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The Therapeutic Cultur e 

In th e cit y o f Washington , D.C. , on e walk s int o a  federa l 
district cour t an d finds a  judg e wit h microphon e i n hand , roamin g th e 
floor o f th e courtroo m rathe r tha n sittin g behin d he r bench . Lik e a 
therapist o r socia l worker , sh e ask s persona l question s o f th e offender s 
turned "clients " befor e he r an d encourage s the m i n thei r battle s agains t 
drug dependenc y an d othe r crimina l behaviors . I n th e sam e city , th e 
mayor ha s publicl y aligne d cit y goal s wit h th e goal s o f recovery . Regu -
larly sprinklin g hi s rhetori c wit h th e languag e o f therapy , Mario n Barr y 
advocates a  citywid e "transformation " an d "rejuvenation. " Afte r all , 
Washington's mayo r claims , "we , too , nee d recover y a s a  city , don' t 
we?" 

Appeals t o therapeuti c theme s ar e no t limite d t o th e loca l level . 
Just outsid e th e Washingto n beltway , Presiden t Bil l Clinto n bega n hi s 
presidency i n 199 3 wit h a  Cam p Davi d gatherin g o f cabine t member s 
and therapeuti c facilitators . Participant s "shared " intimate—an d i n 
some cases , embarrassing—aspect s o f thei r pas t live s i n a n effor t t o 
build trus t an d carin g relationships . Similarly , i n on e o f hi s first  act s a s 
Speaker o f th e House , Newt Gingric h employe d th e service s o f a  corpo -
rate psychologis t t o hel p Republican s spea k i n a  languag e tha t woul d 
resonate with the citizenry . 

These example s o f governmen t adoptio n o f th e ideas , practices , an d 
language o f th e therapeuti c enterpris e i n th e nation' s capita l rais e th e 
question o f whethe r th e dallianc e betwee n th e America n politica l orde r 
and th e therapeuti c cultura l etho s i s a phenomenon o f mor e widesprea d 
proportions. I n othe r words , ha s th e cultura l impuls e tha t Phili p Rief f 
called th e "triump h o f th e therapeutic " begu n t o institutionaliz e itsel f 
into th e variou s function s o f th e politica l order ? Throug h investigation s 
of variou s dimension s o f th e moder n America n state , this boo k assesse s 
on a  comprehensiv e level , th e exten t t o whic h th e therapeuti c cultura l 
orientation ha s become a  dominant featur e o f the American state . 

1 
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Before turning to theoretical argument s abou t th e state and to investi -
gations into different arena s of state activity , let me first make clear wha t 
I mea n b y th e cultura l phenomeno n o f th e therapeuti c ethos . Whe n I 
speak o f the therapeutic perspective, I am referring no t to the psychoana -
lytic emphasi s withi n th e disciplin e o f psycholog y o r t o specifi c psycho -
logical o r counselin g enterprise s pe r s e bu t t o a  mor e widespread , cul -
tural etho s o r syste m o f mora l understanding . T o b e sure , i t ca n b e 
traced bac k t o a  psychoanalytic fram e o f reference, bu t i t has spilled ou t 
into the culture more broadly . As Peter Berge r explains , "Psychoanalysi s 
has becom e a  cultura l phenomenon , a  way o f understandin g th e natur e 
of ma n an d a n orderin g o f huma n experienc e o n th e basi s o f thi s 
understanding."1 

In othe r words , th e therapeuti c perspectiv e ha s becom e a  taken-for -
granted par t o f everyda y life . I t provide s cultur e wit h a  se t o f symbol s 
and code s tha t determin e th e boundarie s o f mora l life . Th e cultura l 
manifestation o f th e therapeuti c ethos , analyze d a s i t ha s bee n b y a 
number o f socia l scientist s an d cultura l critics , ha s bee n variousl y de -
scribed a s "th e psychologica l society," 2 "th e therapeuti c culture," 3 "th e 
triumph o f th e therapeutic," 4 "th e cultur e o f narcissism," 5 "th e shrink -
ing of America," 6 "th e therapeutic attitude, " 7 "th e fal l o f public man," 8 

and "th e ris e o f selfishnes s i n America." 9 On e ca n deriv e fro m thi s 
literature severa l majo r definin g feature s o f th e therapeuti c ethos . I 
review thes e her e no t t o leve l ye t anothe r jeremia d agains t America' s 
therapeutic cultur e bu t t o delineate , withi n specifi c heuristi c categories , 
the symboli c referenc e point s o f thi s cultura l system . Thi s i s th e neces -
sary first  ste p t o prepar e fo r a n analysi s o f th e exten t t o whic h th e 
therapeutic etho s has penetrated th e modern America n state . 

The Emancipated  Self 

First, an d perhap s mos t important , th e therapeuti c ethos , unlik e tradi -
tional mora l orders , is at its heart self-referential . A s I discuss in the nex t 
chapter, th e condition s o f industrialize d capitalis m effectivel y under -
mined olde r form s o f mora l authority . Consequently , th e individua l ha s 
been lef t t o himsel f o r hersel f t o establish standard s o f mora l interpreta -
tion. Wher e olde r mora l order s looke d t o a  transcenden t being , t o a 
covenantal community , to natural law , or to divine reason to provide th e 
substantive basi s fo r culture' s mora l boundaries , th e therapeuti c etho s 
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establishes th e sel f a s th e ultimat e objec t o f allegiance . Th e sel f ha s 
become, a s Danie l Bel l contends , "th e touchston e o f cultura l judg -
ment."10 

As such , cultura l understanding s o f th e sel f hav e bee n significantl y 
transformed. Wher e onc e th e sel f wa s t o b e brough t int o conformit y 
with th e standard s o f externall y derive d authoritie s an d socia l institu -
tions, it now is compelled t o look within . Alasdai r Maclntyr e character -
izes the situation i n this way: "I cannot genuinel y appea l t o impersona l 
criteria, fo r ther e ar e n o impersona l criteria." 11 I n othe r words , th e 
contemporary cultura l condition i s such that externally derive d points of 
moral referenc e ar e no t availabl e t o individual s a s the y onc e were . 
Instead, cultura l standard s fo r judgment , guidepost s fo r actions , under -
standings o f oneself, and the tools fo r navigating throug h socia l lif e are 
likely to be rooted i n the self. 

This cultural understanding o f the self departs from pas t cosmologies , 
which calle d fo r the denial o f sel f i n deference t o the authority o f socia l 
institutions an d code s o f mora l understandin g existin g outsid e o f th e 
self. Sigmund Freud, in contrast, supplied the analytical tools to conceive 
of th e sel f a s independen t o f (thoug h i n conflic t with ) thes e formerl y 
binding mora l orders . 

Contemporary understanding s o f the self, however, depar t eve n fro m 
Freudian psychoanalysi s i n the way that i t was conceived b y its founder . 
Providing the mechanisms whereby the self could mediate agains t societ y 
rather than overturn it , Freud did not discount the need for socialization . 
The new psychologies o f the self—the wor k o f Car l Rogers , in particu -
lar—take a  mor e negativ e vie w o f th e socia l world . Wher e Freudia n 
psychoanalysis i s essentiall y a  therap y o f adaptation , Rogeria n client -
centered therap y i s on e o f liberation. 12 Th e forme r view s a  bindin g 
culture, oppressiv e thoug h i t ma y be , a s somethin g th e impulse s o f 
the sel f mus t struggl e against . Th e latte r advocate s th e replacement o f 
traditional cultur e wit h a  cultur e dominate d b y impulses . N o longe r i s 
society somethin g th e sel f mus t adjus t to ; it i s now somethin g th e sel f 
must b e liberated from . A s Bell explains, "Wher e the earlier intentio n of 
psychoanalysis wa s t o enabl e th e patien t t o achiev e self-insigh t an d 
thereby redirect his life—an ai m inseparable fro m a  moral context—th e 
newer therapie s are entirely instrumenta l an d psychologistic; their aim is 
to 'free ' th e person fro m inhibition s an d restraints." 13 Wher e onc e the 
self wa s to be surrendered, denied , sacrificed , an d died to , now the self 
is to be esteemed, actualized , affirmed , an d unfettered . 
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Arguably, thi s concep t o f the self has its roots i n the romantic strain s 
of th e French Enlightenment . I t may have bee n Jean-Jacque s Roussea u 
who firs t articulate d th e notio n tha t ha s becom e s o popula r i n th e 
contemporary context , wha t he called amour  de  soi-meme—or a s it has 
been translated int o English , "self-esteem. " Accordin g to Rousseau, self -
esteem i s a natural dispositio n that , alon g with th e natural sentimen t of 
compassion, produce s virtu e i n th e individua l an d contribute s t o th e 
preservation o f the society.14 

The Rogeria n conceptio n o f the self likewis e see s the self a s naturally 
inclined toward goo d (o r as Rogers liked to say, as naturally ben t towar d 
becoming trustworthy , constructive , an d responsible) . Roger s himsel f 
recognized ho w thi s understandin g o f th e sel f wa s a  departur e no t 
only fro m traditiona l religiou s view s o f th e sel f bu t fro m a  Freudia n 
psychoanalytic perspectiv e a s well . Wher e Freudia n therap y sough t t o 
hold i n chec k th e untame d force s o f th e id , Roger s believe d tha t "th e 
innermost cor e of man's nature , the deepest layer s of his personality, the 
base of his 'animal nature, ' i s positive in nature—is basicall y socialized , 
forward-moving, rationa l an d realistic."15 

It i s thi s vie w o f th e self—th e liberate d rathe r tha n th e adaptive — 
that i s increasingly eviden t i n contemporary America n culture . I t is not 
surprising tha t wit h suc h a  cultura l understandin g o f th e self , mor e 
attention i s pai d t o th e self . Whe n th e individual' s basi c natur e wa s 
viewed a s les s tha n naturall y virtuous , effort s t o realize , esteem , an d 
analyze th e sel f woul d understandabl y hav e bee n les s popular . Wh y 
would on e want t o b e so familia r wit h tha t whic h wa s considered evi l 
by nature ? If , however , virtu e o r responsibilit y rest s i n th e natura l 
goodness o f th e self , the n a  greate r preoccupatio n wit h th e sel f make s 
perfect sense . 

This, generall y speaking , i s wha t w e se e happenin g i n moder n 
America. Socia l institution s n o longe r bin d an d determin e th e sel f a s 
they onc e did . Mor e an d mor e area s o f lif e (vocation , beliefs , sexua l 
identity, etc. ) ar e no w area s o f choice , determine d b y th e individua l 
self. Th e therapeutic etho s i s thus characterize d b y a  conspicuou s self -
referencing. 

It i s onl y i n thi s contex t tha t a  magazin e calle d Self  coul d flourish. 
Self magazine , first  publishe d i n 1979 , now ha s a  tota l circulatio n o f 
more tha n 1,250,00 0 readers. 16 Anothe r indicato r o f th e cultura l ab -
sorption wit h sel f i s th e numbe r o f book s publishe d o n th e topic . I n 



The Therapeutic  Culture  |  5 

1994, mor e tha n 72 0 book s i n prin t ha d title s tha t bega n wit h th e 
word self.  There wer e 61 9 book s unde r th e subjec t headin g "self-hel p 
technique," 36 5 under th e heading "self-esteem, " 29 2 under "self-actu -
alization," an d 12 6 under "self-realization. " I n total , th e subjects o f a t 
least 2,42 1 books i n print ha d something t o do with th e self.17 This is a 
fairly substantia l increas e ove r th e 197 8 level , whe n onl y 20 9 title s 
began with the word self,  and the 1950 level when a mere 35 titles bega n 
with the word self. 18 

Observers of America's increasingly therapeutic society have variously 
depicted th e self i n the contemporary contex t a s the "imperia l self, " the 
"saturated self, " th e "unencumbere d self, " th e "emotivis t self, " an d the 
"authentic self." 19 The self has moved to a more centra l plac e in Ameri-
can culture . I n short , a s Phili p Rief f observes , "th e bes t spirit s o f the 
twentieth centur y hav e thu s expresse d thei r convictio n tha t th e origina l 
innocence, which to earlier period s was a sinful conceit , the new center, 
which can be held even as communities disintegrate , is the self." 20 

The Emotivist  Ethic 

With th e viability o f externa l referenc e point s increasingl y undermine d 
and the emergence o f the self a s the "new center" o f the social world , i t 
becomes clea r wh y anothe r featur e o f th e therapeuti c etho s ha s ap -
peared. I f on e i s discourage d fro m appealin g t o religiou s symbol s o r 
even t o divin e reaso n i n the classica l sense , on e is lef t wit h one' s ow n 
feelings. Thi s emphasi s o n emotions , o r wha t Alasdai r Maclntyr e call s 
the "ethi c of emotivism," has become an important trai t of the therapeu-
tic culture. The emotivist motif i s also salient to contemporary lif e in that 
it represents a "high-touch" departur e from th e "high-tech" harshnes s of 
the instrumentally oriente d publi c sphere . 

In a  certai n sense , then , th e emphasi s o n emotion s appear s t o b e a 
reaction agains t the highly impersona l natur e o f bureaucratized moder n 
structures. Yet it is probably mor e accurat e t o characterize th e rational -
ization of the modern world a s the necessary foundation fo r or precursor 
to the emergence of therapeutic emotivism . As Richard Sennet t observes , 
"The celebratio n o f objectivit y an d hardheaded commitmen t t o fac t s o 
prominent a  centur y ago , all in the name o f Science , wa s in realit y a n 
unwitting preparatio n fo r th e present er a of subjectivity." 21 Th e objec -
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tivity of the industrialized worl d undermine d th e authority o f traditiona l 
moralities, preparin g th e cultura l soi l fo r a  mor e widesprea d concer n 
with emotions . 

Thus, though the therapeutic ethos (an d the emotivist ethic in particu-
lar) represent s a n attemp t t o brea k ou t o f th e Weberia n "iro n cage " — 
out o f the alienating existence o f lif e in the machine—it doe s so withou t 
referencing bac k t o traditiona l cultura l system s and withou t challengin g 
the fundamental structur e o f the capitalist order . Lif e in the machine ha s 
made appeals to these older systems of meaning increasingly implausible . 
Instead, th e individua l i s encouraged t o escap e fro m withi n an d t o refe r 
to th e languag e o f emotions . Th e emotivis t motif , then , i s th e "dictu m 
that trut h i s grasped throug h sentimen t o r feeling , rathe r tha n throug h 
rational judgmen t o r abstrac t reasoning." 22 I t encourage s a  particula r 
ontology tha t replace s th e Cartesia n maxi m " I think , therefor e I  am " 
with th e emotiv e " I feel , therefor e I  am." Thi s emotivis t understandin g 
of the self shapes the way in which individual s participate an d communi -
cate in societal life . In the contemporary context , a s Jean Bethke Elshtai n 
observes, "al l point s see m t o revolv e aroun d th e individual' s subjectiv e 
feelings—whether o f frustration , anxiety , stress , fulfillment . Th e citize n 
recedes; the therapeutic sel f prevails." 23 

One featur e o f thi s societa l concern wit h the place of emotions i s tha t 
these feelings , onc e identified , ar e t o b e expresse d openly . Whe n thi s i s 
done correctly , emotion s ar e reveale d withou t constrain t o r discrimina -
tion. A s Edwi n Schu r writes , "Ever y emotio n ha s value. . .  . W e mus t 
recognize al l feelings , expres s them , ope n the m u p t o th e peopl e aroun d 
us."2 4 Increasingly , thi s i s ho w American s communicate . A s earl y a s 
1975, Thoma s Cottl e observe d tha t "ou r entir e societ y seem s t o b e 
leaning toward mor e and more divulging and exposing , and les s and les s 
confidentiality an d withholding." 25 T o fai l t o expres s i s to b e i n denia l 
or t o b e dishonest . I n this sense , the very notion o f honest y i s redefined , 
because th e basi s fo r honest y become s one' s willingnes s t o b e i n touc h 
with an d t o expres s one' s feelings . I t i s no t honest y i n th e sens e o f 
truthfulness t o a n objectivel y measure d empirica l realit y o r t o a n exter -
nal worl d view tha t enjoin s th e individua l t o hol d certai n thing s a s tru e 
and adjus t hi s o r he r behavio r accordingly ; no r i s i t th e honest y o f 
intellectual deferenc e t o reaso n o r even , i n som e instances , t o conven -
tional protocol . I t i s honest y define d b y th e ope n communicatio n o f 
one's feelings . 

This understandin g o f honest y parallel s th e cultura l shif t fro m 
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"honor" t o "dignity " tha t Pete r Berge r talk s abou t an d the movemen t 
from "sincerity " t o "authenticity " tha t Lione l Trillin g discusses. 26 The 
true o r rea l perso n i s the one who begin s wit h th e self , a s oppose d t o 
social institution s outsid e th e self , an d "honestly " an d "authentically " 
emotes hi s o r he r inne r tide s outward . I n th e contemporar y context , 
emotions serv e as a new barometer fo r making decisions , for relating to 
others, an d fo r understandin g oneself . I n short , a s Maclntyr e argues , 
"emotivism ha s become embodie d i n our culture. . .  . We live i n a  spe -
cifically emotivis t culture." 27 Thi s i s no t t o sa y tha t al l American s o r 
even a  majorit y o f American s appea l primaril y t o thei r emotion s t o 
determine ho w they shoul d functio n withi n society . Bu t it is to say that 
the socia l condition s increasingl y militat e agains t othe r form s o f mora l 
referencing an d self-understanding . 

A New  Priestly  Class 

A third majo r featur e o f the therapeutic etho s is the emergence of a new 
elite in the psychologically define d mora l universe . Once religious leader s 
operated wit h considerabl e "occupationa l prestige " an d respect i n soci-
ety; bu t thei r rol e ha s decline d alon g wit h th e cultura l system s the y 
represent. A s Rieff explains , "Th e professionally religiou s custodian s of 
the ol d moral demand s ar e no longer authoritative." 28 Replacin g the m 
are th e psychiatrist s an d psychologist s o f th e therapeuti c ethic . Thes e 
are th e one s wh o understand an d can deciphe r th e emotivis t languag e 
emanating fro m th e authoritativ e self . Replacin g th e "pastor s o f th e 
older dispensation, " th e psychoanalyst ha s assumed "th e role of a 'secu -
lar spiritua l guide'." 29 

Bernie Zilbergeld , Elle n Herman , an d other s hav e documente d th e 
growth o f thi s ne w "priestly " class , revealin g th e substantia l aggregat e 
influence o f psycholog y o n society . Fo r example , betwee n 196 8 an d 
1983 the number o f clinical psychologist s in America mor e tha n tripled , 
from twelv e thousan d t o ove r fort y thousand. 30 Th e number o f clinica l 
social worker s likewise , gre w fro m twenty-fiv e thousan d i n 197 0 t o 
eighty thousand i n 1990. 31 In all, by 1986 there were 253,000 psycholo -
gists employe d i n the United States , mor e tha n one-fift h o f who m hel d 
doctoral degrees. 32 The National Scienc e Foundatio n projecte d i n 1986 
that civilia n employmen t i n psychology woul d increas e betwee n 2 7 and 
39 percen t b y the yea r 200 0 a  growt h rat e approximatel y fourtee n t o 
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fifteen percentag e point s highe r tha n tha t forecas t fo r al l othe r occupa -
tions.33 Americ a ha s mor e psychiatrist s tha n an y othe r countr y i n th e 
world. In 198 3 ther e were an estimated ninet y thousand license d psychi -
atrists in the entire world; one-third o f them were in America. 34 

Between 196 5 and 1981 , the number o f annually conferred doctorate s 
in psychology mor e tha n triple d whil e the number conferre d i n al l fields 
only doubled. 35 I n 198 6 ther e wer e 13 3 mor e doctorate s i n psycholog y 
alone than i n al l the othe r America n socia l sciences combined. Likewise , 
in 199 3 mor e bachelo r degree s wer e awarde d i n psycholog y tha n i n al l 
other socia l science fields and i n most othe r natura l scienc e disciplines a s 
well.36 Membershi p i n th e America n Psychologica l Associatio n gre w 
from 2,73 9 i n 194 0 t o 30,83 9 i n 197 0 an d t o ove r 75,00 0 i n 1993. 37 I t 
has been estimated tha t som e eighty million Americans have now sough t 
help fro m therapists , wit h a  recen t averag e o f aroun d te n millio n pe r 
year doing so.38 Furthermore, the number o f new books published annu -
ally i n th e are a o f psycholog y triple d betwee n i96 0 an d 1980 . Thi s 
rate o f increas e wa s highe r tha n tha t i n th e boo k publishin g industr y 
generally.39 Ove r 325,00 0 copie s o f Psychology  Today,  a  magazine tha t 
began publicatio n fewe r tha n twenty-fiv e year s ago , ar e sol d eac h 
month.40 Th e monumenta l increas e i n th e psychologizatio n o f moder n 
life i s also eviden t i n the fac t tha t ther e ar e mor e therapist s tha n librari -
ans, firefighters,  o r mai l carrier s i n th e Unite d States , an d twic e a s 
many therapist s a s dentist s o r pharmacists . Onl y polic e an d lawyer s 
outnumber counselors , bu t onl y b y a  rati o o f les s tha n tw o t o on e i n 
both instances. 41 

These psychologists , psychiatrists , counselors , therapists , an d socia l 
workers hav e been granted a  high level of prestige and socia l recognitio n 
in America n societ y fo r thei r abilit y t o hel p individual s mak e sens e o f 
life i n th e moder n world . The y interpre t individua l behavio r an d socia l 
interactions wit h a n authorit y tha t wa s onc e conferre d o n individual s 
associated wit h othe r vocation s i n America n society . Christophe r Lasc h 
explains tha t "th e authorit y o f parents , priests , an d lawgivers , no w 
condemned a s representatives o f discredite d authoritaria n mode s o f dis -
cipline," ha s bee n replace d b y "medica l an d psychiatri c authority." 42 

Thus th e priest s o f traditiona l mora l system s hav e "give n wa y . . . t o 
their logical and historica l successors , the psychologizers"43 o f the thera -
peutic age . The moder n individua l no w turn s t o th e growin g suppl y o f 
"therapists, no t priest s . . . o r model s o f succes s lik e th e captain s o f 
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industry . . . i n th e hope s o f achievin g th e moder n equivalen t o f salva -
tion, 'menta l health'." 44 

That a  growing numbe r o f individual s nee d thi s ne w for m o f "salva -
tion" i s fostered b y a  socia l situatio n i n whic h a n increasin g numbe r o f 
behaviors ar e interprete d o n th e basi s o f healthines s o r sickness , rathe r 
than o n the basis of whether action s are good o r bad , moral o r immoral , 
right o r wrong . Man y behavior s onc e interprete d throug h a  religiou s 
frame o f referenc e ar e no w viewe d i n term s o f health , whic h o f cours e 
makes mor e essentia l th e rol e o f th e therapeuti c practitioners . Th e rol e 
of th e new priest , a s such , depend s i n par t o n th e redefinitio n o f huma n 
behaviors i n pathological rathe r tha n moralisti c categories . 

The Pathologization  of  Human  Behavior 

Another definin g featur e o f th e therapeuti c ethos , then , i s th e growin g 
tendency t o defin e a  rang e o f huma n behavior s a s disease s o r patholo -
gies. Withi n th e therapeuti c enterpris e th e therapis t is , o f course , con -
cerned wit h healin g o r curin g th e afflicte d patient . A s th e therapeuti c 
perspective ha s spille d int o th e cultur e mor e broadly , s o ha s th e belie f 
that a  growin g numbe r o f huma n action s represen t disease s o r illnesse s 
that nee d t o b e healed . Behavior s tha t wer e formerl y describe d a t fac e 
value or interpreted i n moralistic terms have increasingly bee n portraye d 
as pathologies. "Th e psychiatrist, " a s Christophe r Lasc h observes , "ha s 
translated 'everythin g human ' int o 'menta l term s o f illness. ' " 4 5 Tha t 
many Americans have accepted this pathological redefinition o f behavio r 
is evident o n severa l fronts . 

One importan t carrie r o f thi s mind-se t i s the popula r self-hel p grou p 
format o f Alcoholic s Anonymou s (AA) . Widespread involvemen t i n A A 
and in treatment hospital s such as the Betty Ford Clinic , CompCare, an d 
Fair Oak s helped foste r th e now common vie w that alcoholis m an d dru g 
use ar e illnesse s tha t requir e therapeuti c treatmen t fo r recovery . A  198 7 
Gallup pol l reported , fo r example , that 9 0 percen t o f American s believ e 
alcoholism i s a disease. 46 

Americans have not always held thi s view. During the colonial period , 
when pe r capit a drinkin g wa s muc h highe r tha n i t i s today , famil y 
gatherings a t local taverns typically involved much alcoho l consumption . 
However, thi s consumption wa s informally regulate d b y the social fabri c 
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of communit y life , indulge d i n withi n th e contex t o f eatin g meals , an d 
generally perceive d a s a  norma l par t o f dail y life . Th e descriptio n o f 
rum b y th e colonia l Purita n Increas e Mathe r a s "th e goo d creatur e 
of God " i s jus t on e indicatio n o f th e mor e benig n rol e alcoho l wa s 
believed t o pla y i n earl y America n society. 47 Whe n drunkennes s di d 
occur, i t wa s th e individual , rathe r tha n th e alcohol , wh o wa s see n a s 
the problem . 

With industria l urbanizatio n an d massiv e Europea n immigration , 
consumption o f alcoho l becam e disengaged fro m communit y regulation . 
Urban saloon s replace d th e famil y taverns . Durin g th e nineteent h cen -
tury, alcohol consumption becam e the perceived culpri t behind a  number 
of socia l ills . The goo d creatur e o f Go d becam e th e "demo n rum, " an d 
the favore d politica l part y amon g immigrant s wa s denounce d a s th e 
party o f "rum , Romanis m an d rebellion. " Th e temperanc e movement , 
made u p o f Protestant , middle-class , nativist s too k o n th e "evil " o f 
alcohol wit h grea t force . B y 192 0 the y wer e abl e t o secur e legall y th e 
prohibition o f alcoholi c consumptio n i n th e Unite d States . Oppositio n 
to th e us e o f alcoho l durin g thi s period , however , wa s largel y conceive d 
of in moralistic rather tha n pathologica l terms . 

Even the original AA fellowship establishe d b y Bill Wilson and Rober t 
Smith i n 1935 , althoug h a  mi x o f "pseudomedical , psychological , an d 
religious"48 sentiments , aros e fro m th e evangelica l root s o f th e Oxfor d 
Group. This i s certainly eviden t i n AA's well-known twelv e steps , wher e 
God i s mentione d si x time s an d wher e praye r an d meditation , repen -
tance, and public confession an d restitution ar e encouraged. However , i t 
was ou t o f th e A A subcultur e tha t a  vie w o f alcoholis m a s a  diseas e 
eventually cam e forth. 49 

But AA provided onl y the firs t ste p in a  longer proces s o f reinterpret -
ing man y othe r behavior s a s diseases . Othe r self-hel p group s base d o n 
the A A model , suc h a s Alatee n (A A fo r teenagers) , Narcotic s Anony -
mous (NA) , an d Parent s Anonymou s (PA , fo r parent s strugglin g wit h 
abusive behavio r towar d children) , hav e emerge d aroun d th e country . 
Also followin g AA' s lea d ar e th e codependenc y group s CoDependent s 
Anonymous (CoDa) , Adul t Childre n o f Alcoholic s (ACOA) , an d Al -
Anon (fo r spouse s o f alcoholics) , whos e members ' identitie s ar e base d 
on thei r dysfunctiona l o r codependen t relationshi p wit h a n alcoholi c 
family member. 50 

Today self-hel p group s exis t fo r an y numbe r o f habitua l behaviors . 
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Recovery group s hav e arise n fo r gamblers , overeaters , compulsive shop -
pers, smokers, those involved in compulsive sexual behaviors, and suffer -
ers o f agoraphobi a (fea r o f ope n places). 51 Othe r self-hel p group s in -
clude Debtor s Anonymous , Workaholic s Anonymous , Dua l Disorder s 
Anonymous, Batterer s Anonymous ^ Victim s Anonymous , an d Unwe d 
Parents Anonymous, to name onl y a  few. 52 

In addition t o th e diseas e label s o f thos e involve d i n self-help groups , 
a numbe r o f othe r behavior s hav e bee n reinterprete d a s illnesses . On e 
indicator o f thi s i s the lis t o f disorder s i n th e Diagnostic  and  Statistical 
Manual of  Mental  Disorders,  Third  Edition,  Revised  (DS M III-R) , pu t 
out b y th e America n Psychiatri c Association . DS M III- R i s th e mos t 
prominent menta l health classification syste m in the United States . It ha s 
been "widel y accepte d i n th e Unite d State s a s th e commo n languag e o f 
mental healt h clinician s an d researchers." 53 A  surve y o f diagnosti c ex -
perts i n fifty-five countries foun d tha t seventy-tw o percen t o f the m use d 
this classification system. 54 

Among th e classification s i n DS M III- R ar e "Impuls e Contro l Disor -
ders," which includ e "Pathologica l Gambling " an d "Intermitten t Explo -
sive Disorder. " Th e latte r refer s t o "discret e episode s o f los s o f contro l 
of aggressiv e impulse s resultin g i n seriou s assaultiv e act s o r destructio n 
of property." 55 DS M III- R als o ha s diagnosti c classification s fo r "Ad -
justment Disorders, " whic h ar e pathologica l response s t o majo r lif e 
changes suc h a s divorce , losin g one' s job , goin g t o school , o r gettin g 
married. Included i n this category is "Adjustment Disorde r with Anxiou s 
Mood," whic h feature s th e symptom s o f "nervousness , worry , an d jit -
teriness." Th e symptom s o f "Adjustmen t Disorde r wit h Mixe d Emo -
tional Features " includ e " a combinatio n o f depressio n an d anxiet y o r 
other emotions. " Someon e sufferin g fro m thi s disorde r migh t b e a n 
"adolescent who , afte r movin g awa y fro m hom e an d parenta l supervi -
sion, react s wit h ambivalence , depression , anger , an d sign s o f increase d 
dependence."56 A  son' s o r daughter' s initia l departur e fro m hom e ha s 
always involve d som e degre e o f anxiety , excitement , o r apprehension . A 
period o f adjustment an d o f getting one' s bearing s i s fairly typical . Wha t 
is ne w i s th e interpretatio n o f one' s emotiona l respons e t o thi s ofte n 
difficult transitio n a s a disorder . 

Among th e so-calle d personalit y disorder s i n th e DSMIII- R i s "Nar -
cissistic Personalit y Disorder, " whic h refer s t o someon e wh o ha s " a 
grandiose sens e o f self-importance" ; "Avoidan t Personalit y Disorder, " 
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which refer s t o someon e who ha s a  "pervasiv e patter n o f socia l discom -
fort, fea r o f negative evaluation , an d timidity" ; and "Dependen t Person -
ality Disorder, " whic h refer s t o a  perso n wit h a  "patter n o f dependen t 
and submissiv e behavior." 57 

Not lon g ag o thes e behavior s wer e understoo d quit e differently . 
Someone wit h Narcissisti c Personalit y Disorde r wa s know n a s someon e 
who wa s overpridefu l o r conceited , bu t no t necessaril y a s someone wit h 
a pathology . A n individua l wit h Intermitten t Explosiv e Disorde r wa s 
someone who a t bes t had a  bad temper , a t worst was considered violent . 
A person suffering  fro m Avoidan t Personalit y Disorde r wa s a  littl e shy . 
The victi m o f Dependen t Personalit y Disorde r coul d hav e bee n consid -
ered faithfu l o r loyal . An d th e nervou s brid e wit h Adjustmen t Disorde r 
with Anxiou s Mood , wa s sai d t o hav e col d fee t o r wa s simpl y excite d 
about he r wedding . Again , i t i s no t necessaril y th e behavior s tha t hav e 
changed bu t the cultura l understanding s o f them . 

Among othe r behavior s pathologicall y redefine d b y the DS M III- R i s 
academic underachievement. 58 Perhap s th e mos t popula r DS M III- R 
disorder i s "Attentio n Defici t Disorder " (ADD ) o r "Attentio n Defici t 
Hyperactivity Disorder " (ADHD) , which refers t o what used to be called 
hyperactivity o r eve n rowdiness . I t generall y applie s t o childre n wh o 
have a  har d tim e focusin g o n thei r work , althoug h adult s ar e als o no w 
included amon g thos e suffering  fro m ADD . This disorde r categor y eve n 
has its own self-hel p group network, Childre n and Adults with Attentio n 
Deficit Disorder s (CHADD) , which was founded i n 1987 . 

CHADD no w ha s mor e tha n twenty-eigh t thousan d member s i n 
forty-eight states . Literature pu t ou t b y som e o f it s chapter s lis t illustri -
ous figures  wh o ma y hav e suffere d fro m ADD , includin g Winsto n 
Churchill, Benjami n Franklin , Socrates , an d Isaa c Newton. 59 "Experts " 
claim that a s many a s 3.5 millio n young Americans suffe r fro m ADD , or 
up t o 5  percent o f American s unde r eightee n year s old . On e accoun t o f 
the AD D phenomeno n note d tha t "fiftee n year s ago , n o on e ha d eve r 
heard o f ADHD . Toda y i t i s th e mos t commo n behaviora l disorde r i n 
American children." 60 Again , what ha s change d i s not jus t the behavio r 
among children bu t the socia l definition o f behaviors . 

Just a s physica l illnesse s ofte n requir e pharmacologica l remedies , so , 
too, do many of these new behavioral pathologies . In addition to partici -
pating i n self-hel p groups , man y victim s o f AD D ar e prescribe d th e 
therapeutic dru g Ritalin . Us e o f Ritali n ha s grow n 39 0 percen t i n th e 
last fou r year s an d ha s bee n prescribe d fo r suc h AD D symptom s a s "i s 
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easily distracted, " "ha s difficult y followin g directions, " "talk s exces -
sively," and "fidget s an d squirm s i n their seats." 61 

The adul t paralle l t o Ritali n i s th e psychotherapeuti c dru g Prozac . 
First introduce d o n th e marke t i n 198 8 b y th e El i Lill y pharmaceutica l 
company, Proza c no w boast s ove r $1. 2 billio n i n annua l sales . I t i s 
estimated tha t ove r si x millio n American s hav e use d Prozac . Thoug h 
officially liste d a s a  remed y t o depression , Proza c ha s als o bee n pre -
scribed fo r premenstrua l syndrom e (PMS) , panic anxiety , fea r o f publi c 
speaking, gambling , eatin g disorders , an d dysthymi a (chroni c discon -
tent).62 Th e mos t ofte n reporte d succes s o f thi s for m o f psychopharma -
cology is its ability to raise an individual' s self-esteem. 63 

The increase in the number o f individuals fo r who m Ritali n o r Proza c 
have bee n prescribe d i s jus t on e indicatio n o f th e increasin g percentag e 
of American s wh o ar e no w considere d t o hav e som e typ e o f pathology . 
In additio n t o th e 3. 5 millio n sufferer s o f ADD , i t i s believe d tha t 
anywhere fro m twent y t o thirt y millio n American s ar e alcoholic s an d 
that mor e tha n eight y millio n American s suffe r fro m som e typ e o f 
codependent o r coalcoholi c disease . Moreover, mor e tha n thirt y millio n 
Americans ar e said to have anorexi a o r bulimia . Add t o thi s obesit y an d 
some eight y millio n American s suffe r fro m eatin g disorders . Addition -
ally, man y o f th e 3 0 percen t o f American s wh o stil l smok e reportedl y 
suffer fro m cigarett e addiction , an d a s man y a s fifty  millio n American s 
suffer fro m depressio n o r chroni c anxiety. 64 Th e Nationa l Associatio n 
on Sexua l Addictio n Problem s estimate s tha t nearl y twenty-fiv e millio n 
Americans suffe r fro m se x addictions , an d th e Nationa l Counci l o f 
Compulsive Gambler s claim s tha t twent y millio n American s ar e "ad -
dicted t o games o f chance." 65 

The 197 7 President' s Commissio n o n Menta l Healt h foun d tha t one -
quarter o f al l American s suffe r fro m "severe " emotiona l distres s an d 
that thirty-tw o millio n American s nee d psychiatri c help . B y anothe r 
estimate, 2 0 percen t o f American s clai m t o suffe r fro m a  diagnosabl e 
psychiatric disorder , costin g societ y $2 0 billio n annually . Ad d t o thi s 
drug an d alcoho l addiction s an d th e estimate d cos t i s mor e tha n $18 5 
billion a  year.66 I t would see m that everyon e ha s som e disease o r illness . 
Leaders i n th e codependenc y movemen t an d othe r psychologica l enter -
prises appea r t o mak e jus t suc h a  case . Joh n Bradshaw , fo r example , 
insists that 96  percen t o f American familie s ar e dysfunctional i n one way 
or another . "I n modern parlance , we are all," a s Martin Gros s observes , 
"to som e exten t sick." 67 
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The importan t poin t her e i s not tha t everyon e i s sick or tha t everyon e 
understands himsel f o r hersel f t o b e sick . Certainly , man y woul d find 
these sweepin g pathologica l reclassification s a  bi t excessive . Wha t i s 
important t o recogniz e i s that i t i s increasingly acceptable , o n a  cultura l 
level, t o understan d onesel f an d t o spea k o f onesel f accordin g t o thes e 
categories. Suc h a n understandin g o f th e world i s particularly appealin g 
given th e alienating , o r t o us e Ma x Weber' s ap t phrase , disenchanting , 
conditions o f a  citizenr y disengage d fro m th e rationalize d an d imper -
sonal worl d o f politics , a  condition tha t Elshtai n refer s t o a s a  "politic s 
of displacement." Th e therapeutically derive d sicknes s view of the worl d 
provides a  type o f mora l understandin g o r cultura l explanatio n fo r thi s 
condition. A s Elshtain explains , "Politic s i n ou r tim e i s displaced an d a 
therapeutic worldview , on e which constitute s th e subjec t a s a  client o r a 
patient, a s wel l o r ill , a s neuroticall y miserabl e o r happil y fulfilled , i s 
part an d parce l t o a  politic s o f displacement." 68 Withi n thi s cultura l 
condition, then , th e sickness , disease , an d addictio n concept s serv e a s 
increasingly acceptabl e symboli c reference points . 

Appeals to these reference point s are often subtle . Consider, for exam -
ple, th e wa y i n whic h American s offe r pathologica l interpretation s o f a 
range o f socia l behaviors . I t i s not uncommo n t o hea r o f someon e wh o 
is obsessive-compulsive, i s in denial , has represse d thing s fro m th e past , 
suffers fro m lo w self-esteem , i s acting out , ha s a n inferiorit y complex , i s 
going throug h a  midlif e crisis , o r come s fro m a  dysfunctiona l family . 
The pathologica l reinterpretatio n o f huma n behavio r ha s becom e a n 
observable tendenc y withi n America n society . Stanto n Peel e contend s 
that "n o othe r natio n ha s take n th e implication s o f diseas e theorie s o f 
behavior a s fa r a s th e Unite d State s o r applie d th e diseas e mode l t o a s 
many ne w areas o f behavior. " 69 

The concer n abou t whethe r on e i s happy an d health y no w challenge s 
in importanc e whethe r on e i s good o r ba d o r eve n righ t o r wrong . I t i s 
not jus t that behavior s have changed, though i n some instances thi s ma y 
be th e case ; wha t ha s als o change d i s ho w behavior s ar e define d i n 
American culture . How American s vie w alcoholism an d othe r behavior s 
is a reflection o f ou r cultura l values , of th e reignin g Zeitgeist . We are , a s 
Herbert Fingarett e explains , victim s o f ou r belief s jus t a s thos e i n th e 
past were "victim s o f thei r beliefs. " 70 T o call Americans victim s o f thei r 
beliefs i s particularl y appropriat e i n th e contemporar y context , wher e 
the victi m mind-se t increasingl y ha s becom e par t o f th e wa y w e under -
stand ourselve s an d ou r relationship s with others . 
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Victimization 
The tendenc y fo r individual s an d group s t o understan d themselve s a s 
victims o f thei r abusiv e past s o r o f th e oppressiv e socia l environmen t 
that surround s the m appear s t o b e on th e rise. 71 The victimized mental -
ity, o f course , closel y relate s t o th e centra l plac e o f th e sel f an d th e 
growing cultura l proclivit y t o interpre t behavio r i n pathologica l terms . 
The sel f i s no t th e perpetrato r bu t th e victi m o f a  disorder . Implici t i n 
the ver y definitio n o f a  diseas e i s the belie f tha t i t i s not th e individual' s 
fault bu t tha t someon e o r somethin g els e i s to blame . A s Stan Kat z an d 
Aimee Liu , author s o f The  Co  dependency Conspiracy,  explain , "Th e 
diseased perso n i s cast a s a  victim o f th e infectiou s agent , a  person wh o 
is powerles s ove r hi s o r he r diseas e an d ha s n o responsibilit y fo r it s 
onset."72 Jus t a s a  patien t wit h acquire d immun e deficienc y syndrom e 
(AIDS) i s a victim o f huma n immunodeficienc y viru s (HIV) , so, too, ar e 
those withi n th e self-hel p cultur e victim s o f thei r codependen t relation -
ships: thi s i s ho w leader s i n th e movemen t portra y it . Fo r example , 
Melody Beattie , author o f Codependent  No  More,  argues , "Alcoholis m 
and othe r compulsive disorder s turn everyon e affecte d b y the illness int o 
victims."73 

But i f no t th e "victim, " the n wh o i s t o blam e fo r whateve r th e 
"illness?" For the codependent, i t is usually the alcoholic family member . 
Likewise, th e alcoholi c i s a  victi m eithe r o f a  biologica l predisposition , 
inherited fro m alcoholi c parents , o r o f a n abusiv e past . Thi s victi m 
predilection is , in a  certai n sense , th e conflatio n o f th e variou s trait s o f 
the therapeuti c cultur e wit h wha t Mar y An n Glendo n ha s describe d a s 
"rights talk. " Th e sic k sel f no t onl y speak s wit h th e languag e o f emo -
tions bu t blame s someon e els e fo r infringin g o n hi s o r he r right s t o 
health an d happiness . On e ca n b e a  victim i n severa l respects . First , on e 
can b e a  victim o f one' s disease , a s discussed above . Second , on e can b e 
a victi m o f discriminatio n becaus e o f one' s disease . And finally,  on e ca n 
be a  victi m o f discriminatio n becaus e o f a  numbe r o f othe r characte r 
traits, regardless o f whether o r no t on e i s "sick. " 

In premoder n mora l orders , pain , suffering , an d injur y wer e viewe d 
as a part o f life . They were understood t o contribute towar d th e refinin g 
process that helpe d th e individual t o surrende r sel f an d gro w in virtuou s 
character. A  misfortun e wa s viewe d no t a s th e faul t o f anothe r bu t 
as th e consequenc e o f fat e o r divin e allowance . Thi s wa s th e basi c 
understanding o f pain and sufferin g withi n classica l and Judeo-Christia n 
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traditions. Marcu s Aurelius , fo r example , i n hi s Meditations,  viewe d a s 
impious th e "ma n wh o i s afrai d o f pain, " an d i t wa s becaus e o f Job' s 
highly virtuou s lif e tha t th e Go d o f ancien t Judais m allowe d hi m t o 
suffer s o greatly . Previou s mora l tradition s provide d interpretation s fo r 
small inconvenience s an d fo r large r calamities : the y wer e a n expecte d 
part o f th e natura l orde r o f things . With th e underminin g o f traditiona l 
cultural system s an d th e advanc e o f scienc e an d technology , "societ y 
began t o los e it s belie f i n both th e inevitabilit y o f sufferin g an d th e nee d 
for stoicis m i n th e fac e o f adversity." 74 Les s eviden t toda y ar e wha t 
Weber describe d a s th e theodicie s tha t provide d cultura l explanation s 
for suffering  an d death . 

With th e devaluin g o f thes e olde r mora l order s an d th e greate r cul -
tural emphasi s o n the sel f an d o n individua l rights , Americans today ar e 
more incline d t o blam e someone o r somethin g els e for whateve r difficul -
ties they face . Indeed , toda y man y group s clai m th e statu s o f victim , fo r 
any numbe r o f reasons . The y ar e victim s becaus e o f thei r race , gender , 
sexual orientation , physica l o r menta l impairment , an d s o on . Eve n 
Evangelical Protestants , the one s som e blam e a s the malefactor s o f thei r 
victimhood, have recently taken up the victim banner . Decrying "intoler -
ance" an d "religiou s bigotry, " som e politically activ e Evangelica l Chris -
tians portra y themselve s a s victim s o f th e discriminatin g view s o f th e 
media an d th e "cultura l elite." 75 

This i s no t t o sa y tha t mos t persons , o n th e leve l o f individua l 
consciousness, necessaril y thin k o f themselve s i n thi s way , thoug h th e 
cultural climat e ma y encourag e cognitiv e understanding s o f onesel f t o 
move i n thi s direction . Again , th e importan t poin t her e i s tha t th e 
language of victimhood i s increasingly visible in American culture , which 
makes appeal s to it , in spite of one' s cognitive disposition , more likely . 

This migh t hel p explai n wh y Senato r Bo b Packwood , afte r bein g 
accused o f sexua l harassmen t b y mor e tha n a  doze n forme r associate s 
and employees , publicl y committe d himsel f fo r alcoholis m treatment ; 
why Washington , D.C. , mayo r Mario n Barry , afte r bein g caugh t smok -
ing crac k cocain e i n a n FB I sting operation , claime d t o b e the victi m o f 
racist whit e federa l agent s an d late r turne d himsel f i n t o a  clini c fo r 
alcoholism treatment ; wh y Richar d Berendzen , forme r presiden t o f 
American University , afte r bein g caugh t makin g a  numbe r o f obscen e 
phone calls , blamed hi s behavio r o n hi s abusiv e childhoo d an d checke d 
himself i n fo r psychiatri c treatment ; an d wh y Michae l Deaver , forme r 
aide t o Presiden t Ronal d Reagan , attempte d t o defen d himsel f agains t 
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perjury charge s b y arguin g tha t "hi s memor y ha d bee n cloude d b y 
alcoholism."76 

The victim mentality ha s provided th e basis whereby individual s hav e 
defended a  numbe r o f interestin g actions . I n a  Pennsylvani a schoo l 
district, a  ma n wa s fired  fro m hi s jo b fo r consistentl y arrivin g lat e t o 
work. H e sue d hi s forme r employers , arguin g tha t h e wa s a  victi m o f 
"chronic latenes s syndrome " an d thu s ha d n o contro l ove r hi s tardi -
ness.77 A n America n foreig n servic e office r i n Urugua y wa s dismisse d 
after engagin g i n publi c se x act s wit h severa l loca l prostitutes . Th e 
officer claime d tha t hi s dismissa l constitute d discriminatio n towar d hi s 
handicap o f "acut e alcohol addiction" an d a  "schizoi d personality disor -
der. " 78 Two Marine Corp s officer s claime d tha t they were the victims of 
discrimination whe n the y wer e discharge d fo r being , a s the y claimed , 
"chronically overweight. " 79 In Orlando, Florida, a  man was given a  ba d 
haircut, whic h le d t o a  "panic-anxiet y attack. " Th e victimize d patro n 
sued his hairdresser fo r deprivin g him of his "righ t to enjoy life." 80 After 
twenty-six year s o f marriage , a  ma n brutall y bea t an d kille d hi s wife . 
His defens e wa s tha t h e wa s th e victi m o f husban d abus e an d o f hi s 
culture (on e tha t discourage d divorce) . Th e jur y agree d an d convicte d 
him of manslaughter rathe r tha n first-degree  murder. 81 

Granted, these are extreme examples. But the fact tha t individuals ca n 
plausibly invok e th e languag e o f victimhoo d i s indicativ e o f it s greate r 
visibility and availabilit y today than i n the past. Thus , as Robert Hughe s 
observes, "Th e al l pervasiv e clai m t o victimhoo d top s of f America' s 
long-cherished cultur e o f therapeutics." 82 

The Therapeutic  Ethos 

The therapeuti c ethos—wit h th e victi m pathologie s o f th e emotivis t 
self interprete d fo r u s b y th e priestl y practitioner s o f th e therapeuti c 
vocations—offers itsel f a s a  replacement t o traditiona l mora l code s an d 
symbols, wor n ou t b y th e effect s o f modernization . I n Bourdieuia n 
terms, i t i s a  for m o f "cultura l capital " tha t has , i n th e contemporar y 
cultural context , a  high exchang e rate . This i s not t o sa y that traditiona l 
ideological system s hav e n o cultura l value . But , give n th e apparen t 
strength o f th e therapeuti c impulse , i t woul d see m tha t eve n thos e wh o 
align themselve s wit h traditiona l cultura l system s o r wh o vie w wit h 
skepticism som e o f th e sensationa l extreme s o f th e therapeuti c cultur e 
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are sometime s compelle d t o exchang e th e symbol s associate d wit h th e 
older mora l order s fo r th e stronge r currenc y found i n therapeutic ideals . 

The therapeuti c etho s i s a  syste m o f meanin g tha t i s righ t fo r th e 
times. A s Peter Berge r writes , "I f Freu d ha d no t existed , h e would hav e 
been invented." 83 Modernizatio n an d th e variou s processe s associate d 
with i t helpe d prepar e th e cultura l soi l fo r th e germinatio n an d wide -
spread fruitio n o f therapeuti c tendencies . A  brie f revie w o f th e majo r 
social processe s commonl y associate d wit h modernizatio n help s illus -
trate thi s point . 

Consider, first,  wha t socia l scientist s refe r t o a s "structura l plural -
ism," o r th e historicall y uniqu e societa l arrangemen t o f a  define d bifur -
cation betwee n th e privat e lif e o f domesticit y an d famil y an d th e publi c 
world o f industry , work , an d large-scal e bureaucrati c institutions. 84 So -
ciological account s o f thi s moder n arrangemen t poin t no t onl y t o th e 
significance o f th e physica l distanc e betwee n wor k an d hom e bu t t o th e 
cultural distanc e betwee n a  highly rationalized , impersonal , an d alienat -
ing publi c real m an d a  privat e worl d o f religiou s practice , "brotherl y 
love," family , sexuality , an d identity—on e effec t o f whic h i s th e priva -
tization o f traditional mora l systems . 

The therapeuti c etho s provide s a n ostensibl e antidot e t o th e tension s 
created b y this arrangement. Tha t is , it offers t o reintegrate the disparat e 
private and public spheres effected b y the processes of modernization. As 
Berger observes , th e therapeuti c etho s occupie s "a n unusuall y strategi c 
position i n our society " i n that i t can "accompan y th e individual i n bot h 
sectors o f hi s dichotomize d life." 85 Th e privat e therapis t wh o counsel s 
the individual o n hi s failing marriag e o r sexua l identit y problems speak s 
the sam e basi c languag e a s th e busines s consultan t wh o give s seminar s 
on conflic t resolutio n an d stres s managemen t withi n th e wor k environ -
ment. I t i s a  worldview tha t cut s acros s th e publi c an d private , offerin g 
the individua l a  unifyin g cosmology . Th e therapeuti c ethic , a s such , i s 
uniquely constitute d t o reliev e thi s dichotomize d moder n condition , o r 
at leas t to make i t less cognitively dissonant . 

Another featur e o f modernization tha t undermine d th e plausibility o f 
traditional code s o f mora l understandin g an d prepare d th e wa y fo r th e 
therapeutic ethi c is what socia l scientists refer t o as "cultura l pluralism, " 
or th e joinin g togethe r o f individual s an d group s fro m a  variet y o f 
cultures, bringin g wit h the m th e variou s belie f system s an d custom s 
represented withi n each. 86 A s a  consequenc e o f massiv e immigratio n t o 
America's growing urban areas , beginning in the early nineteenth centur y 
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and continuin g int o th e twentiet h century , individual s an d group s fro m 
a wide range o f cultura l background s wer e brough t int o close proximit y 
to on e another . Th e coexistenc e o f divers e cultura l system s challenge d 
the hegemon y o f th e mora l code s an d symbol s tha t ha d traditionall y 
provided th e boundarie s fo r America n cultura l lif e an d legitimate d th e 
early America n state . Question s o f wha t constitute d th e commo n goo d 
subsequently becam e increasingl y problemati c and , a t times , issue s o f 
significant cultura l discord , no t jus t betwee n variou s religiou s sect s bu t 
between thos e wit h mor e progressiv e orientation s an d thos e wit h mor e 
traditional religiou s sensibilities. 87 

Again, the therapeutic cod e of mora l understandin g i s uniquely suite d 
to assuage the tensions o f modern pluralism. I t is both a  derivative of th e 
modern "scientific " disciplin e o f psycholog y an d quasi-religiou s i n na -
ture. With th e cultura l authorit y grante d scienc e throug h th e proces s o f 
modernity, i t make s sens e tha t a  ne w cultura l syste m woul d hav e t o b e 
rooted i n som e kin d o f scientifi c enterprise . Ye t the language , organiza -
tion, and personal nature of the therapeutic ethos are also reflective of reli-
gious sentiments , usefull y absen t thei r sometime s divisiv e an d sectaria n 
qualities. Thu s thi s ethi c transcend s th e moder n chas m betwee n scienc e 
and religion and offers t o those from culturall y diverse faith an d nonfait h 
communities a  religion-like system of collective meaning . 

Consider, finally,  th e moder n proces s o f rationalization . Th e increas -
ingly rationalize d an d bureaucrati c teno r o f th e stat e an d othe r socia l 
institutions playe d a n importan t rol e i n devaluin g th e plausibilit y o f 
older system s o f collectiv e meaning. 88 Rationalization , o r th e shif t fro m 
substantive rationalit y t o functiona l rationality , mad e irrationa l thos e 
elements o f lif e tha t coul d no t b e subjecte d t o empirica l observation , 
uniformed criteri a o f utility , and routinize d bureaucrati c processes . Suc h 
an orientation , wit h it s disregar d fo r th e mystica l an d magica l dimen -
sions o f socia l life , eventuall y mad e les s plausibl e th e appropriatio n 
of traditiona l mora l code s t o justif y societa l institutions . Thoug h th e 
plausibility o f belie f ha s bee n challenged , th e nee d t o believ e o r t o mak e 
meaningful sens e o f th e world , a s Webe r an d other s contend , remains . 
Life in the machine is too harsh, bu t the once-dominant cultura l systems , 
undermined a s they have been by the processes of rationalization, canno t 
be resurrected a s plausible remedies to this modern condition . The thera -
peutic model , however , wit h it s uniqu e synthesi s o f scientifi c an d reli -
gion-like qualities , offer s itsel f a s th e mos t suitabl e antidot e t o th e 
difficulty o f lif e i n a  highly mechanistic world . 
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Though sometime s portraye d a s a reaction agains t utilitaria n capital -
ism, th e therapeuti c cultura l impuls e doe s no t directl y challeng e o r 
threaten th e utilitarian orientatio n o f the capitalistic order . T o the con-
trary, th e therapeutic ethi c appear s t o complemen t th e utilitarian ethic . 
It offer s t o soften th e harshness o f life in the machine withou t removin g 
the machine . I n fact , i t i s ofte n defende d a s a  viabl e sourc e o f actio n 
because o f it s purporte d efficacy . Thoug h thes e tw o disposition s see m 
intuitively disparate , they may actually be complementary. 

Both orientations , fo r example , embod y th e perceive d limitlessnes s 
with whic h thos e i n th e moder n worl d approac h life . Th e utilitaria n 
perspective tell s u s tha t th e natura l worl d ha s n o limits , tha t w e can 
control i t and re-create it . The therapeutic etho s tells us that our psyches 
have no limits, that, in the vernacular o f Friedrich Nietzsche and Richard 
Rorty, we can re-create ourselves . Bot h the internal an d external world s 
are mutabl e an d open t o transformation . Thus , thoug h seemingl y anti -
thetical, th e therapeuti c an d utilitaria n orientation s ma y actuall y b e 
different side s o f th e sam e coin . Th e therapeuti c cultura l syste m ma y 
actually be providing a  capitalistic orde r and its commitment t o technol-
ogy a well-suited cultura l complement . 

Drawing o n Danie l Bell' s terms , th e axia l principl e o f the economy , 
"efficiency," neatl y coexist s with the axial principle o f the culture, "self -
realization." Embodie d i n this system , then , ar e the unlikely bedfellow s 
of the therapeutic an d utilitarian orientations . Philip Rieff allude s to this 
interesting harmoniou s coexistenc e whe n h e argues tha t "psychologica l 
man, free d fro m al l suspicion s o f divinity , ca n continu e t o wor k effi -
ciently i n all kinds o f institutions , bu t without permittin g hi s feelings t o 
be entrappe d b y institutiona l service." 89 Th e therapeuti c orientatio n 
provides a  personalize d remed y t o a  highl y impersonal , rationalized , 
bureaucratic system , but without fundamentall y alterin g the system. 

Again borrowin g fro m Bell' s analytical framework , w e recognize tha t 
the axia l principle s o f the economy (efficiency ) an d of the culture (self -
realization) d o no t exis t i n isolatio n fro m th e axia l principl e o f th e 
polity, namely, "legitimacy. " Tha t is , historically, the state has drawn on 
the cultura l symbol s tha t prevai l i n a  particular socia l contex t t o legiti -
mate itsel f t o society . Give n th e dominance o f the therapeuti c etho s i n 
American society , I anticipate finding  element s of this cultural impulse in 
state effort s t o legitimat e itsel f i n th e lat e twentiet h century . Befor e 
investigating thi s proposition throug h analyse s of various arena s of state 
activity, I  discus s i n th e nex t chapter , i n greate r detail , th e theoretica l 
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concept o f stat e legitimation . I n additio n t o devisin g a n analytica l ap -
proach tha t takes seriously the importan t plac e of culture i n the ongoin g 
process o f stat e legitimation , I  also revie w thos e code s o f mora l under -
standing tha t legitimate d th e earl y America n politica l order . Finally , I 
review i n Chapte r 2  empirica l evidenc e tha t highlight s th e apparen t 
gravity o f the American state' s legitimacy problem . 

Having considere d th e theoretica l concep t o f legitimation , I  tur n i n 
Chapters 2- 7 t o a n investigatio n o f th e exten t t o whic h th e therapeuti c 
cultural etho s ha s infused  th e moder n America n state , thus offerin g th e 
state an alternative sourc e o f legitimation . 



Legitimation o f th e Stat e 

Standing on the floor o f the United State s House o f Represen -
tatives o n Marc h 21 , 1995 , Congressma n Rober t Clemen t expresse d a 
concern many in America hav e come to share : a pronounced disquietud e 
about th e credibilit y o f th e America n politica l order . "Mr . Chairman, " 
Clement started , " I believ e restorin g America' s trus t i n governmen t i s 
the singl e greates t challeng e facin g thi s Congress . The America n peopl e 
are perilousl y clos e t o losin g thei r fait h i n thi s institutio n an d it s mem -
bers' abilit y t o effectivel y govern." 1 Congressma n Clemen t wa s echoin g 
a them e touche d o n tw o year s earlie r b y th e firs t lad y o f th e Unite d 
States, Hillary Rodham Clinton , when she told a  crowd in Austin, Texas, 
that "al l o f u s face a  crisis o f meaning" an d tha t "th e sign s of alienatio n 
and despai r an d hopelessness " ca n b e see n "poppin g throug h th e sur -
face." W e need a  system, Clinto n argue d tha t "get s rid o f micromanage -
ment, the regulation an d the bureaucracy, an d substitute s instea d huma n 
caring, concern , an d love. " Thi s sentimen t wa s similarl y articulate d i n 
1979 b y Presiden t Jimm y Carter , whe n h e spok e o f th e "genera l disre -
spect fo r government " an d th e "crisi s o f confidence" tha t "strike s a t th e 
very heart an d sou l and spiri t o f ou r nationa l will. " 

All three of these public figures note d the distance and disillusionmen t 
Americans experience in relationship to the late twentieth-century Amer -
ican political order . The views expressed i n all instances ar e indicative of 
what socia l scientists have described a s the problem o f state legitimation , 
which refers , i n part , t o th e wa y i n whic h th e policies , practices , an d 
behaviors o f th e stat e ar e someho w incongruou s wit h th e dispositio n o f 
the culture . B e i t a  crisis , a  problem , o r a  defici t o f legitimation , wha t 
the literatur e generall y depict s i s a  modern stat e tha t i s failing t o justif y 
itself vis-a-vi s the interests , orientation, an d expectation s o f society . 

2 2 

2 
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Theoretical Considerations 
In th e socia l scientifi c literatur e i t wa s Ma x Webe r wh o first  spok e o f 
legitimacy i n relationshi p t o stat e authority , i n hi s typologica l depictio n 
of charismatic , traditional , an d legal-rationa l form s o f domination . We -
ber's conceptualizatio n ha s provide d th e analytica l framewor k fo r mos t 
analyses o f stat e legitimatio n sinc e an d ha s generate d n o smal l measur e 
of confusio n regardin g th e concept. 2 A s Weber i s most commonl y inter -
preted, societie s have evolve d fro m politica l order s base d o n charismati c 
and traditiona l type s o f legitimatio n t o a  moder n stat e legitimate d pri -
marily o n legal-rationa l grounds , wher e law s ar e accepte d becaus e o f 
their havin g bee n establishe d accordin g t o particula r procedures. 3 A s 
understood fro m thi s theoretica l vantag e point , th e ver y proces s o r 
"accustomed manner " b y whic h a  la w i s enacte d engender s confidenc e 
in its legitimacy.4 The law, as such, is self-legitimating. Jurgen Habermas , 
among others , take s issu e wit h Webe r (an d Nikla s Luhmann ) o n thi s 
point, questionin g the viability o f legal-rationa l authorit y detache d fro m 
any for m o f mora l o r philosophica l justification. 5 Accordin g t o Ha -
bermas, legal-rationality canno t stan d alon e a s an independen t sourc e of 
legitimacy: " A procedur e ca n .  . . legitimiz e onl y indirectly , throug h 
reference t o authoritie s which , fo r thei r part , mus t b e recognized." 6 

Habermas believe s Weber' s assumptio n tha t legal-rationalit y stand s a s 
an "independent , morall y neutra l .  . .  legitimatin g force " ha s simpl y 
"not stoo d up " t o historica l verifiability. 7 

Though a  number o f scholars have persuasively questione d th e viabil -
ity of proceduralism absen t the importan t rol e of mora l justifications, 8 i t 
is David Beetha m wh o mos t clearl y decipher s th e confusin g element s o f 
Weber's ideas on legitimation an d offer s a  revised typological framewor k 
that adequatel y stresse s the symboli c o r justificator y componen t o f stat e 
legitimation. Accordin g t o Beetham , Weber' s thre e terms— charismatic, 
traditional, an d legal-rational —actually represen t component s o f legiti -
macy, rathe r tha n historicall y specifi c idea l types . H e argue s tha t 
throughout th e histor y o f politica l arrangements , legitimat e powe r ha s 
been base d o n three features : validity  (th e way in which stat e actions ar e 
sanctioned b y written laws) , justification (th e cultura l symbol s tha t jus -
tify thes e laws) , and consent  (th e manner i n which subordinate s demon -
strate thei r adherenc e t o authority) . Thus legal-rationalit y approximate s 
just on e componen t o f legitimation , namely , wha t Beetha m call s "valid -
ity." Withou t accompanyin g source s o f justification , legitimatio n i s no t 
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complete. As Beetham explains , "O n it s own, legal validity is insufficien t 
to secur e legitimacy , sinc e th e rule s throug h whic h powe r i s acquire d 
and exercise d themselve s stan d i n need o f justification." 9 

That thi s reformulatio n open s u p th e possibilit y fo r a  uniquel y cul -
tural interpretatio n o f politica l legitimatio n i s eviden t i n th e wa y i t s o 
agreeably blend s with the theoretical mode l of cultural analysi s put fort h 
by Pete r Berge r an d Thoma s Luckmann. 10 Accordin g t o Berge r an d 
Luckmann, cultur e an d socia l institution s exis t i n a  dialectica l relation -
ship with each other . The collective values of culture ar e externalized, o r 
poured ou t int o th e worl d ( a componen t o f th e dialectica l proces s tha t 
approximates Beetham' s ide a o f justification) . Thes e externalize d cul -
tural sentiment s ar e institutionalize d o r objectifie d int o socia l structure s 
(in this case , the state) ; or, i n Beetham's terms , they are written int o law, 
thus makin g vali d correspondin g stat e authority . Finally , the institution -
alized law s an d governmen t policie s ac t bac k o n society . The y ar e con -
sented t o (Beetham' s phrase ) o r internalize d (Berge r an d Luckmann's) . 
And this , o f course , i s no t a  stati c process . Th e dialectica l relationshi p 
continues a s culture and , correspondingly , socia l institutions chang e an d 
influence eac h other. 11 Figur e i  summarize s the cultura l approac h t o th e 
dialectical proces s betwee n the state and cultur e pu t fort h here . 

As understoo d withi n thi s model , th e symbol s an d mora l code s tha t 
permeate a  give n cultur e invariabl y objectif y themselve s int o society' s 

Fig. i.  Stat e Legitimation 
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structures, includin g th e state . However , th e relationshi p betwee n th e 
state an d th e cultur e i s jus t on e o f th e dialectica l processe s tha t i s 
occurring i n th e large r drama . Anothe r dialectica l relationshi p exist s 
between culture , o r th e collectiv e consciousness , an d a  "psychologica l 
model," which could also be called an ideological system. 12 Just a s social 
structures shap e an d ar e shape d b y th e culture , th e cultur e influence s 
and is influenced b y particular ideologica l systems or psychological mod -
els. These models , onc e create d an d adopte d b y th e culture , ar e i n tur n 
institutionalized int o socia l structures . 

Understood i n thi s way , Chapte r 1  highlighted on e dimensio n o f th e 
latter dialectica l relationship , tha t is , th e impac t o f a  psychoanalyti c 
ideological syste m o n America n culture . Th e nex t par t o f thi s chapte r 
reviews th e ideologica l system s o f meanin g tha t onc e mor e profoundl y 
informed America n culture . The primary concer n o f this book , however , 
is with th e former dialectica l relationship—th e relationshi p betwee n th e 
state and the culture—which wil l be the focus o f Chapter s 3-7 . Figur e 2 
illustrates th e coterminous dialectica l relationships . 

If th e literatur e o n th e moder n stat e ha s neglecte d consideration s o f 
the substantiv e influenc e o f cultur e o n politica l legitimation , mos t cul -
tural analyse s have neglected systemati c empirica l investigation s int o th e 
changing languag e o f large-scal e institution s suc h a s the state . By merg-
ing the two theoretica l paradigm s thi s work aim s to fil l these gaps. 13 

When I  speak o f stat e legitimation, then , I  conceive o f i t as necessarily 

Fig. 2 . The Two Dialectical Relationships of Legitimation 
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containing a  value o r ideologica l component . Consisten t wit h Beetham' s 
reformulation o f Weber's typology and i n keeping with Berger and Luck -
mann's paralle l understandin g o f th e term , legitimacy  her e refer s t o the 
cultural ideas  and value  systems  that  undergird  the  practical functions  of 
the state.  Specifically , I  focus o n the sources o f legitimacy that give mora l 
and philosophica l justificatio n (o r "normativ e dignity" ) t o th e laws , 
policies, and program s o f a  given state system . 

Though Beetham' s tripartit e typolog y i s usefu l fo r conceptua l pur -
poses, the distinction between "justification " an d "validity " i s not alway s 
so clea r i n th e practica l realitie s o f th e moder n state . Oftentime s actua l 
laws—particularly cour t ruling s bu t eve n statutor y language—contai n 
within them justifications fo r th e existence of the given law; the same ap-
plies to certain government programs . As such, the types cannot b e easily 
separated. Often represente d in a single legal document, policy statement , 
or program are both dimensions of Beetham's heuristic formula. As noted 
above, the majo r focu s o f thi s boo k i s on th e first  par t o f th e dialectica l 
process: the externalization o f cultural sentiment s and thei r institutional -
ization int o th e lega l an d politica l processe s o f th e state . I n Beetham' s 
terms, then, I focus o n the justification an d validity components o f the le-
gitimation formula , th e changing laws and program s o f the state and th e 
"master symbols" that are invoked to justify them. 14 

It should b e noted tha t the Beetham-inspired reconceptualizatio n doe s 
not necessaril y cal l int o questio n th e genera l movemen t tha t Webe r 
identifies towar d th e increasingl y instrumenta l shap e o f th e socia l orde r 
generally an d th e politica l orde r specifically . Beetha m himsel f concede s 
that 

the Weberian concept of "rational-legal " authority, or procedural correct -
ness in the creation and application o f legal rules, may effectively charac -
terize the distinctive mode and temper o f modern officialdo m i n contras t 
to traditiona l type s o f administration , bu t i t canno t provid e u s wit h a 
sufficient criterio n or account of political legitimacy in the modern world. 
For tha t w e nee d som e understandin g o f th e principle s an d belief s tha t 
give the rules their justification. 15 

The proble m wit h th e idea l typica l evolutio n towar d legal-rationality , 
then, i s not whethe r i t occurred bu t whethe r i t signifies a  transformatio n 
in types o f political legitimacy . Even when legitimac y i s conceived a s it is 
by Beetham, i t is not unrelated t o the shif t i n the mode o f administratio n 
that Weber identifies . 
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Thus, thoug h Weber' s evolutio n towar d legal-rationalit y ma y no t 
appropriately signif y a  shift i n types of legitimacy, it and the concomitan t 
processes o f cultura l an d structura l pluralis m discusse d i n Chapte r 1  are 
relevant t o understandin g ho w forme r legitimation s hav e bee n under -
mined an d ho w th e cultura l condition s wer e establishe d fo r th e emer -
gence o f distinctl y ne w ideologica l impulses , suc h a s th e therapeuti c 
ethos. Again, framing th e analysis of state legitimation i n this way allow s 
the researcher t o compare th e differen t source s o f legitimatio n tha t hav e 
historically bee n employe d t o justif y th e America n state . Towar d thi s 
end, I  tur n no w t o a  brie f consideratio n o f th e cultura l system s o f 
collective meanin g tha t precede d th e emergenc e o f th e therapeuti c cul -
ture i n American society . 

Older Sources  of  Legitimation 

If ther e i s disagreemen t abou t th e analytica l substanc e o f legitimac y i n 
post-Weber consideration s o f th e topic , ther e i s genera l agreemen t tha t 
the stat e i s i n a  curren t conditio n o f crisis , o r a t leas t o f "legitimatio n 
deficit." A  legitimation defici t arise s whe n olde r source s o f justificatio n 
have bee n undermined , tha t is , when th e philosophica l reason s fo r stat e 
authority hav e bee n made implausible. 16 Give n this condition , th e prob -
lem of legitimation remain s an d is , in fact , intensified . 

According t o Habermas , th e moder n stat e must—"lik e th e pre-capi -
talist state—be legitimated , althoug h i t can no longer rely on residues of 
tradition tha t hav e bee n undermine d an d wor n ou t durin g th e develop -
ment o f capitalism." 17 What , specifically , wer e th e source s o f legitima -
tion tha t justifie d th e stat e prio r t o th e rationalizin g an d secularizin g 
influences o f modernization ? 

In attemptin g t o answe r thi s question , I  tur n mor e t o th e politica l 
philosopher tha n t o th e sociologis t t o describ e th e substanc e o f th e 
political idea s (o r th e source s o f legitimation ) tha t onc e justifie d th e 
American state . Sociologica l treatment s o f legitimac y seldo m mov e be -
yond th e real m o f abstrac t theor y an d eve n les s ofte n delineat e thos e 
sources o f legitimation tha t hav e served t o justify stat e laws and actions . 
Considerations o f thes e ideologica l system s ar e presente d no t a s a n 
argument tha t earl y America n participant s i n societa l lif e wer e al l En -
lightenment philosophers , Christia n believers , or classica l republican s o r 
as an attemp t t o critique thei r trut h valu e bu t a s an effor t t o unpac k th e 


