial modernity that would affirm diversity
and ‘cultivated conflict’ (Helmut Dubiel). A few explanations of these points will
be given using the example of municipal politics.

TThhee  RReeddeeffiinniittiioonn  ooff  tthhee  LLooccaall  iinn  tthhee  AAggee  ooff  GGlloobbaalliizzaattiioonn

In the late 1930s, two Jewish émigrés in Paris are discussing their plans. One
wants to emigrate to Uruguay. ‘So far away?’ asks the other in astonishment. ‘Far
away from where?’ the first man replies. The fate of the rootless, the homeless
and the stateless bursts forth in this question, as Hannah Arendt has depicted so
incisively. Especially in global society, the citizen needs an (imaginary) place.
But the problem of what that means is now coming up again, since place must be
defined directly and autonomously in global society, while the national frame-
work loses its significance.24

‘City’ and ‘citizenship’ have more than just an etymological kinship. Civil
society and political freedom have their social origin and their locus in a tangible
local area. Strengthening civil society therefore implies strengthening local poli-
tics and identity, strengthening cities against the national centres. Large cities can
no longer be just destinations in a shunting yard of the great problems. Everyone
shifts everything imaginable and unimaginable on to cities and there is even a
lovely word for it: the mature citizen.

The revaluation of the local as a response to globalization will therefore not be
possible without reform of, for instance, municipal finances and a revised distri-
bution of power and problems between national and local politics. Are there
models and conceptual targets for this in political philosophy and theory? Indeed
there are.

If one asks us Germans for our admission ticket to the democratic age, we do
not have a French, an American or even an English revolution to show off, but
we do have Immanuel Kant. Our revolution occurred in the realm of thought, bears
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the noble name of Critique of Pure Reason and can gather dust on bookshelves.
If one blows away the dust and begins to read, one notes with some displeasure
that, to put it ironically, Kant, our officially licensed philosophical revolutionary,
was outside the boundaries of our constitution. He took on himself the freedom
to label parliamentary democracy ‘despotic’, because the principle of representa-
tion contradicts the self-determination of the individual. ‘Among the three forms
of the state, democracy, in the strict sense of the word, is necessarily a despotism,’
because it is the foundation for an executive power in which ‘all, who indeed are
not all, decide against one who agrees or dissents, which is a contradiction of the
general will with itself and with freedom.’25 This is the German way of revolu-
tion led by its ‘purest reason’.

I consider this contrast between national majority democracy and a cosmo-
politan republicanism of the local to be one of the crucial themes being placed on
the agenda in the transition to the second modernity by a grand coalition of neces-
sity and reason. The shrinking labour society, the overburdened and unaffordable
welfare state, but also the terrible efforts, in the truest sense of the word, that are
demanded of us all to alleviate the ecological crisis in that new focus of global-
ization, all of these overtax the nation-state and institutionalized politics based on
it. How then can the political system – parliament, parties, government – be
unburdened and how can the self-responsibility of civil society be supported and
expanded? How can these two sites and regulative agencies of politics share the
load of future problems and power and still be attuned to one another? No one
will be able to avoid this question. The answer is: only by upgrading the local
area of democracy, the towns and cities.

All this presumes, among many other things, a repoliticization of municipal
policy, indeed a rediscovery and redefinition of it by mobilizing programmes,
ideas and people to make the incomprehensible and impossible real and possible,
step by step.26

I am afraid that civil society is in such poor repute among politicians partly
because it does not meet the efficiency standards of a professional politician. A
rational-democratic self-misunderstanding of politics lies concealed here and
must finally be expressed. Politics must not be merely rational in a democratic
society, it must also be emotional. Efficient solutions are important, but so are
passions, the ability to listen, justice, interests, trust, identities, and conflict when
necessary; these involve, moreover, materials that are objectively so complex that
the concept of the single optimal path which still haunts so many minds is com-
pletely illusory.

Politics is language, language is politics. Someone who wishes to inspire must
speak inspiringly. This reveals a close relationship between art and politics.
Language is what has remained for us. Community spirit, which many obviously
miss so painfully, is formed only in the symbols created and reaffirmed in public
speaking and listening. That is why the technocratic plastic speech of so many
politicians is a cancer on democratic culture. Language is the site and the medium
for creating and caring for the social sphere. We live in language. And who would
care to live in the utterances of politicians? Not even politicians themselves,
I fear.
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Like so many other things, it has become unclear what really constitutes a
‘city’. The criteria for creating an identity, such as a river, a group of historic
buildings, the seat of government, a cathedral or other features that refer to a specific
geographical point, have lost meaning because of the intensification of mobility,
travel and information. Even cities can no longer rest in the security of a firmly
emplaced geographical identity. They must be reinvented, as it were. Inventing
does not mean designing on a draftsman’s table; the public image of a city, its
identity, which determines so many other things, must instead be created, shaped
and coloured as a magic intoxicated with and tested by reality. Municipal politi-
cians, at least the good ones, are urban magicians who shape the identity of their
city, in competition with others, by public stage management, the development of
urban projects and urban architecture.

What is considered an attractive and identity-fostering symbol in this regard is
by no means arbitrary. An opera house might work, but not a six-lane multilevel
highway intersection or a radio tower with a revolving restaurant on top. Low
crime rates might be useful, but they do not create magic in and of themselves. A
nuclear fusion reactor for research purposes that provokes international mistrust
would probably also have the opposite of the intended effect. By the same token,
exemplary solutions to urban problems are certainly capable of developing such
a magical attraction. One need only think of the idea of a zero-emission industrial
park, in which factories are so interlocked that one reuses the wastes of another,
as has been done in the United States. In this way, the frog no one wanted to kiss
turns into a sought-after prince.

OOnn  CCuurriioossiittyy  aabboouutt  tthhee  UUnnkknnoowwnn  SSoocciieettyy  iinn  wwhhiicchh  wwee  aarree  LLiivviinngg

Two epochal processes above all others, individualization and globalization, are
changing the foundations of living together in all spheres of social action.27 Both
only superficially appear to be threats; they force but they also permit society to
prepare and reshape itself for a second modernity. People are not to blame for the
immobility; indeed it is essential to recognize that cultural individualization and
globalization create precisely that historical orientation and those preconditions
for an adaptation of institutions to a coming second modernity that are obstructed
by the institutions (or those controlling them). The problem is obstacles in per-
ception. Thinking has to change.

The conservative bemoaning of the decline of values (in all social camps) is
not only self-righteous, it is also stricken with historical and empirical blind-
ness. In Germany we have managed to put two dictatorships behind us, both
of which stood under the motto: ‘You are nothing, your class is everything.’
Against this background, the amount of individualization that has been achieved
is a decided advance. This is all the more true since it is completely false to
equate individualization with unpolitical behaviour, indifference and egoism.
Instead, the conceptions of what is political and what is not are changing. We
are dealing with ‘freedom’s children’, for whom the traditional patent remedies
for living together (in marriage, parenthood, family, class and nation) have lost
their practicability.
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The two key concepts that characterize the situation after the collapse of the
East–West enemy stereotype in what is now ‘democracy without enemies’ are
ambivalence and vacuum. Ambivalence designates the simultaneity of relief and
fear, initiative and fear. The loss of clarity is the paralysing thing, intellectually
and politically. In quite superficial terms, there has never been such a remarkable
increase in the number of liberal democracies, in the East but also in the south of
the world. It is too quickly forgotten that a thoroughly militarized system of
orthodox communism imploded peacefully. At the same time, however, national-
ism, wars and civil wars have re-erupted everywhere. In Europe, the madness of
‘ethnic cleansing’ is winning victories and founding states. Even dyed-in-the-
wool pacifists find themselves forced to reconsider the connection of freedom,
human rights and war. Is there a right or a duty to go to war when human rights
are being barbarically violated? Where does this have a limit? In Europe? Are
genocides in Africa and Asia in the blind spot of this new ‘global domestic
policy’? Will we have to choose in the future between two unbearable alterna-
tives, shocking indifference or global wars for human rights?

Vacuum means that even the victorious institutions of the West, NATO, the
free market, the welfare state, multiparty democracy and national sovereignty,
can no longer be taken for granted historically; indeed, they have lost their his-
torical foundations. What is NATO without its anticommunism? The growth
economy and consumer society with the knowledge of their ecological destruc-
tiveness? The welfare state in the global competition of the world economy
and in view of the erosion of the old standard labour relationship? Multiparty
democracy without its milieu of social and moral consensus? The nation-
state in the network of global economic, ecological and security policy
dependencies?

Taken together, ambivalence and vacuum mean that the system is not simply
hopeless, it is also more open than ever, intellectually and politically.
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13

Freedom�s Fathers

TThhee  AAggee  ooff  EEqquuaalliittyy::  AAlleexxiiss  ddee  TTooccqquueevviillllee

However sudden and momentous the events which we have just beheld so swiftly
accomplished, the author of this book has a right to say that they have not taken
him by surprise. His work was written 15 years ago, with a mind constantly occu-
pied by a single thought – that the advent of democracy as a governing power in
the world’s affairs, universal and irresistible, was at hand.

These two sentences are a quotation, written not in the heady days of 1989 to
celebrate the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the despotic Communist regime, but in
the year 1848 as a triumphant opening to the 12th edition of Alexis de Tocqueville’s
Democracy in America.1 When I read them, however, the same paradoxical feel-
ing occurs to me that I have when I reread the whole book: one of being enlight-
ened about the most recent miracle of history by something written a century and
half ago. 

‘The gradual development of the principle of equality’, de Tocqueville wrote in
the original introduction, ‘is a providential fact. It has all the chief characteristics
of such a fact: it is universal, it is durable, it constantly eludes all human inter-
ference, and all events as well as all men contribute to its progress.’ Does this
mean that equality asserts itself not because human beings assert it but because it
escapes their power? Is de Tocqueville claiming that democracy is an unintended
side-effect of all attempts to check it? Yes, he is. ‘The whole book that is offered
here to the public has been offered under the influence of a kind of religious awe
produced in the author’s mind by the view of that irresistible revolution which
has advanced for centuries in spite of every obstacle and which is still advancing
in the midst of the ruins it has caused.’2

De Tocqueville, who in Germany is usually copied out at length as a cultural
critic of democracy, saw before him something which is today often overlooked:
that, in the democratic age, religious themes from Christianity and Judaism com-
bine with others from ancient Greek philosophy in a virtually unstoppable modern
political movement. Or as he put it: ‘To attempt to check democracy would. . . be
to resist the will of God’3 – which for him is not an overblown analogy but the
most succinct way of expressing his theory of democracy. He wanted to show the
overwhelming power that is concealed in European modernity and its principle of
individual self-organization. This basic theme of political freedom always goes
unrecognized when people are sure of freedom; it develops its hugely subversive
force when it is withheld from them. 

At the same time, de Tocqueville is in no doubt that the idea of political free-
dom endowed with power of its own is nothing but empty sentimentality, which
has been refuted in the most terrible way down the centuries. It is precisely he



who looks ahead with such clear eyes and sees the despotism of the democratic
age: 

I seek to trace the novel features under which despotism may appear in the
world. The first thing that strikes the observation is an innumerable multitude
of men, all equal and alike, incessantly endeavouring to procure the petty and
paltry pleasures with which they glut their lives. Each of them, living apart, is as
a stranger to the fate of all the rest; his children and his private friends constitute
to him the whole of mankind. As for the rest of his fellow citizens, he is close to
them, but he does not see them; he touches them, but he does not feel them; he
exists only in himself and for himself alone. . . Above this race of men stands an
immense and tutelary power, which takes upon itself alone to secure their
gratifications and to watch over their fate. That power is absolute, minute, regu-
lar, provident, and mild. It would be like the authority of a parent if, like that
authority, its object was to prepare men for manhood; but it seeks, on the con-
trary, to keep them in perpetual childhood: it is well content that the people
should rejoice, provided they think of nothing but rejoicing. For their happiness
such a government willingly labours, but it chooses to be the sole agent and the
only arbiter of that happiness; it provides for their security, foresees and supplies
their necessities, facilitates their pleasures, manages their principal concerns,
directs their industry, regulates the descent of property, and subdivides their
inheritances: what remains, but to spare them all the care of thinking and all the
trouble of living? Thus it every day renders the exercise of the free agency of
man less useful and less frequent; it circumscribes the will within a narrower
range and gradually robs a man of all the uses of himself... I have always thought
that servitude of the regular, quiet, and gentle kind which I have just described
might be combined more easily than is commonly believed with some of the out-
ward forms of freedom, and that it might even establish itself under the wing of
the sovereignty of the people. . . Every man allows himself to be put in leading-
strings, because he sees that it is not a person or a class of persons, but the people
at large who hold the end of his chain.4

Are both communism and consumerism expressed in this? Who in the old
West does not glimpse in this picture the society in which he or she lives?

De Tocqueville, then, is anything but a romantic democrat. Here is an aristo-
crat who, with wistful detachment both from the values of faded aristocratic rule
and from those of the nascent democratic age, climbs to a vantage point from
which to discern the traces of the new. This curiosity without illusions of some-
one passing through no man’s land puts him in a good position to say more
things of substance about Europe after the end of the East–West conflict than
we hear from all those who jabber on about the various ‘ends’ (of history, demo-
cracy, the nation-state, politics, solidarity, decency and public spiritedness).
De Tocqueville tries to release and draw out the categories of the new age from
beneath the certainties of the old decayed world. In doing this, he creates a
language in which the democratic age can observe, judge and criticize itself. It
is the sceptical gaze of a non-democrat sympathetic to democracy which we find
so fascinating. 

TThhee  EEnndd  ooff  tthhee  AAlliieenn

We late democrats of little faith, we democratic atheists who think we know all
the tricks, learn from de Tocqueville that democracy is more ancient than our own
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particular branches and more powerful than our own weak capacity to sustain and
develop it beyond the intermediate stage of the national state. What does he
regard as the basis of the superior strength of the democratic age? 

The living conditions of various nations, classes and individuals are becoming
increasingly similar. In the past, different continents, cultures, ranks, trades and
professions inhabited different worlds, but now they more and more live in one
world. People today hear similar things, see similar things, travel back and forth
between similar places for the daily grind. Of course, the contrasts between rich
and poor are growing. But in the course of modernization, which embraces more
and more countries and niches around the world, these contrasts themselves
become more alike. Any extension of education and training promotes such
change. Any improvement in transport promotes it. Science and technology pro-
mote it. The globalization of the economy promotes it, as does the emergence of
global telecommunications networks. 

The birth of equality means the end of an economy where everyone is differ-
ent, the end of a system where people are enclosed in their differences. A new
way of perceiving alterity has emerged which is completely new for everyone and
rests upon an opening up of how people identify one another. One gives the
orders, okay – but it must be clear that it could just as well be the other.
Superiority no longer rests upon superiority in kind – in race, nature, origin,
divine choice – but must be exercised and earned under conditions where it can
in principle be taken by someone else. 

In the global rivalry between cultural alternatives, everything must be debated
out before it is selected and established. Whether it is a question of celibacy,
scientific truth, the nuclear family, the white, male, heterosexual understand-
ing of civil rights or the priorities of economic growth and a professional
career, the mode in which they are established is changing from internal to
external discursiveness. For traditions are losing their circular self-evidence;
they can be substantiated only by passing through each other, so to speak,
only through the change of perspective that comes with distance. In the every-
day global collision of mutually exclusive certainties, everyone one must – or,
more cautiously, should – step outside himself and adopt the other’s stand-
point, as husband and father, as ecological sceptic or enthusiast, as Central
European, as car driver and so on. This self-verification through clashing
with others requires a huge change in everyday life and every aspect of social
activity and this is another reason for the turmoil and anxiety of this age of
homogenization. 

The consequences are often a walling off from others, perhaps with guns in
hand or, as Anthony Giddens puts it, fundamentalisms of every kind (including
in the very milieu of ‘enlightened’ Western modernity, of masculinity, feminism,
market idolization, no-let-up-on-socialism and so on). The demand for a change
in perspective is thus turned by moral militancy into its opposite. Although it took
a long time to realize it, the age of equality is above all the age of involuntary
global dialogue between cultures (in a perfectly everyday sense of dialogue) and
of a deep resulting loss of security. It signifies not the end of difference but a
universal struggle for its recognition. 
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OOcccciiddeennttaall  IIddeennttiittyy

This has its roots first of all in the (often mentioned) alliance between antiquity
and the second modernity. For de Tocqueville, democracy does not begin with
eighteenth-century humanism. Neither is it essentially linked to the political theories
of natural law and social contract which began in the sixteenth century to displace
the Church and theology from the centre of culture, then continued in the meta-
physical and scientific systems of Suarez and Bacon, Galileo, Kepler, Descartes,
Grotius, Hobbes, Spinoza, Pascal, Leibniz and Newton, and finally converged
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the birth of the Enlightenment,
Rousseau’s contrat social and the contractualism of a Puffendorf. The triumphal
march of equality, then, does not begin after religion and the Church, with the
victory of humanism and what Max Weber called ‘occidental rationality’ (the com-
bination of bureaucracy, law, capitalism and faith in technological progress). It is
not borne only by an Enlightenment conception of modernity in which God – as
Kant’s system has been rather crudely accused of implying – appears as a mere
‘parasite of ethics’; every word in the title ‘Critique of pure reason’ – critique, pure
and reason – is a stricture against dogma, metaphysics and ontology. The future of
equality, as it first appeared to de Tocqueville for the first time in America in the
early nineteenth century, is all these things: critique of pure reason, humanism,
social contract, the newly independent rationality of science, technology and
bureaucracy. But it is not only these things. It has its roots in the Old and the New
Testaments, in the sources of the Jewish and Christian religions, and in the philo-
sophy of ancient Greece. Equality – this is de Tocqueville’s central message – is the
basic theme that has maintained itself through the ages and the contradictions of
European intellectual history. It is the spirit of occidental modernity in which the
origin and the future of Europe are associated with each other. In the demand for
equality, a religious, philosophical, metaphysical, humanist, romantic and rational-
ist summation of European culture finds both expression and outlet. 

But just a moment! De Tocqueville’s contemporary John Stuart Mill already
objected that Christian morality was and is a theologians’ morality. Its ground is
neither the radical egalitarianism of the early-Christian sects which rebelled against
the representatives of the earthly power of their time nor what is actually written in
the Bible, but rather the medieval orthodoxy of scholasticism. It is less through
Christianity than through various heresies that Europe has become a cultural space
in which equality and individuality have a relatively high value. The aphorism that
equality is an unintended consequence of all attempts to turn it into its opposite may
thus even be one of those obliging falsehoods which all experience refutes. 

Hannah Arendt also pointed to the sharp break between Christian tradition and
political modernity, showing that the phenomenon of a this-worldly justification
of political domination was something new in history. The French and American
revolutions accomplished a shift from a sacred to a secular basis of legitimation,
whose full scope was not at all grasped by those living at the time. 

FFrreeeeddoomm  aass  tthhee  AAbbiilliittyy  ttoo  BBeeggiinn

The real starting-point for de Tocqueville, however, is that the remedy for the anom-
alies of freedom is more (political) freedom. ‘I contend that in order to combat
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the evils which equality may produce, there is only one effectual remedy: namely,
political freedom.’5 De Tocqueville learnt from the Americans that only the
construction of democracy can avert the dangers of democracy.

This thesis – political freedom creates attachments – may be developed against
communitarianism. Freedom does, of course, presuppose some human society;
otherwise it would not be possible at all. But it does not presuppose the very
society that exists now, even if some claim it to be necessary just because it
exists. Political freedom does not presuppose any particular religious or class
order – not the community structures of the American Mid-West in the 1960s, not
the forms of association and party rivalry prevalent in the 1990s in Germany.
These are all ‘wishful’ necessities, derived from a tendency to perpetuate the
status quo. But why do so many moral apostles of communitarianism not take
seriously the tradition of political freedoms, which, right from the beginning, has
been an intrinsic part of modernity and the source of what is new and creative in
it?6 After all, as Kant said, the survival chances of modernity lie in creative
reason. 

Politics, Hannah Arendt argued, means essentially the ability to begin. But
each new beginning ‘becomes a miracle when seen and experienced from the
point of view of the processes that it necessarily terminates’. Hannah Arendt, that
resolute champion of a consistently secular concept of politics, transfers the
‘miraculous’ from religion to politics. ‘A quite extraordinary understanding of
freedom and of the power inherent in human liberty finds expression’ in the
person of Jesus of Nazareth. But ‘the human capacity which corresponds to that
power, and which, in the words of the Gospel, is able to move mountains, is not
will but faith. . . To consider this miracle as an exclusively religious phenomenon
seems to me to rest on a prejudice.’7

The implosion of communism restores to the collective memory this ‘miracu-
lous power’ of political action. The term ‘madness’ that was everywhere used to
describe the dancing on the Berlin Wall makes this quite clear; it was madness as
a break with normality and the resulting sense of terror. This is the magic formula
with which the huge capacity for renewal inherent in human action is celebrated
and exorcized. 

WWhhaatt  DDooeess  ��EEqquuaalliittyy��  MMeeaann??

What then is the meaning of ‘the age of equality’ in de Tocqueville? It is easier to
say what it does not mean. It is not the cancellation of hierarchies or the achieve-
ment of material equality (in the sense of an equal income for all, for example).
Neither is it the overcoming or abolition of differences between people, in the
sense that the same clearly identifiable range applies to what everyone has to
wear, eat and say, to how everyone furnishes their home and thinks about the
world, in short, to how they conduct themselves. This dystopian confusion of
equality with uniformity is still quite widespread, not least because of the absurd
misunderstanding that made it a conformist duty in the socialism which is now
really no longer existing. 

The age of equality identified by de Tocqueville may be understood as the
exact opposite: it is the origin of a multiplication of multiplicity; it makes the
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unexpected, incalculable and unverifiable become the norm that everyone
expects – in clothing, opinions, food, speech, affiliations, housing, relationships,
political involvement, and all the other attributes of life. Equality severs the pre-
dictable connection between the fundamentals of social existence, whereby
sociologists can take your education, job and income and say how and where
you live, what are your attitudes, affiliations, clothing, make of car or artistic
interests.

De Tocqueville, to be precise, speaks not of an age of equality but of an age of
likeness. Equality is conceived in opposition to social inequality, and alikeness
or homogeneity in opposition to social heterogeneity. The age of likeness is
thus perfectly compatible with material inequalities, with multiplicity and non-
conformism, domination and obedience, poverty and wealth. What counts is
equality before the law and hence the possibility for every citizen to perceive
himself or herself beyond the categories of class and status, job, gender, race,
religion, appearance, income, unemployment, homelessness and so on and to act
politically in accordance with that perception. 

The historical originality of modernity as the age of equality becomes truly
visible, however, only when one compares it with what it excludes: that is, the
ages of heterogeneity. For example, the aristocratic and all previous constitutions
defined others as radically other. Social distance and the command–obedience
relationship were conceived as eternal by virtue of natural differences between
people. The other was considered and treated as alien, in a sense as an absolute
stranger. Other (natural) laws applied to him, so that he was excluded from the
laws and certainties of one’s ‘own’ existence. This wall of heterogeneity was
insurmountable. Perhaps it could be crossed in the field of cognition, but even
there the other remained ultimately in the dark. To put oneself in his place, or
even to take his place, was an obscene and blasphemous thought. Ages of hetero-
geneity, then, exist in divided worlds (even if master and slave, for example, live
under the same roof). Heterogeneity means an ontologization of difference, so
that likeness comes to signify the ending of ontological differences.

IInn  PPrraaiissee  ooff  HHeetteerrooggeenneeiittyy

‘I shall never accept,’ wrote de Tocqueville, ‘that people form a society only
because they recognize the same leader and obey the same laws. There is a
society only when people view a host of things in the same way; when they have
the same opinions about a huge number of things; and when the same facts trig-
ger the impressions and thoughts in them.’8 Otherwise ‘human opinions [would
be] reduced to a sort of intellectual dust, scattered on every side, unable to col-
lect, unable to cohere’.9

No society can exist without a lively imagined unity of the mind, de Tocqueville
argues. ‘How could society escape decline if the moral bond did not grow
stronger and the political bond grew slacker? And what can be done with a nation
that is master of itself and not subject to God?’10 Thus, only those who recognize
divine authority can oppose to human presumption a support that escapes the
clutches of themselves. ‘For my own part, I doubt whether man can ever support
at the same time complete religious independence and entire political freedom.

Freedom�s Fathers

177



And I am inclined to think that if faith be wanting in him, he must be subject; and
if he be free, he must believe.’11

It has often been said, and shown, that religion can create and strengthen the
social bond – usually with special reference to the way in which divine perfection
transcends domination and inequality. Not only are all equal before God; they are
all equally powerless. Since earthly life is but a shadow and the true life begins
after death, all that death involves is a change of scene to a kind of supraterres-
trial pan-communism.

The ingenuity of religious integration thus lies in the special logic of com-
pensatory exchange: brief earthly misery for eternal heavenly bliss. Cohesion is
thus created by the fact that the contractual conditions are unequal for the two
parties: human beings are obliged to consent to their misery here below, whereas
the promise of salvation can be redeemed only in another life that comes after
this one. 

This gives religion its power as a source of cohesion. Don’t look too closely!
Don’t compare your situation with that of others! For your earthly misery is only an
illusion. The reality is supernatural harmony. People’s actual situation vanishes
in the mists of transience. 

To use a modern terminology, the unity of society is here assured through the
derealization of social reality. Justification of the social order involves changing
the ‘Remember your position!’ formula into ‘Forget your position!’ What are
hunger, disease, hate, yearning, injustice, death, murder, war, weariness and cru-
elty, or even pleasure, passion and human love, when compared with the ineffable
bliss that begins with death? The birth defect of democracy is a short-sightedness
due to the originating spirit of Christianity. The faith may have been fading, but
not the need for a oneness to guarantee community and cohesion. 

Heterogeneous, ontologically separate worlds contain and sustain a thres-
hold of inhibition, vision and responsibility which may well constitute something
like an unquestioning sense of community. Believed heterogeneity conserves and
pacifies social contradictions by making them acceptable in the pack ice of eter-
nity. The difference between diverse people and heterogeneous people is that the
former have a lot of questions and an unquenchable thirst for explanation and jus-
tification, whereas the latter can live isolated among each other in the silence of
accepted relations of violence and exploitation (which precisely do not appear to
them as such). The difference between a bondsman or slave in the Middle Ages
and the unemployed, homeless, illiterate or ghettoized in present-day Manhattan,
Rio or Berlin is – to be quite blunt about it – that slaves and bondsmen did not
have endless trouble explaining to themselves and others why they were in such
dire and hopeless straits. This need for justification was eliminated, as it were, by
Church dogma. 

In our own world, the rich derive a sense of identity and a confirmation of their
self-esteem from the fact that they are seen as responsible for their own success;
while poverty is forged as a new set of chains binding the poor hand and foot.
This polarity of wealth and poverty does not apply in the unchallengeable realm
of heterogeneity. The ontology of difference can be read as a semantics in which
various elements – integration, legitimation, foundation – negatively reinforce
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each other in a kind of ‘social cement’ that holds opposites together within narrow
confines. Here there is no empathy: it is not necessary to think either of those
placed below or of those from whom orders and kicks are to be expected; the
otherness saves on having to think about others or the consequences for them of
one’s own actions. Just imagine what a delightful world this is. Someone orders
something – and it is carried out! 

MMiissuunnddeerrssttaannddiinnggss  ooff  EEqquuaalliittyy

Three misunderstandings prevent access to the new issues connected with like-
ness or homogenization. First there is the socialist misunderstanding, based upon
a confusion of the issues of likeness with the issues of equality. Second there is a
conformist misunderstanding, which equates likeness with the end of multipli-
city, individuality and variation, when in fact the age of equality is the age of incal-
culable diversity, subversive incalculability and undifferentiability of individuality. 

The ‘democratic movement’, writes Friedrich Nietzsche in confusing likeness
with conformity, is ‘the social form of the autonomous herd’. He senses and
denounces the fact that things are still developing at ‘much too slow and sleepy’
a pace for the sick addicts of the democratic herd instinct:

[This] is attested by the ever more raging howls, the ever more open baring
of the teeth of the anarchist-dogs who are now flitting through the alleys of
European culture. They are seemingly opposed to the peaceable and hard-working
democrats, to the ideological revolutionaries, and even more to the bungling
philosophasters and brotherhood-visionaries who call themselves Socialists and
desire a ‘free society’ – but in actuality the anarchists are of the same breed, of
the same thorough and instinctive hostility against any social structure other than
that of the autonomous herd. . . They are one with all the others in their tough
resistance against any special claim, any special privilege and special right (basi-
cally this means they are against all rights, for when all are equal no one needs
any more ‘rights’); they are one in their distrust of punitive justice. . . they are
one in their religion of compassion, of fellow-feeling that extends to every feel-
ing, living, suffering thing (down to the animal and up as far as ‘God’: the
extravagance of ‘compassion for God’ belongs to a democratic age); they are
one in the shriek, the impatience of their compassion; one in their deathly hatred
of suffering as such, in their almost feminine inability to remain spectators at
suffering, to allow suffering to take place; they are one in the involuntary depres-
sion and molly-coddling under whose spell Europe seems threatened by a new
form of Buddhism; they are one in their faith in the morality of commonly felt
compassion as though this feeling constituted morality itself, as though it were
the summit, the attained summit of mankind, the only hope of the future, the
consolation of the living, the great deliverance from all the guilt of yore – they
are all one in their faith in fellowship as that which will deliver them, their faith
in the herd, in ‘themselves’.12

This wildly malicious scolding of the democratic age gathers together all the
misunderstandings. Nietzsche confuses the question of homogeneity with those
of social equality and inequality (the socialist misunderstanding); he equates
homogeneity with uniformity in a ‘herd movement’ (the conformist misunder-
standing), although in reality the democratic age brings forth subjective diversity. 

The third, humanist misunderstanding is also present here in pure form. It
is true that homogenization is marked by empathy and self-recognition, but it
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also brings with it beating and biting, hatred and violence – not from a lack of
homogeneity but from its very invincibility. Where men and animals and nature
are different ‘agents’ (Bruno Latour), rage grows against the loss of heterogeneity. 

This background makes it easier to see the historical originality of the second
modernity. It is the epoch in which the ontology of difference is exhausted.
Perhaps it is part of the greatness of a thinker that he can be right even against
himself. De Tocqueville sees and – in this respect a true child of his time –
invokes three limits of equality: the heterogeneity between men and women (their
role being to perform ‘as well as possible’ and with social recognition the tasks
assigned to them in the family); the ‘close association of politics and religion’;
and the limited malleability of nature. But why should the movement towards
equality, whose power de Tocqueville depicts as so overwhelming, stop at just
those limits which appeared self-evident in the nineteenth century? To reverse
one of his formulations, we might say that the second modernity is the age which
compels people to understand everything and to dare everything. 

IIddeeaass  TToowwaarrddss  aa  RReeppuubblliiccaann  MMooddeerrnniittyy
wwiitthh  CCoossmmooppoolliittaann  IInntteenntt::  IImmmmaannuueell  KKaanntt

Now that the unification of the two German states is largely complete, the ques-
tion arises as to what should be done next. Many intellectuals have ardently
denounced the turn away from politics in recent times and been satisfied with
the certainty that no bright prospects lie ahead for political endeavours. But now
this very certainty is coming to an end and the shape of the future can no longer
be viewed from the armchair as something impossible to determine in advance.
In Europe’s vacuum of ideas at the turn of the millennium, it may be useful to
focus again on Immanuel Kant and his vision from Königsberg of a world repub-
lic. What do his ideas on republican modernity with cosmopolitan intent mean
today? What is their value? Who are their enemies? What are their chances? 

Kant speaks of the constitution of the republican state in his philosophical essay
Perpetual Peace. This title has an ironic sparkle to it, for it appeared in Kant’s own
time on the signboard of a Dutch innkeeper.13 ‘Perpetual peace’ is a place where we
meet for a few beers. But along with this inscription, Kant tells us, the signboard
also had the picture of a graveyard and he asks whether it applies ‘particularly to
heads of state (who can never have enough of war), or only to the philosophers who
blissfully dream of perpetual peace’. Perpetual peace, then, occurs in inns, grave-
yards and philosophers’ heads. Kant anticipates objections based on defence of the
constitution (as we would say today). The author ‘will consider himself expressly
safeguarded.. . against all malicious interpretation’ that sees ‘a danger to the state’
in the theorist’s ‘abstract ideas’. For in fact, he may be allowed to ‘fire off his whole
broadside, and the worldly-wise statesman need not turn a hair’.14

Nevertheless, ‘perpetual peace’ (in the dual sense of a philosopher’s dream and
a graveyard) everywhere entices and threatens. The relationship between nation-
states is ultimately anarchic in nature, because it has no central court of appeal to
bring about peace. It therefore breeds insecurity on all sides, with its fateful cycle
of competitive arming. If this anarchy is not restrained, it will lead to ‘a war of
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extermination, in which both parties and right itself might all be simultaneously
annihilated [and which] would allow perpetual peace only on the vast graveyard
of the human race. A war of this kind. . . must be absolutely prohibited.’15

Kant was already arguing, then, that the threat of human self-annihilation cre-
ated an obligation to perpetual peace. Whereas the old right of nations (theorized
by Hugo Grotius, for example) regulated the conditions of war, Kant sketched out
a pure right of nations to peace. His considerations on perpetual peace had in
mind a regulated, law-governed coexistence between states, which would outlaw
wars instead of accepting them as an eternal destiny. 

In other words, perpetual peace will arise anyway – either as a ‘sweet dream of
philosophers’ or as ‘the graveyard of the human race’. So that it should be the for-
mer and not the latter, Kant sketched in 1795 a still unfulfilled idea for a repub-
lican modernity with cosmopolitan intent, a radical-pacifist pamphlet written in a
charming philosopher’s German. 

In this respect, it may be compared to an essay whose political force (unlike
that of Kant’s pamphlet) has long been apparent: namely, Henry D. Thoreau’s On
Civil Disobedience. Widely resonant in the American civil rights movement of
the 1960s and 1970s, its impact was so great that young Americans opposed to
the war in Vietnam sent back their call-up papers to the authorities with a copy
of Thoreau’s book in which the words ‘Mexican war’ had been replaced with
‘Vietnam war’. Activists invoked Thoreau’s name to blockade military transport
ships at West Coast ports, and arrested demonstrators read out to policemen and
judges his famous statement that prison was for the time being the only honour-
able place for a morally upright citizen. 

Kant’s talk of a ‘graveyard of the human race’ came long before Hiroshima and
Nagasaki and before the widespread awareness of a threat of ecological deva-
station resulting from the industrial onslaught on nature. And yet, more than
almost anyone else, his idea went beyond destruction in the physical sense to
encompass the erosion of law, of the political and social rights of citizenship,
which guarantee such things as individual dignity and freedom of action. The ‘per-
petual peace of the graveyard’ is a danger when basic rights are trampled upon or
left devoid of life. A lack of rights is the way not only to war but to barbarism.

The evidence for this view has become so overwhelming in the twentieth
century, in the wake of Auschwitz, two world wars, fascism and communism, that
Kant’s categorical stand in favour of constitutionalism must be considered excep-
tionally clear sighted. The beginning or the end of civilization will be indicated by
the development or the eradication of basic rights. Such rights are not ‘granted’ but
grasped; it is the free union of individuals, the everyday practice of civil society,
which grounds and facilitates social coexistence based upon constitutional rights. 

This constitutional order grounds the modern community in two senses. First,
it converts the state of menacing hostility between people into one in which peace
is possible – although this should not be confused with a mature state of peace.
The farewell to hostile heterogeneity opens the difficult path of civil disagree-
ment, of dispute and argument over the contours and goals of living-together-
against-one-another within modernity. Possible peace and fundamental rights are
two sides of the same coin.
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Second, fundamental rights are the ultimate foundation of social individualiza-
tion; they open up spaces for action by people who are alike – not the same!16 –
which are in turn the prerequisite for the art of free association to be discovered
and developed. This space for free action is established where the humblest
person has the right and possibility to speak with the most powerful in the
language of equality – that is, not only to face up to him with pride, but to feel
sure that their two situations are, or could become, exchangeable with each other,
to know that his own word and conscience and, if necessary, his resistance to the
superior power of state actors can gain some response. This homogeneity of writ-
ten civil rights finds its highest expression in the promise not only of equal value
at a level of principle, but of equal influence of the powerless and the powerful,
the individual and the state. As Rosa Luxemburg finely put it, freedom is always
freedom for those who think and behave differently. More, it is freedom for the
powerless in relation to powerful people and apparatuses, freedom for the indivi-
dual in relation to the majority and the state. The highest expression of this free-
dom is the fundamental right to civil resistance. 

Kant himself linked the farewell to the peace of the tomb to the universalism
of the rights relationship. This involves, on the one hand, a graduated system
of rights between citizens of different nationalities, right up to the guarantee of
world civil rights; and, on the other hand, an inward gradation of the content of
various rights. Civilization is (provisionally) protected against barbarism, then,
only if the rights relationship is globally valid, in both a horizontal and a vertical
sense. Kant’s Perpetual Peace refers precisely to this cosmopolitan challenge to
national democracies, which is even more topical today than it was 200 years ago
when Kant’s essay was written.17

At the same time, one finds in Kant a number of half-open, half-hidden refer-
ences to antinomies of the constitutional freedom of the individual. Fundamental
rights are never guaranteed by the individual, but always by the law-based state
and its institutions of power, which in turn threaten those rights. State power and
the individual are born as twins. Without the state there is no individualization.
More individuality means more of the state. But this also means that state power
is both in one: a source of security and of danger to individual rights and freedoms. 

This connection between rights, individuals and a public political space may
be illustrated by two extreme historical cases: stateless citizens and the Stalinist
show trials. 

In her Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt opposes the widespread view
that people can claim and achieve human rights simply as individuals. She writes:
‘All societies for the protection of the Rights of Man, all attempts to arrive at a
new bill of human rights were sponsored by marginal figures. . . The groups they
formed, the declarations they issued, showed an uncanny similarity in language
and composition to that of societies for the prevention of cruelty to animals.’18

Talk of the inalienability of human rights is thus misleading in a twofold sense:
first, because the right to be human reckons with ‘man in general’ who does not
exist anywhere; and second, because human rights have their root not in a human
nature or essence but in the human community – or rather, in the rule of law
within a national state which defends them in case of need. 
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This right to have a right at all is denied to the group of stateless persons, so
that they fall outside the system of legality. They are the walking refutation of
‘pure’ human rights, for they live in a bird-like freedom modernized through wars
and catastrophes. They live, that is, in a situation without rights; they have ceased
to be juridical persons. Political opponents or criminals who find themselves
facing the most draconian punishment still move within a legal space in which
a connection exists between what they have done and what is done to them.
Stateless persons, however, are outside any laws, and there is no inner connection
between their situation or their actions and what others do to them. Statelessness
means the loss of all means of socially and legally building up one’s individual-
ity and politically showing it to advantage; it has ‘a desperate affinity with the
freedom of the hare in the hunting season’. In a sense, Hannah Arendt remarks,
the modern stateless person is excluded from humanity more radically and defini-
tively than slaves, ‘who belonged to some sort of human community; their
labour was needed, used and exploited, and this kept them within the pale of
humanity.’19

A civilization that abounds in war produces tribes of placeless barbarians:
people without a state who, stripped of all civil rights, are reduced to their
mere physical existence. ‘The danger is that a global, universally interrelated
civilization may produce barbarians from its own midst by forcing millions
of people into conditions which, despite all appearances, are the conditions of
savages.’20

Stateless persons must experience talk of inalienable human rights as a sick
joke. The abstract nakedness of their being nothing but human even appears as
their greatest danger. Hannah Arendt writes of the fear of those without rights,
who still cling desperately to their nationality because it is their only hope of ever
being able to live a social existence again. ‘Their lack of a relationship to the
world is like an invitation to murder, since the death of people who stand outside
any kind of legal, social and political references does not have any consequences
for those who survive. If they are killed, it is as if no injustice or even suffering
is inflicted on anyone.’21

DDaarrkknneessss  aatt  NNoooonn

The second case is that active loss of self, that galloping obedience of self-
destruction, which communists demanded from other communists and which was
publicly celebrated in the Stalinist show trials. The psychology of communist
despotism has rarely been depicted with such clarity and force as in Arthur
Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, whose central character, the convinced communist
Rubashov is caught up in the mechanism of the Stalinist purges. But here the true
communist is the one who gradually executes his own prosecution, sentencing
and elimination. In a dialogue tapped out with the prisoner in the next cell,
Rubashov reports a destructive probing of his readiness for self-abandonment:

I AM CAPITULATING.
He waited curiously for the effect.
For a long while nothing came; No. 402 was silenced. His answer came a whole
minute later:
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I’D RATHER HANG. . .
Rubashov smiled. He tapped:
EACH ACCORDING TO HIS KIND.
He had expected an outbreak of anger from No. 402. Instead, the tapping sign
sounded subdued, as it were, resigned:
I WAS INCLINED TO CONSIDER YOU AN EXCEPTION. HAVE YOU NO SPARK OF HONOUR LEFT?
Rubashov lay on his back, his pince-nez in his hand. He felt contented and
peaceful. He tapped:
OUR IDEAS OF HONOUR DIFFER.
No. 402 tapped quickly and precisely:
HONOUR IS TO LIVE AND DIE FOR ONE’S BELIEF.
Rubashov answered just as quickly:
HONOUR IS TO BE USEFUL WITHOUT VANITY.
No. 402 answered this time louder and more sharply:
HONOUR IS DECENCY – NOT USEFULNESS.
WHAT IS DECENCY? asked Rubashov, comfortably spacing his letters. The more
calmly he tapped, the more furious became the knocking in the wall.
SOMETHING YOUR KIND WILL NEVER UNDERSTAND, answered No. 402 to Rubashov’s
question. Rubashov shrugged his shoulders:
WE HAVE REPLACED DECENCY BY REASON, he tapped back.
No. 402 did not answer any more.’22

The difference with the Inquisition and the public burning of witches is the
inwardly assumed, inwardly shifted self-judgement. The individual is not only aban-
doned without rights to the agents of the totalitarian state; he is actually cast as pro-
secutor, judge, detective and executioner in relation to himself. Thus, his role is not
to defend his individual rights against the demands and charges of the state power,
but voluntarily to carry out the other’s judgement on himself. In every respect this
is the exact opposite of the role of the self-empowered (world) citizen, which Kant
outlined as the premise for a political society within a republican form of state.

A society of political individuals or a political society of individuals is, there-
fore, paradoxically bound up with systemic conditions for individualization, such
as political rights, citizenship rights, but also social and economic rights.23

RReeppuubblliiccaann  FFrreeeeddoomm

Kant’s handling of the question of ‘perpetual peace’ raises two possibilities:
either a descent into barbarism or the development of rational political action. His
wonderfully clear conclusion is that a space for rational political action, in which
inwardly directed tyranny as well as outwardly directed hostility and war become
excluded or at least less likely, can be provided only through the assertion of fun-
damental civil rights, only through the constitutional definition of the individual
as the subject of such action. The individual, then, is not a primordial category;
individualization does not at all conflict with forms of public political action
geared to the community. Already for Kant, a key question is how the communal
character of ‘free individuals’ is to be secured, which forms, standards and prin-
ciples are to apply. This, in his view, is the crux of the distinction between the
democratic form of state (which always has a tendency to despotism) and the
republican constitution (which is possible only in accordance with the claims to
self-determination of all contractually regulated action). 



In relation to democratic modernity, republicanism crucially asserts that
fundamental rights must be conceived and assured not only from the top down
but also from the bottom up. It is in political society that fundamental rights are
guaranteed as a living reality. There is only one way of really defending political
rights – and that is through their use. Unlike in the case of everyday objects of
consumption, such rights are not used up through daily appropriation but filled
with greater content and life. In case of doubt, it is not parliament, government or
competing political parties, or even the constitutional court, which is the guaran-
tor of liberty, but rather the political will and self-confident action of citizens. 

Whereas democracy concentrates power (especially legislative power) in the
government and subordinates the individual to majority decisions, the republic
rests upon a division of labour and power between state and society and thus for
the first time establishes the space of a political society of individuals. Not an
institutionalized system of rules but a free association of individuals is the guar-
antee of a republican constitution. Kant’s ‘first definitive article of a perpetual
peace’ is accordingly:

The civil constitution of every state shall be republican. A republican constitu-
tion is founded upon three principles: firstly, the principle of freedom for all
members of a society (as men); secondly, the principle of the dependence of
everyone upon a single common legislation (as subjects); and thirdly, the prin-
ciple of legal equality for everyone (as citizens). It is the only constitution which
can be derived from the idea of an original contract, upon which all rightful legi-
slation of a people must be founded. . . [in a footnote] Freedom should be defined
as a warrant to obey no external laws except those to which I have been able
to give my own consent. Similarly, external and rightful equality within a state
is that relationship among the citizens whereby no one can put anyone else
under a legal obligation without submitting simultaneously to a law which
requires that he can himself be put under the same kind of obligation by the other
person.24

To put this the other way around, we might say that freedom is expressed in
the possibilities and even laws, but also institutions of all kinds, which permit the
withholding of consent – that is to say, in the right to dissent. No government or
parliament or political party has the right to blanket loyalty. Consent is indissolu-
bly bound up with the consent of one’s own rational faculties and one’s own con-
science. The possibility of saying yes only arises together with and out of the
possibility of saying no. Citizens remain unpredictable even in obedience and
their unpredictability grows as fundamental rights become an integral part of their
lives. We may therefore say that republican modernity is the most unpredictable
society of all.

Michel de Montaigne, another independent thinker who lived before Kant,
worshipped Epaminondas of Thebes as a symbol of such independence and civil
courage. Once, this Theban general and statesman noticed a friend of his in the
opposing ranks, leapt from his horse and – oblivious to the battle still raging
around them – clasped him in an embrace. Thinking and acting for oneself are,
in fact, shorthand for Kant’s classical definition of enlightenment. Freedom is
blocked by ‘the inability to use one’s own understanding without the guidance of
another. This immaturity is self-incurred if its cause is not lack of understanding,
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but lack of resolution and courage to use it without the guidance of another. The
motto of enlightenment is therefore: Sapere aude! Have courage to use your own
understanding.’25

The republican constitution, Kant argues, necessarily underlies all societies
based on the rule of law. But is it also a defence against the threat of perpetual
peace? Yes, he replies. For:

The republican constitution is not only pure in its origin (since it springs from
the pure concept of right); it also offers a prospect of attaining the desired result,
i.e. a perpetual peace, and the reason for this is as follows. If, as is inevitably the
case under this constitution, the consent of the citizens is required to decide
whether or not war is to be declared, it is very natural that they will have great
hesitation in embarking on so dangerous an enterprise. For this would mean
calling down on themselves all the miseries of war, such as doing the fighting
themselves, supplying the costs of the war from their own resources, painfully
making good the ensuing devastation, and, as the crowning evil, having to take
upon themselves a burden of debt which will embitter peace itself and which can
never be paid off on account of the constant threat of new wars. But under a con-
stitution where the subject is not a citizen, and which is therefore not republican,
it is the simplest thing in the world to go to war. For the head of state is not a
fellow citizen, but the owner of the state, and a war will not force him to make
the slightest sacrifice so far as his banquets, hunts, pleasure palaces and court
festivals are concerned. He can thus decide on war, without any significant
reason, as a kind of amusement, and unconcernedly leave it to the diplomatic
corps (who are always ready for such purposes) to justify the war for the sake of
propriety.26

The possibility and actuality of peace always also depend upon who is the
potential aggressor. But precisely amid the uncertainty that can always build up
through suspicions, threats and rumours (not to speak of hereditary animosities
and deliberate propaganda), the opportunities for action contained within the
very form of the state play a role that cannot not be overestimated. Kant’s dis-
tinction between democratic and republican government applies here too. For
the point of view of democracy concerns how the people governs or participates
in government; and in this respect Kant attributes princely, noble and popular
power to autocracy, aristocracy and democracy respectively. But this ‘form of
sovereignty’ is not the same as the ‘form of government’. The way in which the
state makes use of its supreme power can be ‘either republican or despotic’.
Republicanism is ‘that political principle whereby the executive power (the
government) is separated from the legislative power’; whereas despotism bundles
the two together, so that ‘the ruler treats the will of the people as his own private
will’.27

But now comes a statement that is hardly to be expected from an ‘official
philosopher’ (to use Nietzsche’s term). ‘Of the three forms of sovereignty’, Kant
argues, democracy in the true sense of the word ‘is necessarily a despotism,
because it establishes an executive power through which all the citizens may
make decisions about (and indeed against) the single individual without his con-
sent, so that decisions are made by all the people and yet not by all the people;
and this means that the general will is in contradiction with itself, and thus also
with freedom.’28 By this yardstick, even the latest democracy in Germany is

Individualization

186



despotic – and will be all the more insofar as it erodes fundamental rights and
invokes ‘the will of the majority’ against the diversity of individuals.

For the crucial dividing line between despotic (not ‘demos-political’) democracy
and the free republic is the line between the supposed popular will and individual
rights and freedoms and thus between the modernity of consensus and the modern-
ity of dissent. Democracy is based on broad forms of social consent that can be
summoned up and represented: religious affiliation, status group, class, ‘the
people’, the ‘middle ground’, the ‘majority’. Republicanism, by contrast, starts
out not from such units that bind individuals together, but from the sovereignty of
the many. Here the existence and resolution of disagreement are ultimately the
only possible form of consent. Freedom is measured by the freedom to express
and act upon a heretical opinion.

In the age of equality, the mere example of failure to conform and bend the
knee performs a valuable service. Precisely because the tyranny of the average is
so great that eccentricity becomes a flaw, it is desirable that individuals should be
eccentric in order to break the tyrannical hold. We can say, then, that the degree
of eccentricity is a measure for the spirit of freedom prevailing in a society. When
a man does not march in step with his comrades, Thoreau pointed out, it may be
because he hears a different drummer – and he should be allowed to go on fol-
lowing the music he hears, wherever it comes from. 

Belief in a collective authority ready on call (the authority of classes, the public
weal, technological progress, the nation, and so on) clashes with the fact that
epochs are more prone than individuals to error and that the prevailing views in
each epoch have been considered false and even absurd by later ones:

If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person were of the
contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one
person, than he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing mankind. . .
But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing
the human race; posterity as well as the existing generation; those who dissent
from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they
are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose,
what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression
of truth, produced by its collision with error.29

For Kant, the language of rights is the language of freedom – the ‘lingua franca
of democracy’ (Agnes Heller). This clearly distinguishes him from Rousseau. He
sees that, if political legitimacy results from the will of all, then no free constitu-
tion can ever come into being. The hallmark of republican modernity is not the
general will but the possibility of a sovereign many who, in Thoreau’s phrase,
hear and follow different drummers. 

These are the three principles of freedom upon which any republic is based:
the inalienable and ultimately non-representable freedom of all individuals as
members of society; the homogeneity of all persons as subjects; and the inde-
pendence of each member of the commonwealth as a political citizen. In the first
principle Kant argues for the negative (liberal) concept of freedom; in the third
for the positive, democratic concept; and in the second for freedom as equality
before the law. 
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OOnn  tthhee  IIddeeaa  ooff  aann  EEccoollooggiiccaall  RReeppuubblliicc

For Kant, there is an insoluble contradiction between freedom and happiness.
This may serve (both with and against Kant) as a preview for the basic idea of an
ecological republic: freedom unifies, happiness divides. A more cautious formu-
lation might be that freedom can be lost, but that it can also be increased through
use. When freedoms are exercised, both conflicts and the overcoming of conflicts
are possible. Anyone who fights for the expansion of political freedoms may be
often disappointed, but he or she may also experience an ‘individualism of soli-
darity’. In the matter of bliss, however, there are always distribution conflicts
over goods, possession, power and standing – and they are always negative sum
games. In other words, there is a growth logic of freedom, which could mitigate
or even overcome the ecological dangers that people inflict upon themselves
through economic growth. 

The eternal more – or, in old-fashioned terms, the idea of industrial progress –
should be turned around so that it applies to the growth not of economic but of
political freedom. Instead of a framework of material happiness, there would be
one in which the main question is how freedom will be possible, liveable and pro-
ductive of community? This, in short, is the question of freedom as happiness.

Were everyone on earth organized in free republics, everyone would also accept
the three principles so splendidly formulated by Kant. This is rather more likely
than in Kant’s time, if we consider that since the three principles were worked out,
they have probably also aroused needs for freedom. The principles qua principles
do not define the character of a republic, but they do create the framework in which
conflicts over needs and over differing interpretations of freedom can be resolved
and they do allow for procedures whereby such conflicts and disputes can be set-
tled through dialogue and negotiation (and not through power and violence). If con-
flicts both within and between states could be handled in this way, then even Kant’s
dream of perpetual peace would no longer be a utopia.

But is that dream still worth dreaming? Does it not mean duty-free shopping
trips and provision for retirement as the ultimate bliss? In this connection,
Nietzsche puts forward an ardent plea for perpetual discord.

CCrreeaattiivvee  IInnddiivviidduuaalliissmm  ��  KKnnoowwlleeddggee  iiss  CCrreeaattiioonn::
FFrriieeddrriicchh  NNiieettzzsscchhee

If it is true that the Enlightenment cannot be refuted because any attempted refu-
tation ultimately serves to confirm it, then it may be said to have in Nietzsche one
of its greatest confirmers. His passion for freedom made even the Enlightenment
suspect in his eyes as a substitute for action, as ersatz freedom, as a secularized
Inquisition.30 ‘The categorical imperative reeks of cruelty.’

What is Nietzsche doing in a discussion of freedom’s fathers and freedom’s
children? He is one of the freest minds in the German language:

At home, or at least a guest, in many lands of the spirit; escaped many times
from the stuffy pleasant corners into which preference and prejudice, youth,
origin, accidental meetings with men and books, or even the weariness of our

Individualization

188



wanderings have seemed to pin us down; full of malice against the bait of
dependence that lies hidden in honours or money or offices or sensuous enthu-
siasms; grateful even for distress and vicissitudinous disease because it always
frees us from some kind of a rule and its ‘prejudice’; grateful to God, the devil,
the sheep and the worm in us; curious to a fault; investigative to the point of cru-
elty; with impetuous fingers for the impalpable; with teeth and stomachs for the
indigestible; ready for any trade demanding sharp-wittedness and sharp wits;
ready for any venture thanks to an excess of ‘free will’; with fore-souls and
back-souls whose ultimate intentions are not easily fathomed; with foregrounds
and backgrounds that no foot can explore to the end; concealed beneath cloaks
of light; conquerors, though we may look like inheritors and wastrels; arrangers
and collectors from early till late; misers of our wealth and our full stuffed draw-
ers; economical in learning and forgetting; inventive of schemes; occasionally
proud of tables of categories; occasionally pedantic; occasionally night owls of
work in the midst of daylight; scarecrows, even, when necessary – and today it
is necessary insofar as we are the born, sworn, jealous friends of solitude, our
own deepest midnight and midday solitude: this is the type of man we are, we
free thinkers! And perhaps you too, you coming new philosophers, perhaps you
too belong to this type.31

This ‘free thinker’ moves not only ‘beyond good and evil’ but also – no less
dangerously – beyond truth and scepticism. Belief in scientific truth is, in his
view, comparable to belief in the Virgin Mary, since it too is based upon the fic-
tion of virgin birth. The children of knowledge are children of God. They are con-
ceived in a pure, bloodless, pleasureless, ideally even subjectless mode, in the
absence of their progenitor. Scientific (that is, managed) truth rests upon the error
of designing the act of knowing as something passive, while at the same time con-
cealing from itself in a sham of dedication and acceptance this birth of knowledge
out of a design imprisoned in error. The scientist writes letters to himself as if
they have been commissioned by reality and truth; he pretends to be their recipi-
ent and calls these written-and-received messages ‘knowledge’. 

But, Nietzsche continues, the epistemological nihilist also deceives himself. A
pessimist is someone who not only says and wills No but does it as well. ‘Against
such a type of “good will”, the will to a real, active negation of life, there is no
better-known or more successful soporific or sedative today than scepticism, the
gentle, sweet, lulling poppy-juice called scepticism.’ Indeed, the sceptic is ‘the
friend of peace and quiet, the security policeman. “This subterranean ‘no’ is
frightful! Be quiet, now, you pessimistic moles!”’32 Nietzsche is not only one of
the first but still the most determined constructivist. ‘Today it is dawning on per-
haps five or six minds that physics, too, is only an interpretation of the universe,
an arrangement of it (to suit us, if I may be so bold!) rather than a clarification.’33

Even the civil servant’s Critique misses the truth. For:

The intellectual, the average man of science, has something of the old maid
about him. Like the old maid, he does not understand the two most valuable
functions of mankind. To both, as a matter of fact, to both the intellectual and
the old maid we concede a kind of respectability, by way of compensating their
deficiency. . . what is the scientific man?. . . The worst and most dangerous thing
of which the intellectual is capable stems from the mediocrity of his type: from
that Jesuitical mediocrity which instinctively labours to destroy any unusual
man; which seeks to break every tight-drawn bow, or better yet, to slacken it.34
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Be on your guard, too, against the learned! They hate you: for they are unfruitful!
They have cold, dried-up eyes, before which all birds lie stripped of their feathers.
They boast that they do not tell lies: but inability to lie is far from being love of
truth. Be on your guard! Freedom from fever is far from being knowledge! I do
not believe frozen spirits.35

And then comes this sentence: ‘He who cannot lie does not know what
truth is.’35

The comparative of ‘critique’ is creative reason. Critique labours under a
twofold misapprehension caused by the apparent self-evidence of that which cur-
rently exists. It criticizes what exists, not on the grounds that it is important or
even correct to do so, but only because of its power. Subjugation to what exists
therefore precedes the critique of it. Here we can see the inner bond between
importance and reality, which are two sides of power. 

But critique serves what currently exists also in the sense that it only criticizes
and does not replace it. The creation of something new, on the other hand, devel-
ops its own field of force and power. A critique of what exists is entailed in the
living contradiction between things currently taken for granted and the new
certainties – or the light that these cast upon matters. At the same time, however, the
amazing new alternative brings pressure to bear on the existing system of beliefs,
putting it to the test both intellectually and politically. A new thematic forcefield,
a new source of light, makes its appearance. The very existence of the alternative,
with all its charm and eroticism, leads to all kinds of love trading, divorce and
remarriage, perhaps opening up new insights and prospects along the way. The
comparative of critique is the besieging of what exists with provocative alterna-
tives. Creative reason – or, in the jargon of the contemporary philosophy of
science, active (not reconstructive) constructivism aimed at the central nervous
system and the heart of the age – redeems the promise of independent thought.

There have been and still are individuals who break the magic spell of custom.
Nietzsche’s life and work are just one reminder that nothing has ever been done
that someone has not been the first to do and that every good thing in existence
is the fruit of originality which at first was usually mocked, often hated and
persecuted. In this sense, Nietzsche’s talk of ‘the death of God’ means death of
the inner god, of self-subjection to authority per se; it means post-religious self-
affirmation, as opposed to Christian self-denial. Nietzsche is not – as many have
claimed – conjuring up self-deification, self-idolization, a dance around the
golden self. The ‘superman’ of whom he dreamt refers to two things: to the native
affinity between freedom and innovative capacity, such that creative energies are
released only when the yoke of authority (God) is broken; and, as a negative con-
sequence, to the gravitational pull of human ordinariness, man’s proneness to and
love of error. 

The superman symbolizes or embodies the huge effort required to break the
power of the average. If we understand the superman as a symbol of this feat of
self-liberation – or self-animation of freedom, to use a modern idiom – then this
also implies the need for a good deal of self-confidence. Nietzsche teaches this
self-confidence to secular humanity. What is necessary, then, is a creative redefi-
nition or refoundation of modernity that overcomes its historical narrowness
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(industrial dangers to itself, national state, international class society). Zarathustra
bursts the chains of the past. How? Not through critique but through the sketching
of an alternative that is more than alternative, because it questions what exists in
the name of the new thinking of the future. 

Anyone who wants a different basis must have gone through all the fires of
doubt and despair – only then will he be historically weatherproof. But doubt
does not establish any structure. A reform of modernity requires the capacity to
rethink and repose objectives. This self-legislation – the question of structure – is
for Nietzsche essentially a question of style, of language, and is therefore bound
up with agreement in public. His will to power is essentially a will to linguistic
power.

Nietzsche is a virtuoso of language that no longer merely reproduces. The
shaping of language is the shaping of reality; the creation of language is creation
of the world. In this sense, Nietzsche supplies the basis of his assertions not after
but in the shaping of language. The fascination of language produces its own
conviction – a phenomenon long dismissed as ‘mere rhetoric’. But this fails to
recognize that it is ‘creation’ which appears in the place of truth and scepticism.
Nietzsche’s medium is the fascinating word, his catechism ‘sentence construc-
tion’ (Gottfried Benn). 

CCrreeaattiivvee  CCoonnssttrruuccttiivviissmm

Nietzsche ascribes to Nietzsche this act of free thinking, this creation of the new,
which knocks thought sideways. Or, to use his words, he ascribes it to the
‘philosophers of the future’ (which leaves it unclear whether ‘the future’ is the
object of philosophizing or the location of the philosophers or both). In any case,
they will be ‘experimenters’:

By the name with which I ventured to christen them, I expressly emphasized
their experimentation and their delight in experimentation. Did I do this because,
as critics in body and soul, they will love to make use of experimentation in a
new, perhaps wider, perhaps more dangerous sense? In their passion for new
insight, must they go farther in bold and painful experiments than the emascu-
late and morbid taste of a democratic century can approve?36

In Nietzsche’s vision the ‘new philosopher’ is an inventor, an experimenter,
one who does not let himself be intimidated by authority – by the classics, by
institutions, religions or other keepers of eternal verities – but freely creates his
authority out of himself. This kind of self-empowerment is democractic in a pri-
mal sense, even if it clashes with that ‘sissy-democracy’ whose image Nietzsche
constantly had before him. However one considers the revolt of the individual
that Nietzsche rehearses in his figure of the ‘new philosopher’, its spirit is that of
a republican Europe of individuals. 

Creative constructivism requires qualities that distinguish the creator of struc-
tures from the sceptic:

I mean a sureness as to standards of value, a conscious employment of a single
method, a wary courage, an ability to stand alone and be responsible for them-
selves. But philosophers of this type are not critics. . . It seems to them no small
indignity to philosophy when it is decreed, as happens so readily today,
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‘Philosophy itself is criticism and critical science – and nothing else besides.’
Let this evaluation of philosophy enjoy the applause of all the Positivists of
France and Germany (it might even have flattered the heart and taste of Kant –
let us remember the titles of his principal works!), our new philosophers will
nonetheless say: Critics are instruments of the philosopher, and being instru-
ments, are precisely for that reason far from being philosophers themselves!
Even the great Chinaman of Königsberg was only a great critic. . . The task itself
is something else: it demands that he create values. . . But the real philosophers
are commanders and legislators. They say, ‘It shall be thus!’ They determine the
‘whither’ and the ‘to what end’ of mankind – having the preliminary work of all
the workers in philosophy, the overpowerers of the past, at their disposal. But
they grope with creative hands toward the future – everything that is and was
becomes their means, their instrument, their hammer. Their ‘knowing’ is creat-
ing. Their creating is legislative. Their will to truth is – will to power.37

In place of the dualism of knowledge and doubt appears the imperative of crea-
tive shaping. Or, to use the latest epistemological jargon, the synthesis of truth
and scepticism is creative constructivism. Philosophers have hitherto unsuccess-
fully assumed and reconstructed a logic of science; now they have to design it.
The rationality of science is not already there; it is a utopia that has to be facili-
tated and conveyed through the creation of an image and a normative system.
Philosophers of science have hitherto sought only to explain the world of science,
but now the point is to change it. 

DDeemmooccrraattiizzaattiioonn  ooff  ZZaarraatthhuussttrraa

This claim is not at all as extraordinary as it sounds at first. In the catastrophic
self-consciousness of the end of the twentieth century, there were many remark-
able features but also trivializations of the superman of which Nietzsche would
never have dreamt. Almost everyone carried around a plan to rebuild the world.
So we saw a kind of democratization of Zarathustra. There are managerial
Zarathustras, scientific Zarathustras, ecological Zarathustras, perhaps even femi-
nist Zarathustras. 

You had only to open any page in a newspaper to see the spirit of upheaval
haunting the world: everything had to be turned upside down or downside up; we
were all at our wit’s end; X, Y or Z will fall apart if things go on like this; in the
year two thousand and something, such and such a cause will bring about such
and such a situation: whether it is the population explosion (one can hear, for
example: ‘Children are weapons, life is war!’), or climatic disasters, or the
destruction of work, the ozone hole, poisoning of the food supply, raw unadul-
terated capitalism or some other heartwarming piece of news. Recently I have
been able to watch one of these ‘peddlers of the West’s decline’ (Karl Kraus)
doing his lecture work behind the scenes. It was a chef’s special of hopelessness.
Knowledge of danger lends authority: it makes men into supermen. As endgame
scenarios were announced with the joy that comes from an awareness of decline,
every last hiding place was broken open and exposed to the refinements of
despair. But once he had snuffed out the last ray of hope, he ended the perfor-
mance with sadistic charm by offering a final note of hope. 

People respond in the most contradictory ways to forebodings of disaster. Most
common is a neanderthal type of ‘adjustment reaction’, as if to news of a ruined
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summer. In the face of an inevitable end, a crocodile skin of indifference is
developed against the cruel news. 

But there is also a reaction that might be described as straightforward schizo-
phrenia: to be an ecological convert in one’s mind and a walking chemicals cor-
poration in one’s actions. 

Then there are the virtuous ones who smelt trouble long ago and poured forth
their donations; well-established dangers are almost blank cheques for public
spending, on the principle that something must be done to put things right, what-
ever it costs. Deserts, or anyway man-made ones, can be skillfully turned into
sources of money. 

Of course, there are also the reformers who thrive on catastrophe. For them, the
little red light starts flashing when the news suggests that disaster may not be
coming. Non-catastrophe is here the ultimate catastrophe. 

If truth is not set in advance, then it is elective. Everyone who sees disaster
daily approaching must ask what he or she can do about it, unable to take advan-
tage of any truth in itself and compelled to justify one interpretation rather than
any other. Is there any point in arranging one’s life on the assumption that dis-
aster is imminent? Disaster fatalism can certainly be productive – for example, in
overcoming an old faith in activity which has since become a hindrance, and
which now, with greater knowledge of the hopelessness of all action, is to be at
once excused and cultivated as a youthful transgression. 

But the option of pessimism does not exactly testify to a strong passion for the
cause of liberty. It is more a reward for intellectual old-age pensioners. 

Hopelessness is not exactly a comfortable foundation. But neither is it as bad
as its reputation. If one’s own efforts are most unlikely to have any prospects,
they are also freed of much that is tied up and endangered by efforts which can
barely stir themselves when the prospects are good. For example, in a hopeless
situation it is not worth writing another sentence, let alone another book; hope-
lessness punctures vanity. But if the hopelessness is finely measured, even the
reservations that make thought small and subservient can be broken down. If
everything is pointless anyway, why should one not strive for it without restraint?
What could possibly stop one? Hopelessness, perhaps? But that spectre no longer
instils fear.

By the same token, the flags do not wave for joy either. Hopelessness is sim-
ply a bad occasion for converting or subjugating others. There is no reason to
drum anything into anyone. That impulse subsides. How? Into hopelessness. 

Moreover, anyone who has experienced hopelessness can no longer be dis-
appointed. Everything that now happens is more than one could ever have
dared hope. In this sense hopelessness is liberating, perhaps even encouraging.
Anyway, the post-utopia launched by hopelessness is the only one which also
offers a hope of overcoming the violence that the lure of utopianism can unleash.
It is possible to start something when you have nothing to lose and nothing to
gain, when you know that all endeavour is probably in vain. It is the roaming
sleepwalkers who pick up the scent when things are beginning to change.
Friedrich Schorlemmer, a man with some experience of opposition to the GDR
regime, wrote: ‘Hopelessness does not frighten us. It was our daily bread.
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Everything we wanted and demanded was hopeless.’ Only perhaps the end
of hopelessness is still a long way off, even now that the Berlin Wall has
come down. 

TThhee  PPoowweerr  ooff  LLaanngguuaaggee  oorr  tthhee  RRoollee  ooff  IInntteelllleeccttuuaallss
iinn  tthhee  SSeeccoonndd  MMooddeerrnniittyy::  GGoottttffrriieedd  BBeennnn

Gottfried Benn is an artist of language, perhaps the greatest in German of the
twentieth century. ‘The word is the encounter of creation with itself, its self-
movement. In the beginning was the word, and it will be at the end too – what is
left of it.’38 Benn is not what many see in him; he is not a nihilist but someone
who believes in language, a priest of the religion of language, a language-utopian,
almost a naive language-realist. ‘Words, words – substantives! They need only
open their wings and the millennia cease their flight.’39 For Benn, language is not
a means of expression but a means of discovering the world, of inventing the
world. It is the only medium and goal which is left to the age of dissolution. Self-
questioning modernity does not have language; it is language. ‘Sentence construc-
tion’ is the law of the second modernity. ‘Those thinkers with their raison d’être
that no one sees, completely formless, nothing but contributions, contributors –
they turn on the tap and it is mostly some Plato that comes out, then they splash
around a little, and then the next one appears in the bath.’40

Themes are empty – cultural dross:

Existential – that is the death blow for the novel. Why work ideas into someone,
into a figure or shapes, when there are no longer any shapes? Why invent char-
acters, names, relationships, just when they are becoming insignificant?
Existential – that aims backwards, draws a veil back over the individual and ties
him down, makes demands which past centuries and generations of descendants
were not equipped to fulfil.41

Writers ‘who are not linguistically a match for their view of the world are
called in Germany seers’.41

How does the age of dissolution produce community? The answer: through the
art of free association, takes on a literal meaning in Benn. Language is not only
able to explain, analyse and represent; it can also, with the strength of its convic-
tion and the light of its imagery, generate common ground. ‘Through words,’
writes Benjamin Barber, ‘we convey information, articulate interests and pursue
arguments, but it is through tone, colour, volume and inflection that we feel,
affect and touch each other. We reassure, we frighten, we unsettle, we comfort,
we intimidate, we soothe, we hate and we love by manipulating the medium
rather than the content of speech.’42

Language is always the language of many. It opens or closes space for common
feelings and oppositions, for ideas and activities, for the development of oneself
and of others. ‘My language is the sum total of myself,’ writes Peirce, ‘for the
man is the thought.’43 He who shapes language, shapes a We. If the definition of
democracy as the sovereignty of the many makes sense, it crucially includes
sovereignty over language as the socially bonding semantic material of self-
evidence acquired through the history of the world:
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Democratize language, give each citizen some control over what the community
will mean by the crucial terms it uses to define all the citizens’ selves and lives
in public and private, and other forms of equality will follow. We may redis-
tribute goods and make power accountable, but if we reserve talk and its evolu-
tion to specialists – to journalists or managers or clerics or packagers or
bureaucrats or statesmen or advertisers or philosophers or social scientists – then
no amount of equality will yield democracy.44

The art of free association is thus above all else the art of language.
Without art nothing works any more – as Joseph Beuys succinctly put it. The

socially creative significance of language gives the term ‘art’ a new primary
political meaning. It is not the artist’s intent which is political (it may actually get
in the way) but the linguistic nesting places of the social that he or she opens up
and moulds. ‘The point,’ Beuys tells us, ‘is simply the principle which many still
find hard to grasp’:

Art today can no longer be art if it does not go to the heart of our predetermined
culture and work its transforming effect there. . . this means that an art which
cannot shape society and act upon its key questions, ultimately the capital ques-
tion, is not art. . . Funnily enough, this does not seem like art to most people.
They say: he’s doing politics! But it can be shown that precisely this is not
politics but formal principle. . . This is the crucial point.45

As social constructs and institutions are made by people, it is understandable that
the art of creating social connections should be first and foremost a linguistic art. In
classical antiquity – in Cicero, for instance – this was the seen as the task of rhetoric.
But in this early conception, rhetoric as art does not at all simply reproduce situa-
tions; rather, situations and things are produced or moulded in the space of language
and draw on its various possibilities. Language sets up specific combinations and
thus creates the world in time. As is well known, Cicero saw the statesman as the
embodiment of the art of rhetoric, understood not only as the art which creates world
and self but as the power which opens up the space of human society as a political
space, makes it become a political space. Language serves rhetoric as the power
which creates and moulds human situations as civilitas et urbanitas, by transporting
them from the barbarism of isolation into the world of shared forms and meanings.46

Lyotard, for example, sees the grand narratives of modern progress as a mono-
lithic language game which contains and releases a totalizing political practice
and undergoes a shackling incarnation in the institutions of industrial society.47 In
this sense, language becomes the institution of institutions (Schelsky), ultimately
the one political meta-institution. ‘Its power does not consist only of compulsion;
language is also capable of freeing itself from the cage of language in a post-
modern, fragmented and fragmentary political practice within the broken and
scattered institutions.’48

When language and reality become indistinguishable and social connections
are actually moulded in language, then, as Gottfried Benn says, reverence
becomes the inner law of linguistic action: ‘God is form.’49 This artistic gospel of
‘sentence construction’ is the coming law:

For in my view, the history of man – his jeopardization, his tragedy – is only just
beginning. Until now the altars of the saints and the wings of the archangel stood
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behind him and there was a leakage from the churches and baptismal fonts over his
weaknesses and wounds. Now begins the series of great inescapable disasters that
spell man’s undoing. Nietzsche will prove to have been no more than a prologue.50

Furthermore: ‘Ideas kill, words are more criminal than any murder, ideas take
their revenge on heroes and herds.’51

FFaattaalliissmm  iiss  aa  LLaanngguuaaggee  DDiissoorrddeerr

If the moulding of reality becomes the moulding of words, this creates obliga-
tions but is also dangerous. ‘We will have to learn to live with the fact that words
have a latent existence which works like magic on those tuned in to them and
enables them to pass on the magic. This seems to me the ultimate mystery at
which our weak, overanalysed consciousness, interrupted only by occasional
trances, senses its limits.’ What does Benn mean by ‘latent existence’, ‘magic’ or
‘ultimate mystery’? Or rather, how will the magic be worked, how will it become
workable? What is fascinating here is that, to quote Beuys again: ‘Art goes to the
heart of our predetermined culture and works its transforming effect’ – that is, it
poses and gives form and expression to ‘the core questions’. 

In sociological terms, this means: Who sets the agenda? Who defines the issues
and priorities, and how? Who focuses collective attention how and on what? This
assumes an ability to speak in a representative manner, an ability to listen and to
gain access to the public media. At the same time, the ‘huge danger of the word’
is apparent here, ‘its multiple consequences, its inflammatory depths, its activity
which exceeds everything that the harmless ions and isotopes could yield by
themselves’ (Benn).

Is it not the terror of newspeak which threatens here? ‘The word itself thrills me,
its purely associative motif, without regard to its descriptive character and then I
feel quite objectively its quality of logical concept as a selection from concentrated
catastrophes.’52 Benn knows his Pappenheimer: ‘Epic is a fix. Of course!’53

Yet Benn dodges the question of where the taboo areas lie in the fluid transi-
tions between poetry and propaganda. His case for the defence is professional
ideology; he wagers on exclusion through artistic talent. ‘You can learn balancing
feats, high-wire acts, walking on nails – but to position a word in a fascinating
way, that you either can or you cannot do. The word is the phallus of the spirit,
centrally rooted. Nationally rooted, then. Pictures, statues, sonatas, symphonies
are international – poems never.’54 The linguistic power that someone does or does
not have protects against misuse – or so we might hope, together with Benn. 

This does not interest Benn, however. His theme is different: ‘Style is superior
to truth’, since ‘it carried within itself the proof of existence’. Creative language
does not point science or religion towards something lying outside it from which
it derives its authority. Rather, the effect, the reality of language has its ground in
itself. ‘The form of feeling will be the great transcendence of the new epoch, the
structure of the second age. God made the first in his image, man the second in
accordance with his own forms – the in-between world of nihilism is over. In the
first it was causality, original sin, primal sigh, psychoanalysis, resentment and
reaction which prevailed; in the second it is plastic principles, constructions
within set horizons.’55
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The word facilitates the ‘establishment of connections’, ‘inflammation of the
self’. It has the power to loosen and to put together. The word overcomes frontiers
and existences, binds together past and future. ‘Botanical and geographical, peoples
and countries, all these historically and symbolically lost worlds, here their blos-
soming, here their dream – all foolishness, all wistfulness, all hopelessness of the
spirit becomes palpable from the layers of a representative selection of concept.’56

What is decisive is not just the word but its giving of form, the will to power
of form, ‘the wresting of form from the European collapse’. Social structures are
moulded, materialized structures of meaning and language. Of greatest impor-
tance, then, is the craftlike work on ideas that is often wrongly described as
‘unartistic’ – the ‘sentence construction’ that Benn describes as ‘intellectualistic’.
‘Intellectualism, historically speaking, is Hegel when he says. . . that he will
recognize nothing in the way of belief which is not justified by ideas. Kant, who
separated the world of ideas from the world of experience. Nietzsche, all of him,
who more than anyone else depicted the conscious and figurative element, the
constructive element of creativity, the element that sets up, demolishes, masters
and binds together forms. . . Intellectualism, then, means finding no other way out
of the world than to bring it under concepts, to purify both it and oneself in con-
cepts. This does not belong to any particular political or moral system; it is a basic
anthropological impulse.’57

Is poetic language not here being confused with political language? The latter
is supposed to be unambiguous and to convey information; the former to be
ambiguous, to transcend, experiment and revolutionize. Politicians who speak in
iambics and know how to display figuratively their innermost thoughts are hardly
likely to inspire much confidence. 

However great the gulf may be between artistic and political experimentation
with language, both agree on one central point: language creates and fashions
reality. Words and sentences are the building blocks for those self-evident truths
which equip and orientate man’s knowledge of the world and action within it.

Kant actively construed this origin as a ‘transcendental framework’ and
removed it from the clutches of those who came after him. ‘Transcendentality’ is
thus a technique of conceptual domination, with which creators of language try
to protect themselves from the rebellion of their successors. The sentence con-
structor moulds self-evident truths which owe their magic, their rousing and con-
tagious effect, precisely to the curious bacillus of self-evidence, but which for
that very reason are not recognized as having their origin in the laboratory of
language. Language politics is metapolitics as non-politics. Through linguis-
tic moulding, the course of thought and action is set in the invisible material of
self-evidence.

If everything appears hopeless, meaningless and fragmented, one should really
see a language doctor before jumping from the Eiffel Tower. Fatalism is a lan-
guage disorder. Concepts are empty; they no longer grip and illuminate. The
greyness that lies over the world, the routine, the boredom, the melancholy, the
inhuman and the superhuman that people choke down inside them, may also have
its roots in a verbal mildew. When words die the slow, quiet death of empty rep-
etition, when language is drained of blood, the self-evident truths with their own
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peculiar self-evidence have become deaf and dumb. The iron cage of serfdom is
thus not bureaucracy – that is, as it were, a naively realistic inversion in which
bureaucracy is glorified as creating language through its concept – but rather
bureaucratic thinking about bureaucracy, which sees itself as the only alternative.
That is where the weeping begins. The iron cage of serfdom is the thinking of the
iron cage of serfdom, with all its attributes of hopelessness, linearity and ration-
ality. If many of today’s central social and political concepts preserve dead reali-
ties, this is the reason for the dominant sense of déjà vu. We keep circling around
the past, because we lack the language to give meaning and structure to the new
reality that is overtaking us. 

TThhee  PPuubblliicc  WWeellffaarree  SSiilleennccee

Questions of style are key questions of the second modernity. Anyone who
wishes to create forcefields of action must break the spell of the ruling categories
and open up the old-rooted meaning of words, in order to adjust the suggestive
effect of language to the changed situation. Reformation of democracy pre-
supposes a reformation of the language of democracy.

This is not at all novel. Different epochs have different key concepts in which
the semantic transformations of the political can be read off. It is true that this
fundamental change in the meaning or evaluation of words takes place gradually
and almost unnoticeably for people alive at the time, but the alteration or even
replacement of contents and semantic rings is also an object of literary studies, a
result of classical texts and public debate about them.

Major shifts in ideology and political power are always accompanied by such
paradigmatic shifts in language usage – so much so that historians have begun
to map the former by charting the latter. The largely negative meaning that the
classical and early Christian periods gave to such terms as individual and
privacy was transformed during the Renaissance in a fashion that eventually
produced the Protestant Reformation and the ethics of commercial society.
Eighteenth-century capitalism effected a transvaluation of the traditional vocab-
ulary of virtue in a manner that put selfishness and avarice to work in the name
of public goods. . . The history of democracy itself is contained in the history of
the word democracy. . . Poverty was once a sign of moral weakness; now it is a
badge of environmental victimization. Crime once proceeded from original sin;
now it is an escape from poverty. States’ rights once bore the stigma of disho-
nor, then signified vigorous sectionalism, then was a code word for racism, and
has now become a byword for the new decentralized federalism. Busing was
once an instrument of equal educational opportunity; now it is a means of
destroying communities. The shifts in the meaning of these and a dozen other
keywords mirror fundamental national shifts in power and ideology. The clash
of competing visions – of social Darwinism versus collective responsibility and
political mutualism, of original sin and innate ideals versus environmentalism,
of anarchism versus collectivism – ultimately plays itself out on the field of
everyday language, and the winner in the daily struggle for meaning may
emerge as the winner in the clash of visions, with the future itself as the spoils
of victory.58

This revaluation of categories should not, however, be thought of as an arbi-
trary act. ‘To be bewildered and unable to write is not the same as surrealism.’59

In order to break the magic of words and reset their internal clocks, it is necessary
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to refashion in accordance with rules of one’s own the historical system of rules
from which the meanings proceeded. Language politics is mining labour. You
have to climb down into the massif of self-evidence, hollow it out and burrow
through it, be able to live and work under the ground, so that you can scratch up
something glittering until it eventually flashes and gleams like a polished ruby
that carries its power of persuasion inside itself. 

Much as the decline of the world can have its roots in gastric hyperacidity, the
fatalism of an epoch can have its origin in an extinct language. Wherever one
looks, the problems of the future are first and foremost problems of language,
problems of a language that is not equal to the impending challenges and the pos-
sibilities they open up. We think in categories of economic growth, yet we know
that this does not express the public interest but obscures the dangers to it.
Anyone who rejoices over economic growth is being hypocritical, and not only
privately but also publicly, because no one who is part of this world of ours can
suppress the fact that the indicators of economic growth are also indicators of col-
lective self-destruction. But a language which makes this public exists, if at all,
only as a language of minorities, not as one carried along by the whole society.
The newly minted phrase sustainable development is a step in the right direction,
although it presses into a verbal formula the very contradiction that has to be
resolved: development (economic growth) and sustainability (sparing of nature)!
How can they go together?

So long as this contradiction remains insoluble, we are faced in public space
with language forms of a poisoned commonwealth which hush up and therefore
maintain the poisoning. This must be said loud and clear, because the communi-
tarians seem to have stopped listening. There is no language of public welfare. No
group, and certainly not the political, economic and scientific elites, can claim the
right to speak the public welfare language for the future. But this means that the
power of language to create common ground is in danger. The crisis of commu-
nity which many find disturbing is a crisis of language and thought. For there is
no sign anywhere of public welfare visions that are capable of becoming part of
people’s real lives and gaining their consent. On all sides things are suppressed
or the old is conjured up again. The first necessity is to open up and invent the
language which will make it possible to remove the national limitations and the
progress fatalism of the first modernity and to pose and debate the issues of a
second global modernity in a dialogue of cultures. The further development of
democracy requires a worldwide opening of its languages to one another and to
the issues of ‘homogeneity’ in the single world. 

That language defines the horizon of modernity, is one of its basic insights and
convictions. What Nietzsche and Benn added was the will to power of language.
Is language power only a word indicating the empowerment of intellectuals, per-
haps a kind of professional ideology or disorder? Who would deny it!

But we should not neglect the fact that those who forge concepts to guide
people in their lives steer thought and action onto paths of self-evidence whose
effectiveness derives precisely from the lack of knowledge embodied in the self-
evident. The cosmopolitan reformation of modernity, which Kant already had in
mind, is also a reformation of the language of nation-state democracy. Its method
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might be ironically described as the method of ‘as if’: to construct sentences as if
the truth is contained in them; to bite into the word ‘apple’ so that the juice spurts
from it; to eat the printed menu; to be unable to put the word ‘disgusting’ in your
mouth, because the disgust would be unbearable; to scream pain; to switch on the
word ‘light’ because it is getting dark. ‘Reality – Europe’s demonic concept’,
wrote Gottfried Benn.60 But this unreal reality, alive and shapeable through lan-
guage, is now really the only true reality. 
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14

Zombie Categories:
Interview with Ulrich Beck

[This interview with Ulrich Beck was conducted in London by Jonathan
Rutherford on 3 February 1999.]
JR Your concept of individualization provides a convincing explanation
for what is happening in society – the transformation of work; the decline of
public authority and increasing personal isolation; a greater emphasis on indi-
viduality and self-reliance; the changing balance of power between men and
women; a redefinition of the relationship between men and women; a redefini-
tion of the relationship between private life and the public sphere; the emer-
gence of a culture of intimacy, informality and self-expression. You describe
it as the ‘disembedding of the ways of life of industrial society’ (class, family,
gender, nation) without re-embedding. Can you explain what you mean by
individualization?

UB There is a lot of misunderstanding about this concept of individuali-
zation. It does not mean individualism. It does not mean individuation – a term
used by depth psychologists to describe the process of becoming an autonomous
individual. And it has nothing to do with the market egoism of Thatcherism. That
is always a potential misunderstanding in Britain. Nor, lastly, does it mean emanci-
pation as Jurgen Habermas describes it.

Individualization is a concept which describes a structural, sociological trans-
formation of social institutions and the relationship of the individual to society.
It is not simply a phenomenon of the second half of the twentieth century. Earlier
historical phases of individualization occurred in the Renaissance, in the courtly
culture of the Middle Ages, in the inward asceticism of Protestantism, in the
emancipation of the peasants from feudal bondage and in the loosening of inter-
generational family ties in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
European modernity has freed people from historically inscribed roles. It has
undermined traditional securities such as religious faith, and simultaneously it
has created new forms of social commitment. I use the concept of individual-
ization to explore not just how people deal with these transformations in terms
of their identity and consciousness, but also how their life situations and
biographical patterns are changed.

Individualization liberates people from traditional roles and constraints in a
number of ways. First, individuals are removed from status-based classes.
Social classes have been detraditionalized. We can see this in the changes in
family structures, housing conditions, leisure activities, geographical distribu-
tion of populations, trade union and club membership, voting patterns etc.
Secondly, women are cut loose from their ‘status fate’ of compulsory house-
work and support by a husband. Industrial society has been dependent upon the



unequal positions of men and women, but modernity does not hesitate at the
front door of family life. The entire structure of family ties has come under
pressure from individualization and a new negotiated provisional family com-
posed of multiple relationships – a ‘post-family’ – is emerging. Thirdly, the
old forms of work routine and discipline are in decline with the emergence of
flexible work hours, pluralized underemployment and the decentralization of
work sites.

At the same time as this liberation or ‘disembedding’ occurs, new forms of rein-
tegration and control are created (‘re-embedding’). With the decline of class and
status groups the individual must become the agent of his or her own identity mak-
ing and livelihood. The individual, not his or her class, becomes the unit for the
reproduction of the social in his or her own lifeworld. Individuals have to develop
their own biography and organize it in relation to others. If you take as an example
family life under conditions of individualization, there is no given set of obligations
and opportunities, no way of organizing everyday work, the relationship between
men and women, and between parents and children, which can just be copied.

Alongside the freeing of individuals from traditional constraints, a new stan-
dardization occurs through the individual’s dependency upon the employment
market. This simultaneous individualization and standardization of our lives is
not simply a private experience. It is institutional and structural. The liberated
individual becomes dependent upon the labour market and because of that,
dependent on, for example, education, consumption, welfare state regulations and
support; possibilities and fashions in medical, psychological and pedagogical
care. Dependency upon the market extends into every area of life. As Simmel
noted, money individualizes, standardizes and globalizes.

The individual is removed from traditional commitments and support relation-
ships, but exchanges them for the constraints of existence in the labour market.
In spite of these new forms of constraint, individualized cultures foster a belief in
individual control – a desire for a ‘life of one’s own’. There is a paradox here. On
the one hand epochal changes are occurring – especially in the area of sexuality,
the law and education. On the other – except for sexuality – these changes exist
more in people’s consciousness, and on paper, than in behaviour and social condi-
tions. This historically created mixture of new consciousness and old conditions
sharpens in people’s minds the continuing and intensifying inequalities between
men and women, rich and poor.

JR What’s changing here, people or institutions?
UB I’m talking about zombie categories.
JR Zombie categories? Sociology and horror?
UB Because of individualization we are living with a lot of zombie cate-

gories which are dead and still alive.
JR Can you name some?
UB Yes. Family, class, neighbourhood.
JR Zombies are the living dead. Do you mean that these institutions are sim-

ply husks that people have abandoned?
UB I think people are more aware of the new realities than the institutions

are. But at the same time, if you look at the findings of empirical research, family
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is still extremely valued in a very classical sense. Sure there are huge problems
in family life, but each person thinks that he or she will solve all those problems
that their parents didn’t get right.

JR You write a lot about the family and relationships.
UB Yes. The family is a good example of a zombie category. Ask yourself

what actually is a family nowadays? What does it mean? Of course there are your
children, my children, our children. But even parenthood, the core of family life,
is beginning to disintegrate under conditions of divorce. Families can be constel-
lations of very different relationships. Take, for example, the way grandmothers
and grandfathers are being multiplied by divorce and remarriage. They get
included and excluded without any means of participating themselves in the deci-
sions of their sons and daughters. From the point of view of the grandchildren the
meaning of grandparents has to be determined by individual decisions and
choices. Individuals must choose who is my main father, my main mother and
who is my grandma and grandpa. We are getting into optional relationships inside
families which are very difficult to identify in an objective, empirical way
because they are a matter of subjective perspectives and decisions. And these can
change between life phases.

If you ask what is a household, the answer seemed quite straightforward ten or
20 years ago. Today there is no simple answer. It can be defined as a geographical
unit of one place, an economic unit in which individuals are economically sup-
ported and dependent upon one another, or a social unit of individuals who want to
live together. And of course these definitions can contradict one another. There is
also the dramatic increase in single households in the last 20 years. In cities like
London and Munich, more than 50 per cent of all households are single households
and it is a tendency which is increasing. But this category is not singular. There are
old widows, men after divorce, maybe before remarrying and you have single
households where people are living in quite close relations with others or not.

We are living with a rhetoric about the crisis in family life, but the family is
not the cause of the historical conflict between men and women, it is the surface
upon which this conflict becomes visible. Everything which strikes the family
from outside – for example the contradiction between the demands of the labour
market and the needs of relationships, the employment system, the law – is dis-
torted into the personal sphere. The tension in family life today is the fact that
equalization of men and women cannot be created in an institutional family struc-
ture which presupposed their inequality. In personal relationships conflicts are
initiated by the opening up of possibilities to choose: in conflicting needs over
careers, in the division of housework and child care. In making decisions people
become aware of the contrasts in the conditions of men and women. With the lack
of institutional solutions people are having to learn how to negotiate relationships
on the basis of equality. This is transforming what we mean by the family.

JR I want to ask you what you think has determined these changes. I ask
because you’ve tipped the conventional Marxist view that material conditions
determine people’s consciousness onto its head. You talk about how people’s
consciousness has changed but the institutions they live within, even their actual
practices, haven’t to the same extent.
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UB Yes, that’s true.
JR I accept that. I find it a paradox which is very interesting.
UB Let me pick up the question of this paradox. Marxist sociologists argue

that capitalist societies, despite the changes I mention, are relatively stable struc-
tures of social inequality. They point out that the differences between the groups
occupying the bottom, middle and top of society haven’t really changed. They
argue that this proves we are still living in a class society and that class remains
the dynamic of modern capitalism. I argue that the dynamism of the labour
market backed up by the welfare state has dissolved the social classes within
capitalism.

JR You’ve called this transformation of society, capitalism without class.
UB It is true that in Germany, patterns of social inequality have remained

relatively stable. Yet at the same time the living conditions of the population
since 1960 have changed dramatically – which has set in motion the diversifica-
tion and individualization of lifestyles and ways of life. This development is
related to the expansion of education, the increase of social security and wealth,
even the patterns of inequality. I want to think about these changes in terms of
democratization. I would make a distinction between political democratization,
social democratization related to the welfare state and what I would call cultural
democratization. Individualization relates to this third description. If you look
closely at the changes we are living through you find that principles of democracy
are being picked up and at least believed in, as principles for the organization
of everyday life and relationships. We are living under the preconditions of
internalized democracy: the belief in equality in relationships, in dialogue not
violence or the imposition of authority as the main element for reaching agree-
ment. The capitalist market of instrumental relations under the conditions of the
post-welfare state has produced something no one really imagined it would – an
individualization which is infused with ideas of cultural democratization.

The situation is different now in the late 1990s, but let us stick with the 1970s
and 1980s. I don’t think you can make sense of what has happened in all Western
European countries in terms of social movements, changes in family life, sexual-
ity and love, a growing interest in the politics of everyday life and more direct
forms of democracy, if you do not accept at least a part of this interpretation of
cultural democratization.

JR I agree with you broadly speaking. What seems to be crucial to your
analysis is this notion of culture – something which is not, as the more conven-
tional Marxism has argued, a determined activity but is rather a relatively
autonomous and transformative experience and activity in which human beings
act upon and create their material world. This Marxism would argue that against
the power of capital, cultural practices are relatively incidental and incapable of
producing the kind of ideological political blocs which could resist exploitation,
the globalization of capital, the commodification of society.

UB I would agree to some extent. First of all it is right that these changes
in the family are only one part of the picture of what is happening in modern
society. It is not the whole picture but I wouldn’t agree with the old mechani-
cal Marxist picture of capitalism which provides a too singular description of
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the way society is constructed and one which has to be understood as a natural
law. There is something more significant going on which this old type of
Marxist analysis cannot recognize. Over the last few hundred years we have
been living in modernity, an experience of industrialization, democratization
and modernization. We are now in a situation where this first modernity is
being transformed into a second modernity. The first modernity is based upon
a nation-state society, on given collective identities such as classes, families,
ethnicities. Central to it was the principle, if not the practice, of full employ-
ment, and a mode of production based on the exploitation of nature. This
modernity is being challenged by four developments. First of all by individual-
ization. Second, by globalization as an economic, sociological and cultural
phenomenon. Third, by underemployment or unemployment, not simply as the
consequence of government policy or a downturn in the economy, but as a
structural development which cannot be easily overcome. And fourth it is being
challenged by ecological crisis. In this second modernity, we are heading for
not only minor changes in, for example, personal relationships, but for a dif-
ferent form of capitalism, a new global order, a different type of everyday life.
We have to begin again by asking very basic questions about how we live, how
we can respond to these changes and how we can analyse them in sociological
terms.

JR In your books you talk about the global conflict between societies like
ours, which are entering a second modernity and those that are either in, or enter-
ing, their first modernity. Do you think there is a similar uneven development
within societies?

UB Of course. We shouldn’t simplify this process. There are very different
speeds of development and individualization in different societies or subcultures
and these are happening simultaneously. In the most developed countries you
find undeveloped areas.

JR And these different formations in society must each give rise to different
politics and values? I just wonder whether individualization is not describing
the culture of a metropolitan-educated elite, perhaps the emergence of a new
knowledge-based class?

UB No. I do think class is a zombie category. The discussion about indivi-
dualization got started in the early 1980s in Germany too, after I published an
article ‘Beyond status and class’. Why did I do this? In the late 1970s and 1980s
I had more and more trouble explaining class categories to my students. The con-
ventional Marxist analysis of class bore no relation to their own experience and
they could not make sense of it. I had to translate class to a more individualized
culture which was concerned with quite different basic questions. The students
did not think of themselves in an unconscious way as members of a class. Their
cultural self-perception was somehow different from the picture presented by a
class analysis of culture and society.

In Britain you still have a sociology which believes in the centrality of class as
an explanatory category. You find this even in the writings of Anthony Giddens.
Relativized yes, but still believing that we cannot say goodbye to the class category.
Maybe this is related to experiences in Britain which I am not aware of. But if
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you look at how a class-based sociology defines class categories, you find that it
depends upon what is going on in families and households. Empirical definitions
of class identity are founded on categories of household defined by either a male
head of household, or at least the leading person of the household. This is a com-
pletely fictitious way of defining class. No one can really say what a household
or a family is nowadays, not in economic or social terms.

Let me give you an example of how the individualization debate has been
picked up in Germany. First of all there has been very important research on the
individualization of the poor. This challenges the misunderstanding that indivi-
dualization is a matter for the rich. Research has shown that there is a much greater
degree of mobility in and out of poverty amongst a wide range of people and at
different periods of people’s lives. There is still, of course, an increasing number
of people who are poor in the long term. But in the middle there is a coming and
going. Because of individualization, there is a lack of political organization of the
poor. Capitalism without classes does not mean less inequality in the future, it
will mean more. The current idea of exclusion can only be properly understood
against the background of individualization or to be more precise atomization. It
creates institutional circumstances under which individuals are cut off from tra-
ditional securities, while at the same time losing access to the basic rights and
resources of modernity.

JR Are you using the term poverty in the sense of material deprivation to
describe something which is new? Perhaps it has to be redefined for this second
modernity?

UB Yes, I agree. Even poverty to some extent is a zombie category because
we don’t know what hides behind this term. This does not mean that these people
are not poor, but it does mean that we cannot predict by one indicator what kind
of life they lead and what kind of consciousness is going to develop out of this
condition.

It is very difficult to work in a rich empirical way with class categories. You
can only develop them on an objective income basis or on structures of work and
employment. You can’t relate them to how people live and think, eat, how they
dress, love, organize their lives and so on. If you are interested in.what is going
on in people’s minds and the ways of life they are leading, you have to get away
from the old categories. And if you want to know what this all means politically,
again you have to get away from objective class categories. Then you can draw a
picture of a differentiated society with different cultures of individualization and
different reactions to it. It is possible to identify a variety of not classes, but what
I will call collective life situations and each of these has a different political
meaning.

Such an analysis differs from the old class analysis by concentrating on
changes in everyday life. In the 1980s and early 1990s this analysis identified
between 30 per cent and 40 per cent of the population in Germany who were
interested in some form of experimental way of life and who were at the same
time highly political in a new sense. No one could understand this for quite a
while because they were not involved in any political party, not the liberals, the
SPD, the conservatives or the Greens, nor were they part of union membership.
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Nevertheless they were still active politically in a very direct way, both around
their personal relationships and around wider issues. It is these individualized
subpolitical cultures which helped to alter the political landscape of Germany.
Nobody expected it. They want an experimental politics to happen. They want
politics to adjust to the new realities they perceive.

JR You don’t think that this 30 or 40 per cent is the formation of a new class
category and consciousness?

UB No. If it is, you have to think of class in a different way.
JR I’m quite happy to. Your work reminds me of the humanist, cultural

Marxism of E. P. Thompson, which describes how working people organized
around the shared experience of exploitation and created their own class cultures
and a class consciousness. It seems absolutely right that class cultures and con-
sciousness under different conditions will change or disappear. What takes their
place?

UB I think it relates to this tradition of cultural Marxism quite well – at least
in terms of the importance of what people think and believe, and how they organ-
ize their lives. But there is one big difference which we probably have to debate
about – the need to acknowledge the individual as the basic unit of democracy,
the republic and political organization. All old class conceptions and politics pre-
supposed that the individual and individualization were a basic illusion which had
to be overcome in order to rebuild collective identities, to organize political life
and to represent the individual in political democracy. I think this is a basic mis-
take. Just the opposite is necessary. Political parties nowadays have to recognize
and acknowledge individualization, not as something to overcome, but as a new
form of cultural democratization and self-consciousness of society. A new form
of society in which politics is related to individual freedom, and the political free-
doms and rights of groups in their everyday life. If political parties fail to under-
stand this situation and always try to go back to a given collectivity or class, they
will completely misunderstand the political forces and ideas of this society. The
basic mistake of communitarianism is to react to individualization. It is ‘reac-
tionary’ in its attempt to recuperate the old values of family, neighbourhood,
religion and social identity, which are just not pictures of reality anymore.

JR There are residues of class identity and discrimination in British society
which remain immensely powerful. I wonder whether this emergence of a second
modernity could ever break away entirely from the institutions and categories of
the first modernity. The psychological residues of class identity provide people
with a personal history, a way of making sense of their own life experience or at
least the experience of their parents. I’d extend this to the level of a society’s per-
ception of itself. Even if we now aspire to leave our class, it still remains as some-
thing which defines where we came from. It still appears to hold water in terms
of defining the unequal distribution of educational opportunities and social and
cultural capital.

UB Of course there are different situations in different countries. I am aware
of Britain being a more everyday class-bound society than for example Germany.
Again it is different in France. In the second modernity there are new powerful,
transnational actors changing the social and political landscapes. There will
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be winners and losers, so maybe we will need redefined class categories to
understand the relationships and dynamics of a cosmopolitan society. But a
society and politics which only reacts to globalization and individualization and
which tries to reactivate old values, is failing to understand the process of ‘reflex-
ive modernization’ and the historical changes we are living through.

JR Do you think it’s simply about political parties not understanding? Surely
they can’t do anything. They are first-modernity institutions trying to grapple
with a landscape beyond their language.

UB Yes. Take the example of full employment, which is a zombie category.
We are living with two models of employment. One is the welfare, post-war
model of full employment, characterized by very low unemployment, a male
family wage-earner, normal, usually secure work contracts, the idea of a career
for the middle classes, a job for life. The other model is what we could call frag-
ile or flexible employment – which means flexitime, part-time work, short-term
contracts, people juggling different types of work at the same time. This second
category of fragile employment is increasing rapidly in developed countries
worldwide. We don’t have the categories to describe it. Politics, and governments
in Britain, Germany and France, are reacting to this pluralization and flexibiliza-
tion of work – even in relation to the most advanced areas of the information eco-
nomy – by trying to enforce the full employment principle. It is one example of an
outmoded politics trying to engage with the new conditions of individualization.

JR You describe an emerging society in which family and personal life has
become individualized, employment has become less secure and more frag-
mented and the political system appears to be incapable of engaging with these
processes. Is representative liberal democracy one of your zombie categories?

UB This is a very difficult question to answer. I think we need to democra-
tize democracy. For Germany our admission ticket to the democratic age lies with
Immanuel Kant, who took it upon himself to label parliamentary democracy
‘despotic’. Representative democracy contradicts the self-determination of the
individual. It is founded upon the rule of the common will against the individual
which, as Kant says, is a contradiction of the general will with itself. The alter-
native to national majority democracy is what I call a cosmopolitan republican-
ism. By this I mean the revaluation of the local and the self-responsibility of civil
society – an active society where political processes are not simply organized in
parliament and in the government but at a local and everyday level of the citizen.
Civil society is in poor repute amongst politicians because it does not meet their
standards of efficiency. The technocratic plastic speech of so many politicians is
a cancer on democratic culture. Politics cannot be simply rational. Efficient solu-
tions to problems are important, but so is passion. Politics has to be about emotional
life. It is about the ability to listen, justice, interests, trust, identities and conflict
when necessary; these involve more than a belief in some optimal path. We need
a society which is not simply centred on work but is willing to finance, by for
example a citizen’s income and work, those forms of self-organization and experi-
mental life forms which are already going on. Such a democraticization of
democracy also needs to happen on a transnational level. We need a European
civil rights movement which, with regard to foreigners, brings Europe’s political
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identity into focus and helps develop it further. The more successful the Euro
becomes, the more urgent is the question of Europe’s soul and the need to demo-
cratize the Union.

JR Who are the enemies of this process of democratization?
UB Individualization doesn’t automatically mean that people want to live

as individuals and relate to one another as individuals. It could mean a new form
of reflexive fundamentalism as well, which attempts to redefine collective iden-
tities – nationalism for example – and use them to resist or attack this process of
individualization.

JR Do you see where this might be happening?
UB If you look back at history, Hannah Arendt explained German fascism as

a reaction to an earlier phase of individualization (or again, more accurately, the
atomization of society). A picture book example of creating a collective identity
by politics. I am not saying this is being repeated today, but there is a fundamen-
talist reaction to individualization in all parties and social groups which may
become a more open conflict in the future. There will be resistance in the second
modernity to individualization and to the way globalization deterritorializes
national cultures. It will come in particular from religious movements, the revival
of ethnicity and counter-modern movements, paradoxically using the information
technology of the second modernity to organize themselves globally.

JR You say in your writing that we are living in a crisis of freedom and
choice.

UB Yes.
JR The second modernity seems to be founded upon freedom, choice, the

individual, an existential uncertainty – and it is this last one that people draw back
from and seek those old collective identities and certainties.

UB Yes, of course, you have to see this in the institutional context of the wel-
fare state, the nation-state and a work-oriented society. There is not a simple
choice between the new and the old. For example, in Germany the politicization
of the ecological crisis is part of individualization and the second modernity. And
yet out of this there is the possibility of a reflexive ecological fundamentalism as
a reaction to this new culture of freedom.

JR What comes to mind in the relationship of the first modernity to the
emerging second modernity is an antagonism between a large majority of the
world’s poor who might adopt a fundamentalist view of the world and a liberal
minority of the rich societies. An antagonism which would also exist within the
rich societies. I’m thinking about Islam both in Europe and in Britain where there
are certain strands which mobilize fundamentalist interpretations of Islam to
articulate an anti-imperialist politics and the grievances of Moslems against
racism and injustice. The Islamic tradition of religion as central to everyday life
and as a source of political expression poses a challenge to the secular pluralism
of the second modernity.

UB Yes, indeed, this is one of the plausible future scenarios.
JR Second modernity against the first modernity. Privileged against the poor?
UB No, I wouldn’t agree to just opposing first modernity to second modern-

ity. It isn’t that easy. The experimental cultures I speak about are not universal,
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but a part of European culture. There are what I will call ‘divergent modernities’
and ‘contextual universalisms’ in Asia, Africa, South America to be recognized
as well. This means we cannot think about societies as we did before, as existing
within the container of the nation-state with clear boundaries and relationships to
others. We have to think globally. People are no longer living even simply local
cultures any more. The poor population, even in a worldwide perspective, is
changing. The meaning of being poor is changing. In the first modernity, poverty
as Marx said, was determined by class or group access to the labour market. The
situation today is dramatically different because nobody needs the poor anymore.
Capitalism is creating joblessness and excluding swathes of populations. The
second modernity is not simply a positive development. We in Western Europe
are highly individualized but at the same time we are confronted – in a world
which doesn’t have the same borders any more – with people who are excluded
and yet still living inside our lives. They are excluded but a part of our life. We
have to relate to them. There are really dramatic challenges coming up. We have
to rethink society in a cosmopolitan order, redefining the essential notions of jus-
tice and solidarity. At the moment, most of the philosophical debate is preoccu-
pied by the assumption of the national container model of society and its
self-definitions of community, justice and democracy.

JR Going back to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when society was
radically changing with the emergence of capitalism and the first modernity,
there existed a similar preoccupation with the self and with individual values and
ethics. What do you think will be the values and ethics which emerge in this
second modernity and which will lay the foundations for a different kind of
politics?

UB They will not be the ethics from those periods of early individualization.
The late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries witnessed the emergence of
subjectivity and romanticism in everyday life. It was a dramatization of romantic
love which created not only an individual biography, but also a moral and emo-
tional complex that helped to create the couple and their history, as opposed to
society. If you look at the cultural artifacts of the time – love letters and diaries –
you are persuaded how people invented themselves and their relationships
through love. The secular religion of love was invented at this time. You will also
discover in these same love letters the invention of divorce as well. Today both
romantic love and divorce have become ordinary and democratized.

The first impression one might have of individualized subcultures today is that
they are similarly centred on the dramatization of their own egos. But research by
Robert Wuthnow, a US sociologist of religion, has challenged the idea that we are
living in a ‘selfish society’. His study showed that for 75 per cent of the American
population, solidarity, helpfulness and concern for the general welfare are as impor-
tant as self-actualization, professional success and expansion of personal freedom.
Individualized cultures do develop their own altruistic ethics. Being an individual
does not exclude caring about others. In fact, living in a highly individualized
culture means you have to be socially sensible and be able to relate to others and to
obligate yourself, in order to manage and to organize your everyday life. In the old
value system the ego always had to be subordinated to patterns of the collective.
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A new ethics will establish a sense of ‘we’ that is like a co-operative or altruistic
individualism. Thinking of oneself and living for others at the same time, once con-
sidered a contradiction in terms, is revealed as an internal, substantive connection.

JR And are you willing to give up for others?
UB Yes, willing to give up and having a lot of dilemmas and paradoxes about

it. Let’s think about it on the level of personal relationships. On the one hand, you
want someone who will always support you in your own development. On the
other, you have to support their own development if they are to support yours.
More than this, you have to acknowledge the other’s freedom and also his or her
need to be loved. This is the dilemma: you must allow your beloved to be free,
but in wanting them to love you, you restrict their freedom. Each partner wants
his or her freedom and at the same time to be chained in the hands of the beloved.
Out of the struggle with this dilemma between love and freedom a new ethics will
emerge about the importance of individuation and obligation to others. No one
has the answer as to how this will work.

JR This is the business of growing up as children, learning the give and take
of life, learning to be with others, reconciling our desire for autonomy with our
need for dependence on others. Always that negotiation. Is this the ethical expe-
rience out of which a new politics will emerge?

UB Yes. We have to understand that individualization presupposes a con-
science and a reflexive process of socialization and intersubjectivity. You have to
construct and invent your intersubjectivity in order to be an individual. But it is
not a Robinson Crusoe society where everyone is for himself. It’s the opposite. It
is in the everyday experiments in living that we will find out about a new ethics
that combines personal freedom with engagement with others and even engage-
ment on a transnational basis. I think we are living in a highly moral world
despite what the cultural pessimists try to tell us. But it is not a world of fixed
obligations and values. Rather, it is one which is trying to find out how to com-
bine individualization with obligations to others, even on a global scale.

JR Does this ethical impulse have a political expression?
UB It does.
JR Where?
UB First of all, on a subpolitical level where changes in attitudes do not

amount to an inflation of material demands for more income, more consumption,
more career. At the centre of the new ethics is the idea of the quality of life. What
does this imply? For one thing, control over a person’s ‘own time’ is valued more
highly than more income or more career success. So, for example, providing there
are basic securities, a lack of waged work means time affluence. Time is the key
which opens the door to the treasures promised by the age of self-determined life:
dialogue, friendship, being on one’s own, compassion, fun, subpolitical commit-
ment. In some ways this marks a shift away from the struggle for the distribution
of material goods which still dominates public politics, toward a demand for the
distribution of scarce immaterial resources which cannot be expressed in the
exchange of money. I’m thinking of rest, leisure, self-determined commitments
and forms of working, relationships, family life. Of course, these are the values
of a self-oriented culture which is sensitive to ecological concerns.
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An ethics of everyday life is developing its own subpolitics, which is often
very local and concrete and which politicians don’t recognize because they don’t
know the cultural nerve systems of these individualized cultures. It is an ‘antipoli-
tics’. We are witnessing today an actively unpolitical younger generation which
has taken the life out of the political institutions and is turning them into zombie
categories. This Western variant of antipolitics opens up the opportunity to enjoy
one’s own life and supplements this with a self-organized concern for others
that has broken free from large institutions. It is organized around food, the body,
sexuality, identity and in defence of the political freedom of these cultures against
intervention from outside. If you look at these cultures closely, what seems to be
unpolitical becomes politicized.

JR Your vision of a positive outcome to an individualized society relies upon
there being a moral impulse. I can see an alternative to this optimism here in
Britain as we have moved away from the European model of social democracy
toward the American model of a flexible, deregulated market economy. A more
libertarian culture certainly, but one in which the poor and excluded and those
needing support and help (and.that means all of us at some time in our lives) are
left to flounder alone. If the market is left to distribute freedoms in the way it dis-
tributes wealth then we’re in deep trouble. There will be none of the social demo-
cratic institutions created in the first modernity left to defend people.

UB This is very true. Arguing for the centrality of risk to understand the
dynamics of our time, I am aware of the dark sides of individualization and globali-
zation as well. But I can’t help feeling bored by the habit of concentrating on the
catastrophes ahead. It doesn’t challenge us to think. How do we know that every-
thing is getting worse? Neither the pessimist nor the optimist can foresee the
future. It is very difficult and therefore intellectually challenging to open up a
mode of thinking and acting for realistic utopian opportunities. Maybe I under-
estimate the threats of the second modernity, because I am still very much
connected to the continental political movements of the 1970s and 1980s.

JR I like that. It gives your work an optimism and hope for the future.

[The full version of this interview was published in Jonathan Rutherford (ed.)
(2000) Art of Life. London: Lawrence & Wishart.]

Published here by kind permission of Ulrich Beck and Jonathan Rutherford.
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