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Abstract 
Society has changed significantly through processes of modernisation and these changes have affected 

the way individuals build up and develop their self-identities. In pre-modern societies live was only 

centred on survival, individuals behaved according to rules and traditions, the family and nearest 
environment provided people with social supervision and guidance on how to get through life. 

Individuals had very little choice about where they preferred to live, which line of work they chose 

and whom they wanted to marry. Anxiety and guilt arose if people wanted to do something they were 

not meant for or if they behaved in contradiction to society’s standards. With modernisation, the living 
conditions have improved and people’s choices and freedom about what to do with their live have 

increased. Yet at the same time, stability has decreased and traditions and traditional support systems, 

such as the family, lost their importance. Individuals today do therefore have multiple options and 
freedom, but little guidance on which options are the right ones or how they should behave. Anxiety 

and shame arise if people feel they have not made the right choices or if they believe they are not 

doing as well as they could be. In modern society individualism is dominant and the development of 
the self-identity has become the centre of all. Everything is subject to change, and the changes happen 

much more rapidly than ever before in human history. Individuals therefore need to be constantly 

reviewing and modifying their identities in accordance with the changes within society and all 

decisions, no matter how small, affect the development of the self-identity. This can lead to great 
distress and make it difficult for people to create a single, coherent identity. Even though people have 

much more choice and freedom than before, their lives are subjects to social control and even more 

than before, because in modern societies people are dependent upon many institutions and situations 
which they themselves have no control over. All consequences of modernisation are ambiguous and 

have major impact on the individuals’ lives, the development of their self-identities and the 

relationships between people. A clear example of the effect of the individualism and increased 

importance of the personal freedom and identity is the increased rate of divorce: in a modern society 
people need to find the perfect balance between living one’s own life and being there for others.  

Útdráttur 
Samfélagið hefur breyst mikið í kjölfar nútímavæðingar og breytingarnar hafa haft áhrif á það hvernig 

einstaklingar byggja upp og þróa sjálfsmynd sína. Í landbúnaðarsamfélögum snerist lífið að mestu um 

að komast af, einstaklingar hegðuðu sér í samræmi við reglur og hefðir, og í  fjölskyldunum og 

nánasta umhverfi fékk fólk félagslegt taumhald og leiðsögn um hvernig það ætti að bera sig að í lífinu. 
Einstaklingar höfðu lítið val um hvar þeir vildu búa, við hvað þeir vildu vinna og hverjum þeir ættu að 

giftast. Kvíði og sektarkennd vöknuðu ef fólk vildi gera hluti sem því var ekki ætlað eða ef það 

hegðaði sér á skjön við viðmið samfélagsins. Með nútímavæðingunni hafa lífsskilyrði orðið betri og 
val fólks og frelsi um hvað það vill gera við líf sitt aukist. En á sama tíma hefur stöðugleiki minnkað 

og hefðir og hefðbundin stoðkerfi, s.s. fjölskyldan, misst mikilvægi sitt. Einstaklingar í dag hafa því 

mikla valmöguleika og frelsi, en litla leiðsögn um hvaða leiðir eigi að velja eða hvernig sé best að 
haga sér og þeir finna fyrir kvíða og skömm ef þeim finnst þeir ekki vera að velja rétta valmöguleika 

eða ekki standa sig eins vel og þeir gætu mögulega gert. Einstaklingshyggja er ríkjandi og þróun 

sjálfsmyndar einstaklinga er orðin miðpunktur alls. Í nútíma samfélagi er allt breytingum háð og 

breytingarnar gerast mun hraðar en á öllum öðrum stigum mannkynssögunnar. Einstaklingar þurfa því 
sífellt að vera að endurskoða og breyta sjálfsmyndum sínum í takt við breytingar samfélagsins og allar 

ákvarðanir, sama hversu litlar þær eru, hafa áhrif á þróun sjálfsmyndarinnar. Þetta getur leitt til 

mikillar vanlíðanar og gert fólki erfitt fyrir að byggja upp eina, heildstæða sjálfsmynd. En þrátt fyrir að 
fólk hafi nú svo mikið val og frelsi um sitt eigið líf er því enn stjórnað af samfélaginu, og jafnvel 

meira nú en áður því að einstaklingar í nútíma samfélagi eru háðir ýmsum stofnunum og aðstæðum 

sem þeir hafa enga stjórn yfir sjálfir. Allar afleiðingar nútímavæðingarinnar eru margræðar og hafa 
mikil áhrif á líf einstaklinga, uppbyggingu sjálfsmyndar þeirra og samskipti á milli fólks. Skýrt dæmi 

um áhrif einstaklingshyggju og aukinnar áherslu á frelsi og sjálfsmynd einstaklinganna sjálfra er aukin 

tíðni skilnaða: í nútíma samfélagi þarf fólk að finna fullkomið jafnvægi milli þess að lifa fyrir sjálfan 

sig og lifa fyrir aðra. 
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 Introduction 

 

The world in which we now live is profoundly distinct from the one inhabited by people of 

previous periods in human history. Some salient features of the older social world have ceased 

to exist, others have changed conspicuously and new ones have emerged. In particular, the 

modern world is different from the world of pre-modern times in a twofold way: it is a single 

world with a much more unitary framework of experience than was possible before, due to 

globalisation and increased mediated experience; yet at the same time it is a world that creates 

deeper forms of fragmentation and levels of distance between individuals than any other that 

may have existed before in human history.  

In a modern society, life is not a predetermined path with limited options based on location, 

family or gender: it is full of possibilities, but the individual is given little guidance on what is 

the best option. The role of the family, religion and traditional authority has declined and the 

constant drive of change within modern institutions and social life makes everything uncertain 

and flexible. The process of finding oneself is enforced upon all individuals – a process of 

continuous transformation. Self-identification becomes a reflexive project of each individual 

in modernity, whereas in pre-modern settings self-identity was largely given, as opposed to 

made. Individuals create and reform their identities through choice, and due to the reflexive 

nature of modern self-identification, everyday decisions and behaviour become more relevant 

in this process than they were in traditional societies. Increased choice has its advantages, for 

example it makes possible new dimensions of self-development; but it also has its flaws. 

People experience anxiety because they have troubles choosing between available options and 

fear that they are not making the right choices, whereas in traditional societies people 

experienced anxiety due to lack of possibilities and because of feelings of wrongdoing. 

Increased choice does, however, not mean that people have full control over their lives or the 

shaping of their identities. Modernity has an orientation towards control which reaches the 

individuals’ lives and identities through sequestration of experience and institutional 

repression of social life. Experience, questions and doubts are repressed on the individual 

level which often results in a moral crisis for the individual. Furthermore, individuals’ lives in 

modern society become highly dependent on institutions, structures and conditions which they 

have no control over, and that makes it increasingly impossible for individuals to become 
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autonomous. Commodity capitalism also has a strong control over the process of self-

identification because it substitutes the development of a self with the possession of certain 

goods and is constantly creating new needs that it can fulfil. There are therefore both new 

possibilities and new problems that modernity brings to self-identification. 

To require an understanding of how and why self-identification is different within modern 

societies, I studied the theories of  Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck, which focus on how 

self-identity is shaped by the institutions and characteristics of modernity and which 

consequences the ambiguous changes brought by modernisation have for individuals: on the 

one hand, individual choices and possibilities of different life-paths have increased; on the 

other, such choices and life-paths are the result of external factors which the individuals have 

no control over: on the one hand, it is more likely that autonomy becomes reality in each 

person´s life; on the other, forces of heteronomy and institutional dependency are increasing 

and finding new powerful outlets. 

Modernisation and the consequences it causes for individuals has become an important theme 

in sociology and many scholars have written about the subject. It is impossible in an essay as 

this one to cover all the existing theories and different ideas about self-identity in modernity 

and therefore, in order to obtain as much information as possible and to gain a coherent idea 

of the subject, I chose to acquire a deep understanding of the ideas of only two authors instead 

of acquiring little knowledge of many theories by many different authors. I chose Beck and 

Giddens because I was already familiar with some of their work and thought of this as a great 

opportunity to study their theories further and they also represent, to a certain extent, different 

aspects on the subject which provides me with a wider dimension. The origin of Gidden´s 

theory lies largely in a very general and abstract social theory, especially his rejection of 

structural functionalism and notions of agency, but Beck´s theory is, however, based on 

sociology of institutions and a macro-sociology of social change (Lash & Wyanne, 1992). 

In order to understand the uniqueness of modernity, it is necessary to begin by considering its 

key characteristics. I will start with the most patent ones and move from there towards subtler, 

more complex features. Than it must be considered which effects these characteristics have on 

the process of self-identification and the particular twofold difference of modernity from 

traditional societies.  Finally, in order to provide an example of how changes within self-

identification and the social structure have affected the lives of individuals in modern 

societies, I will discuss the institution of marriage, the transformations it has undergone in the 
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last decades and some pertinent reasons for higher divorce rates in modern societies than in 

traditional societies. 

Part I: Modernity and its effect on self-identification 

 

Key characteristics of modernity 

Processes of modernisation have transformed the majority of today´s societies by changing 

their infrastructures, their functions, and the communications within and between them as 

well as the individuals who inhabit them. The process towards modern societies has taken 

place in two different phases: The former occurred as modernisation dissolved the structure of 

the 19
th
 century feudal society and produced the industrial society. The latter is still happening 

as today´s modernisation dissolves the industrial society and new modernity takes form 

(Beck, 1992). The greatest difference between those two phases is that in the 19
th
 century 

modernisation was changing its opposite but in the western, developed world in the 21
st
 

century modernisation has consumed and lost its opposite and is thus undermining its own 

premises and foundations as an industrial society. In other words; “Modernization within the 

paths of industrial society is being replaced by a modernization of the principles of industrial 

society (…) we are witnessing not the end but the beginning of modernity – that is, of a 

modernity beyond its classical industrial design” (Beck, 1992, p.10). 

According to Giddens (1991), the most patent, major characteristics of modernity are:  

 Industrialism, which refers to the social relations implied in the extensive use of 

material power and machinery in all processes of production.  

 Capitalism, i.e. a production-system of goods which involves both competitive 

product markets and the commodification of labour power.  

 Institutions of surveillance, that is, the foundation of the massive increase in 

organisational power linked with the emergence of modern social life.  

 The era of total war, caused by the industrialisation of war.  

 The rise of organisation, such that modern organisations are not distinguished by their 

size or bureaucratic character but by the concentrated reflexive monitoring that they 
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both permit and entail as well as the regularised control of social relations across 

indefinite space-time distances that they achieve.  

 Dynamism, which is one of the most evident characteristic of the modern era from any 

other period in history and does not only involve a much faster pace of social change 

than in any prior system, but also a larger extent and profoundness with which it 

affects pre-existing modes of behaviour and social traditions. Three elements further 

explain this dynamic character:  

o Separation of time and space. In pre-modern settings time and space were 

connected through the ‘situatedness’ of place; in modernity, time has been 

separated from space, creating an empty dimension of time which pulled space 

away from place. The modern world has a universal dating system and globally 

standardised time zones and is therefore socially and experientially different 

from all pre-modern eras. The “emptying out of time and space” (Giddens, 

1991, p.27) is a necessary condition for the articulation of social relations 

across wide spans of time-space, up to and including global systems.  

o Disembedding of social institutions, which is the key to the quickening in time-

space distantiation which modernity establishes. The disembedding of social 

institutions separates interaction from the particularities of locales. This 

separation can take place in two manners: via symbolic tokens, which are 

media of exchange that have a standard value and are therefore interchangeable 

across many different contexts, for example money; and via expert systems 

that apply modes of technical knowledge which have legitimacy independent 

of the practitioners and the clients who make use of them, for example 

medicine, engineering, science, therapy and counselling.  

o Reflexivity, which refers to the responsiveness of most aspects of social activity 

to chronic revision in the light of new knowledge or information. Or as Beck 

explains it; an object or individual who causes certain action is also affected by 

it (Beck, 1992).  

These are the obvious, simple features of modernity, but we also need to focus on others that 

are not necessarily as obvious and are more complex but just as important. Some are closely 
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connected with those already mentioned here above, or even their direct consequences, while 

others have developed from distinct influences. 

 

Individualisation 

Modernisation does not only involve structural change but also a change in the relationship 

between the social structures and social agents. As modernisation reaches a certain level 

agents become decreasingly controlled by structures and therefore more individualised. In 

effect, structural changes force social actors to become freer from the existing structure. For 

modernisation successfully to progress the agents must release themselves from structural 

constriction and actively shape the modernisation process (Lash & Wyanne, 1992). 

Specific historical developments have led to individualisation by disrupting the experience of 

historical continuity and cutting people off from their traditional ties, beliefs and social 

relationships. As a consequence, individuals have lost their traditional support networks and 

have to rely on themselves and their personal fate which involves many risks, opportunities, 

and contradictions (Beck, 1992). This is the primary phase of individualisation process; the 

socially prescribed answers have steadily been worn away. In the next stage, which was 

especially apparent in the second half of the 20
th
 century, people are confronted with a range 

of questions and choices but not provided any traditional guidelines (Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim, 1995). Individuals are thus compelled to make themselves the centre of their own 

life plans and behaviour. This independence from traditional ties gives people’s lives an 

independent quality which makes an experience of personal destiny possible for the first time 

in history (Beck, 1992). 

As reflexive modernisation dissolves the traditional parameters of industrial society, people 

become free from the social forms of society; class culture, class consciousness, gender, 

family etc. Class biographies, which are largely ascribed, become transformed into reflexive, 

individual biographies which depend on the decisions of the actor. This results in decreased 

importance of ties to a social class and a status-based lifestyle and the emergence of 

individualised forms and conditions of existence. “Increasingly, everyone has to choose 

between different options, including as to which group or subculture one wants to be 

identified with. In fact, one has to choose and change one’s social identity as well as take the 

risks in doing so. In this sense, individualization means the variation and differentiation of 
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lifestyles and forms of life, opposing the thinking behind the traditional categories of large-

group societies – which is to say, classes, estates, and social stratification” (Beck, 1992, 

p.88). 

According to Beck (1992), individualisation brought end to the class society through three 

processes:  

1. Processes of individualisation deprived class distinctions of their social identities. 

Social groups lost their independent identities, the change to become an influential 

political force and their unique characteristics, both in terms of their self-

understanding and in relation with other groups. As a result, the idea of social mobility 

loses its importance.  

2. Inequalities became redefined in terms of “an individualisation of social risk” (p.100) 

and are thus no longer defined in terms of social classes. This resulted in a tendency to 

perceive social problems as psychological dispositions; as personal insufficiency, 

feelings of guilt, anxieties, conflicts, and neuroses.  

3. As individualisation increases, political and social alliances which are meant to cope 

with social problems can no longer follow a single pattern such as the class model. In 

an individualised, modern society alliances are generally focused on single issues and 

oriented towards specific situations or personalities, and temporary coalitions between 

diverse groups are formed and dissolved depending on a specific issue and on specific 

situations.  

As social classes lost their importance, individuals were compelled to develop an ego-centred 

worldview in order to survive. This turns the relation of ego and the world on its head: In pre-

modern societies people saw themselves as inseparable part of an uncontrollable world and 

their lives were shaped by their environment; but in modern societies we conceive the world 

as something we can control, put ourselves at the centre of it and try to make our environment 

useful for the purpose of shaping our individual biographies.  

To summarize, individualisation means that “each person´s biography is removed from given 

determination and placed in his or her own hands, open and dependent on decisions. The 

proportion of life opportunities which are fundamentally closed to decision-making is 

decreasing and the proportion of the biography which is open and must be constructed 

personally is increasing” (Beck, 1992, p.135). This means that biographies become self-
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reflexive; socially described biography is replaced by a self-produced biography. Decisions 

on education, job, partner, number of children, place of residence and so forth, along with all 

the secondary decisions, no longer can be made – they have to be made. Even in the cases of 

small decisions which do not require the presence of consciousness or alternatives, the 

individual will have to face some consequences if the decisions are not taken (Beck, 1992). 

 

Multiple choice  

It is clear that a strong emphasis on individuality is an important feature of modernity, which 

some sociologists, such as Baumeister (1986), argue to have been absent in pre-modern times. 

In pre-modern societies, most attributes relevant to identity were relatively fixed. All changes 

that had to be made through life were governed by institutionalised processes and the 

individual had a passive role in them. Baumeister, and others, believe that only through the 

emergence of modern societies and the division of labour therein did the individual become a 

focus of attention. Giddens (1991), however, believes that the existence of the individual and 

individuality are not distinctive characteristics of modernity and that the individual self has 

been valued in all cultures, although within varying limits.  

For Giddens, the main novelty of modernity in relation to self-identification is a complex 

diversity of choices which the individual is confronted with in all aspects of daily life, as 

she/he is offered little help in deciding which options to select. Obviously no culture has 

eliminated choice altogether in day-to-day activities and all traditions are in fact choices 

among a range of possible actions. Yet, tradition or established behaviour orders life within 

fairly fixed channels (Giddens, 1991). The increased role of individuals in making decisions 

about their own lifespan can certainly be seen as a reason for increased focus on the 

individuality; the individual is simply more influential in regards to changes that affect his/her 

own life and increased diversity of choices results in more diverse groups of individuals 

within society which makes individuality more noticeable. However that does not mean that 

individuality has not been present in pre-modern societies or that there has never before been 

an emphasis on the individual. This new challenge of choosing between different possibilities 

that modernity presents for individuals has profound effects on their self-identification, but we 

will focus more on that later. For now, let us consider how this characteristic developed. 
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The plurality of choices which the individual confronts in modernity derives from several 

influences. First is the fact that living in a post-traditional order means that the indications and 

signs established by tradition are absent. Second is what can be called a pluralisation of life-

worlds, which involves that the settings of modern social life are much more diverse and 

segmented than ever before in human history due to globalisation, the emergence of the 

internet etc. The third factor is a result of the flawed project of the Enlightenment to replace 

arbitrary tradition and speculations with knowledge based on reason. Methodological doubt, 

rather than greater certainty, is what identifies the reflexivity of modernity. All authorities can 

only be trusted ‘until further notice’ and the abstract systems that enter much of day-to-day 

life, such as the banking system or legal system, do not offer any fixed guidelines or recipes 

for behaviour, only multiple possibilities (Giddens, 1991). Just as the first phase of 

modernisation brought on the demystification of religion and privileges of rank in the 19
th

 

century, science and technology are constantly being demystified in today’s modernity (Beck, 

1992). All logic and reason which today’s society is founded on is persistently being 

invalidated and all knowledge at risk of being just temporary. The fourth influence is the ever- 

increasing amount of mediated experience, since with the increasing globalisation of media a 

diverse number of milieux are made visible to anyone who cares to gather the relevant 

information (Giddens, 1991). Because of these influences, the questions ‘Who am I?’ and 

‘How shall I live?’ have to be constantly answered in day-to-day decisions about how to 

behave, what to wear, what to read, what to eat and so on.  

Appearance is one example of increased choice in modernity. In most settings of pre-modern 

cultures, appearance was mostly standardised in terms of tradition and appearance primarily 

indicated social identity rather than personal identity. Modes of dress or facial adornment 

were for example only to a limited extent means of individualisation. In modernity, however, 

appearance has become a central element of the reflexive project of the self even though dress 

and social identity have not become entirely dissociated and modes of dress still remain a 

signal of gender, class position and occupational status. But the fact that today we have a 

special word which refers to styles of dress that are standardised in relation to a certain social 

position, the ‘uniform’, is a clear sign that the choice of dress in other settings is fairly open 

(Giddens, 1991).  

Making a choice is not the only setting in which pluralisation presents itself in modernity. 

Another one is pluralisation of milieux; individuals have more diverse roles than before and 
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are caught up in a variety of different encounters and milieux which each call for different 

forms of appropriate behaviour (see Goffman, 1959). Individuals therefore have to adjust both 

their appearance and demeanour according to the demands of particular settings (Giddens, 

1991). 

Choosing among an indefinite range of alternatives is always a matter of ‘as if’ and the 

individuals are always selecting between possible worlds. Each course of action chosen has its 

possibilities, but each also has its attendant risks. 

 

Risk 

As has been stressed before, modernity is reflexive and one of its characteristics is more or 

less continuous and intense processes of change. But another very important aspect of modern 

reflexivity is that these processes of change do not conform to either human expectations or 

human control. The expectation that the social and natural environments would become 

subject to rational ordering has not turned out to be valid.  

In a society that has said goodbye to the past and to the traditional ways of doing things, and 

has instead opened itself up to a problematic future, the notion of risk becomes central. Risk 

has become a characteristic of modernity because no aspects of our actions follow a 

predetermined course and they are all open to uncertain happenings. Because of this, Ulrich 

Beck (1992) characterises modernity as a ‘risk society’, which does not only refer to the fact 

that modernity introduces new forms of danger for humanity to face, but also that “[l]iving in 

the ‘risk society’ means living with a calculative attitude to the open possibilities of action, 

positive and negative, with which, as individuals and globally, we are confronted in a 

continuous way in our contemporary social existence” (Giddens, 1991, p.28). Modernity is 

full of uncertainty which individuals cannot ignore no matter how hard they try, and the 

modern society exposes everyone to a diversity of crisis situations.  

If we write our own biographies, it would seem logic that society is a variable we can control. 

But in reality that is not the case. As we will discuss in more detail later, there are many 

decisions that affect our private existence which are predetermined and numerous 

circumstances which are outside our reach.  This confronts us with risks and difficulties we 

cannot possibly deal with (Beck, 1992). 
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High-consequence risks today are the result of rapidly increasing processes of globalisation 

and even half a century ago humanity did not suffer from the same kind of threats. But these 

risks are not only a consequence of globalisation, they also create new forms of global 

connection and produce situations which unify the overall human community; humankind 

becomes a ‘we’ facing problems and risks that have almost equal consequences for all and no 

one can escape. And in these situations there are no ‘others’. Because of these risks, new 

globalised orders emerge and new forms of cooperation are needed. Other connections created 

by risk and globalisation lie between the individual and the collective; individual life chances 

are, for example, directly tied to the global capitalist economy (Giddens, 1991). 

 

Globalisation and mediated experience  

“In conditions of late modernity, we live ‘in the world’ in a different sense from previous eras 

of history” (Giddens, 1991, p.187). The restrictions of the body ensure that all individuals are 

contextually situated in time and space at every moment, so everyone still lives a local life. 

But what the world really is changes drastically with the transformations of place and the 

imposition of distance into local activities, along with the centrality of mediated experience. 

This change involves both the general universe of social activity, within which the collective 

social life is performed, and the phenomenal world of individuals. It is quite certain that in 

very few instances does the phenomenal world still correspond to the habitual location 

through which the individuals physically move, as it did in all previous phases of history. 

Through globalisation, localities and individuals are thoroughly infiltrated by distant 

influences, and this has become accepted as a routine part of social life (Giddens, 1991). 

Globalisation and increased mediated experience represent some of the unifying features of 

modern institutions. These characteristics, along with the “emptying of time and space” 

(Giddens, 1991, p.27), started processes that created a single world where none existed 

before. 

Increased globalisation of mediated experience means augmented intrusion of remote events 

into everyday consciousness and causes all individuals to incorporate information from all 

over the world into their day-to-day conduct. Media, and especially electronic media, make it 

possible for us to follow events happening in other parts of the world and also provide 

audience that are not physically present. Situational geography of social life has therefore 

been transformed and, “as a result, the traditional connection between ‘physical setting’ and 
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‘social situation’ has become undermined; mediated social institutions construct new 

communalities – and differences – between preconstituted forms of social experience” 

(Giddens, 1991, p.84). Another consequence of globalisation of mediated experience is that 

distant events may become as familiar, or even more so, than close influences and be 

incorporated into the structure of personal experience. ‘At hand’ situations may be more 

incomprehensible than large-scale events affecting millions of people. “A person may be on 

the telephone to someone twelve thousand miles away and for the duration of the 

conversation be more closely bound up with the responses of that individual than with others 

sitting in the same room. The appearances, personality and policies of a world political 

leader may be better known to a given individual than those of his next-door neighbour. A 

person may be more familiar with the debate over global warming than with why the tap in 

the kitchen leaks” (Giddens, 1991, p.189). 

The technology that has made the globalisation of mediated experience possible, such as the 

television and the internet, has twofold effects. It decreased isolation by giving people the 

chance to follow events that are happening around the world and by making communications 

with others around the world much easier than before. But it also increases isolation by 

removing people from traditionally shaped framework of conversation, experience and life. 

High level of social contact through electronic media can therefore prevent the formation of 

deep relationships between persons (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). This is one example of 

how the same features of modern society are both unifying and at the same time fragmenting 

and create new levels of distance between individuals.   

Increased globalisation of mediated experience has also caused standardisation by putting 

everyone in a similar position irrespective of culture or location. Everybody living in a 

modern society have the chance to consume the same information. And because all these 

individuals are part of a globally standardised media network, individual situations can no 

longer be determined to be institutionally dependent on the nation states, therefore 

institutional and national boundaries are in a certain sense no longer valid: “Through the 

media we lead a kind of spatial and temporal double life” (Beck, 1992, p.133). Governments 

still operate mainly within the structure of nation states, but biography has been opened up to 

the world society and the world society has become part of the individual biography (Beck, 

1992). The internet has increased the importance of this feature of modernity. The quantity 

and diversity of available information is much more now than in pre-modern societies, it is 
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easier to access information from all over the world at all times and communications with 

other people and active involvement in groups or associations no longer requires people to be 

in the same location.  

Individuals do not incorporate all mediated experience that is presented to them. All people 

actively, but not always consciously, choose which information they ‘take in’, for example 

when they decide to read one newspaper rather than another, and then choose which 

information from the newspaper they incorporate. The appropriation of mediated information 

is done by pre-established habits and the amount of information taken in by the individual is 

reduced through routine attitudes that exclude potentially troubling knowledge (Giddens, 

1991). Here again does the modern characteristic of choice become apparent; much more 

information is available from far more locations today than ever before in human history, so 

individuals must choose which information to incorporate and base their actions upon. With 

the increasing number of people reading news on the internet and a rapid development in 

‘behavioural targeting’ technology, which learns the individual’s interests and only shows the 

person news and advertisements in accordance with his/hers interests, already used by 

companies such as Google and Yahoo (Hof, 2009), this might however change. People’s view 

of the world could easily become very narrow, and a choice made for a person without 

his/hers involvement is not so much a choice.  

 

Social control  

With the rise of modernity emerged the idea of secular correction and the social and natural 

worlds came to be seen as transformable rather than just given. Today everything is subject to 

control and correction; people change their looks with artificial colours or plastic surgeries, 

couples get divorced if their marriage is not working well enough, prisons and mental 

hospitals are settings of technical correction, nature is constantly changed to fulfil human 

purposes, death in modern cultures is nothing more or less than the moment that human 

control over human existence exceeds its limits, and as pointed out earlier, modern 

organisations have more control over social relations than has existed before in history. 

Modernity’s orientation towards control over social reproduction and self-identity is, 

according to Giddens (1991), caused by three different influences – most of which were 
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established during the beginning of the modern period and have become more and more 

noticeable with the globalising and radicalising of modern institutions.  

The first and somewhat most important influence is the extension of administrative power 

brought about by growing processes of surveillance. The intensifying of administrative 

control is a phenomenon that is not entirely directed by anyone in particular, because it affects 

the activities of everyone. Increased surveillance in a more and more reflexive world means 

that all human behaviour that is not incorporated into a system becomes alien and discrete – 

and thus all “rough edges” (Giddens, 1991, p.150) are smoothed. (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 

1995). 

The second influence is the reordering of private and public spheres, which can be linked to 

the emergence of civil society and the modern form of statehood. In pre-modern societies 

most of day-to-day life was not a part of the state’s administrative power and the local 

community was for the most part autonomous in terms of modes of life and traditions. 

Personal activity was mostly left completely untouched by the administrative apparatus. In 

modern times, however, the state has the capacity to influence so many aspects of day-to-day 

life that the state and the civil society develop together as connected processes of 

transformation. State and society are internally referential within the reflexive systems which 

modernity establishes. And what applies to the distinction of state/society also applies to the 

distinction of public/private. The public sphere is that of the state, whilst the private resists the 

intrusion of the state’s surveillance processes. But because the state is the guarantee of the 

law, the private is not solely that which remains unincorporated into the scope of the state, but 

is partly a matter of legal definition too; the state defines private rights and therefore, in a 

certain sense, has control over the private sphere as well as the public one (Giddens, 1991). 

Beck’s argument for increased social control is connected to this influence. He claims that 

individualisation has brought on social control in the form of an institutional dependency 

because the new individual situations have a novel character: they are no longer solely private 

situations but always institutional as well because they span both the separated areas of the 

private sphere and various spheres of the public sphere. The reason for this is that in making 

our own biographies we have to let the labour market, the company, the business etc. into our 

private lives in order to survive. But we have no control over these factors, so the result is 

double faced: we are making our own choices, but our decisions are heavily dependent on 
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outside influences. And thus, “[w]hat looks like the outside world becomes the inside of an 

individual biography” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.40). 

The third influence is the increasing importance of shame, in relation to self-identity and in 

comparison with guilt. We will get back to this point later when considering self-identity in 

modern times. 

Through modernisation individuals became free from traditional ties and social forms, but it 

can be argued that these have simply been exchanged for new forms of constraints and 

controls hollowing most of the modern individual’s countless life choices of their actual 

autonomy. Individuals in modern societies are dependent on the labour market and thereby 

dependent on education, economic cycles, consumption, welfare-state support, services and 

regulations, fashions, markets, traffic planning and so forth (Beck, 1992). This dependency 

brings on special forms of control: Individualised, private existence becomes more and more 

dependent on conditions which the individuals have no control over and that makes it 

increasingly impossible for individuals to become autonomous. 

Social control is therefore increasing as our biographies are more and more being written by 

outsiders and our decisions being taken out of our hands. Individual decisions and actions, 

such as attending a certain school and choosing particular career, do lead people along certain 

paths in life and assign them a corresponding place in society. But even these apparently free, 

private choices and ways of behaving are related to and based on public expectations and 

political developments. The more dependent people are on official decisions (rules about 

scholarships, divorce laws, tax legislation, etc.), the more fragile do their biographies become 

and thus vulnerable for crisis (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).   

 

Sequestration of experience and institutional repression of social life 

Social control in modernity also reaches the field of individuals’ life circumstances and 

anxieties through processes of sequestration of experience and institutional repression.  

Ontological security indicates that the individual is not threatened by personal meaningless 

and this security is sustained by routinised activities, stable sense of self-identity and basic 

trust towards other people, institutions, expert systems and abstract systems. It is an 

acceptance of the reality, but reality can be difficult on individuals and raise questions and 

doubts about their selves as well as the meaning and purpose of life. To avoid this, ontological 
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security in modernity on the basis of day-to-day behaviour depends on the social life’s 

exclusion from fundamental existential issues which could provoke moral dilemmas for 

individuals (Giddens, 1991).   

Many forms of anxiety which could threaten the ontological security are contained through 

sequestration of experience. Doubts and existential questions which raise some of the most 

essential anxieties individuals can face are not confronted directly under the mainstream 

conditions of modernity. Rather than being dealt with personally by the individual, they are 

put aside and repressed by the modern institutions. Thus, self-development in modern 

societies takes place under conditions of extensive moral deprivation and the self is 

sequestered from main types of experience through institutional repression of social life, 

which both relates to tasks of day-to-day behaviour and long term life-planning (Giddens, 

1991).  

Sequestration of experience therefore refers to connected processes of suppression which 

remove possibly disturbing things such as madness, criminality, sickness and death from the 

routines of ordinary life. Death, for example, represents a part of life that has been removed 

from individuals’ experience and placed almost entirely into the hands of expert systems and 

institutions. In pre-modern societies death was a part of life as a natural feature of everyone’s 

experience. In modern societies death is hidden from individuals and has become a technical 

assessment in hands of medical experts; a matter of deciding at what point a person dies in 

respect of the termination of various bodily functions (Giddens, 1991).  

Existential problems affect fundamental aspects of the lives of every individual, so 

institutional repression cannot be complete. Death, for example, is inevitably a great extrinsic 

part of human existence and thus it cannot be incorporated in the internally referential systems 

of modernity. However, all the events that lead up to and are involved with the process of 

dying can be (Giddens, 1991). 

The sequestration of experience is, to some extent, the artificial outcome of a culture in which 

both moral and artistic fields are believed to be dissolved by the expansion of technical 

knowledge. But to a significant degree, it is also an unintended result of the widespread 

structuring processes of modernity in which the internally referential systems have lost 

contact with extrinsic criteria. 
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Sequestration of experience has paradoxical implications: In ordinary situations, the 

individual is protected from situations that could otherwise cause disturbing questions. But 

whenever a personal crisis occurs or in other critical circumstances, the sense of ontological 

security is likely to be severely damaged. The sequestration of experience thus creates a false 

control over life situations and is likely to cause long-term forms of psychological tension. 

 

Part II: Self-Identity in Modernity 

 

With the second phase of modernisation came a kind of universal Zeitgeist which seized hold 

of people and urged them to do their own thing, play of their freedom and be themselves. The 

consequence of modernisation, and the structural changes it brought with it, is that for the first 

time in history large numbers of people are in a position to wonder about issues not directly 

connected with the daily routine of earning a living. When life becomes somewhat easier, 

with increased standards of living following industrialisation, questions on the meaning of it 

all can develop a new necessity. The old philosophical questions now start to enter the private 

lives of the individuals; ‘Who am I? Where did I come from? And where am I going?’ Such 

questions challenge the individuals to find answers and can turn into a form of stress or a 

panic. The old ways of interpreting the world have become obsolete and each individual finds 

her/him-self alone with new doubts. Those who don’t find answers are left with anxieties and 

sense of insecurity, and one could say that individuals today suffer from an existence-

frustration (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). 

 In pre-modern societies, developing a self-identity was the last in line of peoples’ duties and 

needs, which most focused on surviving and reproducing. Today it is the first in line and 

when one does develop his/hers own personality it affects all other aspects of his/hers life; 

marriage, family, work, career etc. But the fundamental problem still remains: “how can you 

develop your own potential while remaining a social being, and what kind of society would 

enable us to take these steps towards freedom?” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.44). 

Self-identity is not merely the persistence of a self over time, it is not found in the individual’s 

behaviour or the reaction of other people, and it is not given as a result of the continuity of an 

individual’s action-system. Self-identity is found in the capacity to keep a particular narrative 
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going and has to be routinely created and maintained in the reflexive activities of an 

individual. It is what the individual is conscious of in terms self-consciousness. Therefore, 

self-identity is not a characteristic or a collection of characteristics; “It is the self as reflexively 

understood by the person in terms of her or his biography“ (Giddens, 1991, p.53).  

As a consequence of modernity, self-identity needs to be created and continually rearranged 

against the backdrop of variable experiences of every-day life and the fragmenting tendencies 

of modern institutions. The reflexivity of modern societies extends into the core of the self; 

the self becomes a reflexive project in which the narrative of self-identity is fragile and this 

mission of creating a distinct identity does bring a burden, along with psychological gains.  

In traditional cultures where things stayed more or less the same from one generation to 

another on the collective level, changes in identity were made clear and transitions in 

individuals’ lives were often ritualised – such as when an individual moved from adolescence 

into adulthood. In modern cultures, however, the transformed self needs to be constructed and 

explored as a part of a reflexive process of connecting social and personal change (Giddens, 

1991).  

According to Giddens (1991), the origin of a reflexive project of the self is a development of 

internally referential lifespan; the lifespan is separated from extrinsic moral, social and 

traditional considerations and the self becomes interpreted in terms of self-determination 

alone. The creation of such an internally referential lifespan has been influenced by many 

social changes which isolate the lifespan as a distinct and closed trajectory from other 

surrounding events. This happens in the following ways: 

 “The lifespan emerges as a separate segment of time, distanced from the life cycle of 

the generations”(Giddens, 1991, p.146). Without a connection between the individual 

life and the generations, the idea of the life cycle makes little sense. In traditional 

societies the generations are a form of time-reckoning, but in modern societies the 

concept of generation only makes sense in connection with a standardised time; we 

speak of ‘the generation of the 1960s’ and so on. In traditional societies the life cycle 

has strong connection with renewal because each generation relives and rediscovers 

modes of life of its ancestors. However in high modernity, practices are only repeated 

if they are reflexively justifiable and thus renewal loses most of its meaning. 

 “The lifespan becomes separated from the externalities of place, while place itself is 

undermined by the expansion of disembedding mechanisms” (Giddens, 1991, p.146). 



19 

 

In most traditional cultures, most social life was localised. In modern culture, 

however, place does not form a limitation of experience and does not offer the same 

security of the ever-familiar as traditional locales did. Because of the increasing of 

mediated experience, familiarity no longer depends on local milieu. Therefore, place 

has become less important as an external referent for the lifespan of individuals than it 

used to be.  

 “The lifespan becomes more and more freed from externalities associated with pre-

established ties to other individuals and groups” (Giddens, 1991, p.147). In pre-

modern societies, kinship ties of various kinds were the major external anchoring of 

individual’s life and helped determine, or in some cases completely defined, key 

decisions affecting the individual’s whole lifespan. In modern social conditions this is 

practically unknown for the mass of the population and the notion of ancestors has 

become diffuse and hard to recover. Thus, external references supplied by others are 

lacking and the lifespan emerges as a path, which above all relates to the individual’s 

projects and plans. 

 “The lifespan becomes structured around ‘open experience thresholds’, rather than 

ritualised passages” (Giddens, 1991, p.148). Ritual itself is an external referent and 

the absence of ritual in modern social conditions removes an important psychological 

support from the individual and affects his capacity to cope with major transitions in 

life, such as birth adolescence, marriage and death. In modern society however, each 

phase of transition tends to turn into an identity crisis. 

Modernity’s drive towards control pushes the self into the outer world in ways that have no 

clear parallel in history. The disembedding mechanisms of modern society break in to the core 

of self-identity and remove the prior supports that the self-identity was based upon as well as 

the traditional ties which determined people’s lives in pre-modern societies. This has a dual 

effect; on the one hand familiarity, protection, stability and certain identity disappear and 

people are no longer included into a larger unit, which can result in anxieties and identity 

crisis. On the other hand individual choice is not as restricted and this allows the self to 

accomplish much greater mastery over the social relations and social framework reflexively 

integrated into the creation of the self than was previously possible (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 

1995; Giddens, 1991). 
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It does not follow from what has been explained above that the individual necessarily 

becomes separated from the wider context of social events, because the self does establish a 

trajectory that can only become rational through a reflexive use of the wider social 

environment. But certainly, the idea of the self-sufficient individual emerged as a reaction to 

the developing institutions of modernity (Giddens, 1991). Self-identity is no longer given like 

it was in pre-modern settings as a result of traditions, localities, rituals or family. In 

modernity, self-identity is created by the individual through choice. 

 

Choosing a lifestyle 

The term ‘lifestyle’ implies a choice between pluralities of possible options, and as Giddens 

points out (1991), it is thus a term which has little applicability to traditional cultures. 

Lifestyles are routine customs, such as the routines incorporated into the habits of eating, 

dressing, means of acting and preferred milieu for meeting others. But these routines that the 

individual follows are reflexively open to change because of the mobile nature of self-

identity. Every small decision an individual makes each day contributes to such routines and 

all such choices, along with more consequential ones, are not only decisions about how to act 

but also about who to be. The more post-traditional the environment in which the individual 

lives in is, the more does lifestyle concern the core of self-identity – both its making and 

remaking. 

In modern social conditions, the more people try to reflexively form a self-identity, the more 

they will realise that current actions shape the future outcome. Because of the more or less 

constant, intense and rapid impulse of change within modern institutions and the structured 

reflexivity of modern social life, nothing can be taken for granted on either the level of day-

to-day life or the level of philosophical interpretation. What is considered to be appropriate 

and acceptable behaviour today could be seen differently tomorrow, due to new knowledge or 

changed circumstances (Giddens, 1991). For example, we constantly get new information 

about what we should eat and what food to avoid; new research show that certain things cause 

cancer and others are good for the heart – but another research shows something completely 

different and what we thought was safe to eat becomes unhealthy. Ideas about what is right 

and what is wrong also change very fast and what was common knowledge few decades ago 

is considered prejudice today, for example that women cannot do the same work as men. 

People need to be constantly adjusting their behaviour to the newest information and ideas. 
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Therefore in a modern society, where the rate of change is much faster than in traditional 

societies, it is almost impossible to live on ‘automatic pilot’ and to protect a single lifestyle 

from the generalised risk environment, no matter how firmly pre-established it is. 

With increased choice about their lives and more variety of available possibilities, including 

more information, commodities, food etc. from all over the world, individuals do not 

passively accept their self-identity – they make it and need to be constantly reforming it.  

 

The body 

In modernity, people ‘make’ their body just as they make their self-identity. With the rising of 

modernity, the body was drawn into the reflexive organisation of social life and became 

increasingly socialised. In other words, the body has become a part of the reflexivity of 

modernity. The plurality of choices, which characterises all aspects of modern cultures, also 

reaches individuals’ body routines and the organisation of sensuality, which become open to 

continuous reflexive attention and chances. Individuals become responsible for the design of 

their bodies and are in a certain sense forced to do so, the more post-traditional the settings 

which they live in become (Giddens, 1991).  

Bodily regimes are in part a matter of individual influence and preference, but they are also 

partly socially organised. Regimes are not the same as routines, because all social routines 

involve continuous control over the body, whereas regimes are learned customs which involve 

firm control over organic needs. In modern settings, both life-planning and adoption of 

lifestyle options become incorporated with bodily regimes. This does not only involve 

changing ideals about bodily appearance, such as youthfulness or slimness, and is not solely 

brought about by the influence of advertising of commodities (Giddens, 1991). Appearance 

has in fact become a central element of self-identity and with the rise of commodity 

capitalism its influence on self-identity has increased. In order to increase consumption, 

people are told through advertising that they can become who they want to be by buying the 

right clothes, colouring their hair in the right colour etc. Individuals are, after all, usually 

believed to be who they appear to be.    

A person’s way of looking and behaving is strongly influenced by the pluralisation of milieux, 

and each person is expected to be able to maintain various ‘sets’ of appropriate appearance 

and behaviour for different settings. The maintaining of a variety of appearances and 
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behaviours across different sceneries is one of the key means whereby consistency of self-

identity is preserved. “The potential for the unravelling of self-identity is kept in check 

because demeanour sustains a link between ´feeling at home in one‘s own body‘ and the 

personalised narrative for a person both to be able to sustain ´normal appearances´ and at 

the same time be convinced of personal continuity across time and space” (Giddens, 1991, 

p.100).  

 

Private vs. public 

Just like ‘lifestyle’, the term ‘personal life’ has little applicability to traditional cultures.  In 

pre-modern societies, lack of privacy was almost unavoidable due to the structure of every-

day life in the small communities where people were always close to one another, within the 

household as well as in other contexts of daily life. Personal life emerged due to a need for 

privacy and a need for intimacy, which are both characteristics of the modern world. These 

needs developed as a consequence of the large, impersonal organisations in the modern world 

and the state’s increased capacity to influence day-to-day behaviour of individuals, as 

discussed above in relation to social control. Much of the social life happens along impersonal 

lines, within contexts which are distant from the ordinary individual and which he or she has 

little or no control over. The need for privacy, which is mostly evident in modern urban areas, 

is also a consequence of the dissolution of place and increased mobility of people (Giddens, 

1991). But as Giddens (1991) points out, a need for privacy is not a negative thing because 

privacy makes possible the psychic satisfaction that an achievement of intimacy has to offer 

and search for intimacy certainly has positive effects. It is not simply a negative reaction to a 

developing society of unsettling social systems and processes.  

Thus, modern social life is more private than life in pre-modern societies. Yet, at the same 

time, it is also more public. Modern urban localities permit the development of a public, 

cosmopolitan life in ways that were not possible in traditional societies (Giddens, 1991). 

People with different cultural backgrounds live within the same cities and bring different 

influences and the result is a variety of accessible information and entertainment that can 

shape the individuals. The modern urban areas offer a variety of opportunities for individuals 

to find others of similar interests and form relations with them. They also provide more 

chances for development of a diversity of interests and hobbies than traditional societies. 
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Therefore in modernity, the creation and modification of self-identity happens in more private 

and at the same time more public conditions than in traditional settings.  

 

Guilt vs. shame 

Guilt refers to anxiety, which is produced by a fear of misbehaviour, such that the thoughts or 

activities of an individual do not correspond to expectations of a normative sort. It concerns 

things that are done, or not done, and is a private anxiety-state.  

Shame refers to anxiety about the sufficiency of the narrative, which the individual uses to 

sustain a coherent biography. It depends on feelings of personal insufficiency, and these 

feelings can include a basic element of individual’s psychological make-up from early age. 

Shame is related to the ideal self, ‘the self as I want to be’, and is a public anxiety state. The 

difference between these two anxiety states is that shame relates to the honesty of the self and 

has a positive correlate corresponding to pride and self-esteem, but guilt derives from feelings 

of wrongdoing and has no such correlation. Shame is generated when a goal is not reached 

and indicates a failure, but guilt occurs whenever a boundary is touched or rules are broken. 

Guilt concerns specific forms of behaviour or thoughts, whilst shame slowly damages a sense 

of security in both self and surrounding social milieux and threatens the integrity of the self as 

such (Giddens, 1991). 

Guilt is the form of anxiety which is most important in societies where social behaviour is 

controlled according to established moral guidelines, including those established and 

approved by tradition, and is therefore more dominant in pre-modern societies than shame. 

Guilt depends on mechanisms that are external to the internally referential systems of 

modernity and, therefore, the characteristic movement of modernity on the level of individual 

experience is away from guilt. The more the grip of traditions is broken and the reflexive 

project of the self comes to the forefront, the more do the dynamics of shame rather than guilt 

come to occupy the psychological centre-stage. And the more internally referential self-

identity becomes, the more affect does shame have in the adult personality (Giddens, 1991). 

When individuals have nearly unlimited choice about who and what they want to be, the 

chances increase on people feeling as if they have not fulfilled their possibilities or they have 

made the wrong choice: they become ashamed of who they are in the light of who they have a 

chance of being. With increased choice and possibilities, the pressure of becoming great also 

increases and this pressure comes from the individuals themselves, their families and the 



24 

 

overall society. In a traditional society, a peasant’s son is expected to grow up to become a 

peasant himself and when he does so he is not failing any expectations, even though he 

himself might want to do something else, but he simply does not have the opportunity or 

means to do so. In a modern society, however, people grow up hearing they can become 

anything they want; gender, residence, tradition or family does not place the same limits as it 

used to do. But all the possibilities make it difficult for individuals to choose and, more 

importantly, the outcome is usually seen in light of everything that ‘could have been’. 

Physical appearance can also provoke shame. There have always been certain standards on 

what is considered attractive, but in modernity the body is open to change and individuals are 

expected, and have all necessary means, to design it according to what is attractive; go to the 

gym, pay a personal trainer, be on a diet, enlarge certain parts and reduce others by plastic 

surgeries, colour the hair etc. When individuals fail to look ‘right’ that can cause shame. 

While people suffering from anxiety today suffer most under the problem of what to believe 

and who they should or might become, people in pre-modern settings suffered most under 

embarrassment which prevented them from being what and who they knew they were.  

The increased role of shame, and at the same time decreased role of guilt, in modernity is thus 

connected with fading of moral guidelines in modern society and the growing importance of 

choice within the making and remaking of self-identification.  

The increased focus on the individual and her/his actions, and at the same time decreased 

importance of religion, fate or anything else that has been demystified, has an important 

consequence which adds to the individuals’ feelings of shame. In pre-modern societies, 

actions that threw individuals off the track were usually perceived as events which they bore 

no responsibility for, such as a ‘blow of fate’ sent by God or nature. Today, however, such 

actions are rather considered a personal failure (Beck, 1992).  

Individuals in modern societies are likely to have fragile self-identities and to be 

overwhelmed by shame. As a response to this, individuals develop a narcissist personality, 

which is based on feelings of worthlessness and grandiosity. 

 

Narcissistic nature of the self  

With modernity has emerged a new ethic based on one’s duty to oneself; “driven by social 

change, individuals are entering a searching and exploratory phase. They want to try out and 
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‘experience’ (in the active sense of the word) new ways of living to counteract the dominance 

of roles (man, woman, family, career) which are becoming increasingly irrelevant. They want 

to express themselves freely and give in to impulses they used to suppress. They allow 

themselves to enjoy life here and now and not just in the distant future” (Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim, 1995, p.43). Because of this tendency to cast of standard patterns in one’s life and 

ideas and to believe in the possibility of personal development and growth, Lasch (1979) 

described modernity as age of narcissism. 

Narcissism does not entail mere self-admiration. It is a character disorder which involves 

preoccupation with the self which prevents individuals from creating suitable boundaries 

between their self and the external world. Narcissism relates to events outside the self, its 

needs and desires, and only considers what they mean to the individual himself. Narcissism 

assumes a constant search for self-identity, but this search is doomed to remain frustrated 

because the restless pursuit of ‘who am I?’ is an expression of narcissistic fascination rather 

than an achievable search (Giddens, 1991). A narcissistic person questions only the personal 

relevance of other people and outside acts and cannot therefore gain a clear perception of 

persons or events in themselves. This absorption in the self is what prevents the satisfaction of 

the self needs; “it makes the person at the moment of attaining an end or connecting with 

another person feel that “this isn’t what I wanted”. Narcissism thus has the double quality of 

being a voracious absorption in self needs and the block to their fulfillment” (Sennet, 1977, 

p.8).   

The narcissistic personality of modernity is a defensive strategy which is adapted because of 

the threatening nature of the modern world. A narcissistic individual forecloses any relation to 

the past and the future as a reaction to the risks and dangers which the world now presents and 

to the fear of everything coming to an end (Lasch, 1979). The trust and companionship 

provided by the family have also faded and narcissism develops as a defence against fears of 

abandonment (Giddens, 1991).  

The origin of a narcissistic personality is, according to Giddens (1991), found within the 

decline of traditional authority and the development of a secular, capitalistic and urban 

culture. Consumers with different and sophisticated needs are created by capitalism, and 

through secularisation a moral meaning is narrowed down to the mere sensation or perception 

of something seeming real and important. Feelings become what matters in the formation of 

self-identity rather than rational control of action. Along with these changes do the spheres of 
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public activity shrink and individuals start seeking in their personal life what used to be 

acquired in public life, for instance from the family. These transformations lead to a decline in 

social bonds and engagements and an obsessive preoccupation with social identity emerges.  

Giddens also points out that consumer capitalism and a strong emphasis on appearance, which 

are both characteristics of modernity, play an important role in furthering narcissism. 

Consumption is claimed to be the solution of the alienated qualities of modern social life and 

it promises that by consuming the right goods and services, everything that the narcissist 

desires can be achieved, e.g. beauty, popularity and attractiveness. People in modern social 

conditions therefore live as they were surrounded by mirrors and in these mirrors they seek 

for the appearance of a flawless, socially valued self. Thus, as long as appearance is promoted 

to be the main judge of value and self-development is seen primarily in terms of display, 

narcissistic traits are likely to become an important and noticeable part of self-identities.  

Another reason for the emergence of narcissist personality in modernity is the decline of the 

patriarchal family, or in fact the family in general, and the emergence of a cult of expertise 

(Lasch, 1979). In traditional societies the family provided individuals with support and 

guidelines and most needs were fulfilled by the family. Instead of the old family-based 

authority, as well as the authority of traditional leaders, a cult of expertise has arisen in 

modernity and a new paternalism in which experts of all types serve the needs of the lay 

population. However, many modern types of expertise do not fulfil genuinely felt needs but 

simply invent the very needs they claim to fulfil – and as a consequence, a dependence on 

expertise becomes a way of life (Giddens, 1991).   

 

The twofold effect on self-identity 

As Giddens makes clear in his book (1991), living in the world under conditions of modernity 

involves various tensions and dilemmas that need to be resolved in order to preserve a 

consistent narrative of self-identity. These dilemmas represent the twofold elements of 

modernity and their effects on self-identity.  

1. The modern world is at the same time more unified and more fragmented than ever 

before in human history. More unified in the sense that it is in many ways a single world 

with a unitary framework of experience due to globalisation, mediated experience, etc. 

And more fragmented because trust relations are no longer localised nor focused through 
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personal ties; individuals live a more private life and indefinite range of possibilities are 

available for individuals in relation to both behaviour and the openness of the world in 

general. Individuals today do also have a greater number of different encounters and 

milieux each of which call for different forms of appropriate behaviour and appearance.  

The problem that arises for self-identity because of the increased unification is that it 

becomes more difficult to protect and reconstruct the narrative of self-identity. The 

problem with increased fragmentation is that as an individual leaves one encounter and 

enters another, the presentation of the self needs to be adjusted to meet the requirement of 

the particular situation. Increased fragmentation can make it difficult to maintain one, 

concrete self-identity, and therefore increases anxiety and promotes narcissism as a 

defence strategy.  

2. Individuals have at the same time more and less control over their lives. In pre-

modern societies, most of the population had very few participatory rights in either the 

political or economic field. Through labour movements and political movements these 

rights were achieved after many years of struggles and thus people generally have more 

power to have influences on their own lives today than before (Lasch, 1979; Sennet, 

1977). Increased choice and more available options in terms of self-identity also give 

people more control over their own lives as well as the intrusion of abstract systems, 

because trust in the abstract systems allows individuals to act with confidence without 

knowledge of, or connections with the people, structures and actions embodied in the 

system; people can for example use the services of a bank without any knowledge of its 

procedures or contact with its employees if they trust the system. Abstract systems are 

therefore disembedding mechanisms which allow individuals to carry on in situations of 

uncertainty, enable social interactions across time and space, free mental resources and 

make possible forms of control over life circumstances that were unavailable in pre-

modern times.  However, in traditional societies the individual had control over many 

influences that shaped his life, which in modern societies are under the control of external 

agencies (Beck, 1992; Lasch, 1979; Sennet, 1977). Examples of things that drained away 

the individual control over daily life are: institutional dependency, the emergence of 

global connections, high-consequence risks, strong influence of commodity production, 

and the growth of large bureaucratic organisations that develop arbitrary powers. This lack 

of control does not only affect every-day life, but also the core of the self. 

Thus modernity, and the lifestyle options it makes available, generates feelings of 
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powerlessness and impoverishes individual action, but at the same time advances the 

appropriation of new possibilities. The modern world is a world of varied opportunity and 

high-consequence risk, which makes its inhabitants feel both more and less in control over 

their own lives than people of previous eras in human history. 

3. The project of the self is both more and less open. It is more open in the way that 

today the individual has more choice and more options and information available to create 

one’s self-identity. It is however less open in the sense that the project of the self is 

strongly influenced by standardising effects of commodity-capitalism. Capitalist markets 

have diminishing affects on tradition and in capitalist societies large sectors of social 

reproduction are carried out by product- and labour markets. The project of the self is 

transformed into the possession of desired goods and the pursuit of an artificially 

structured lifestyle. A consumption of new goods becomes, in a certain sense, a substitute 

for the actual development of the self. The project of the self is also less open because 

with increased dependency on the labour market, and thus many different social 

institutions, decisions affecting individuals’ lives are increasingly taken by outsiders and 

affected by public opinion and political decisions.  

4. Modern social life is more private and at the same time more public. It is more 

private due to urban life, increased mobility, dissolution of place and the decline of the 

family. It is however more public because individuals have a diversity of opportunities in 

the urban settings to search out others having the same interests and form associations 

with them. And with the emergence of the internet, communications with people around 

the world become much easier than ever before in human history.  

5. Modernity creates new fields of opportunities for social activity and personal 

development, but at the same time sequestrates experience and institutionally represses 

moral questions, which have played a fundamental role in determining selfhood 

throughout human history.  
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Part III: Marriage in modernity 

 

Foundations of marriage: survival vs. emotions 

The changes brought on by modernisation do not only result in a more complex individual 

self-identity, they also affect the relationships between people. In pre-industrial societies there 

was little room for focusing on anything else than survival; earning an income and feeding 

hungry mouths. People had to work together in order to ensure their survival and marriage 

was a teamwork where men and women divided the work between them and children were 

welcomed as helping hands. Marriage was a union between two families just as much as 

union of individuals and its main purpose was to contribute to the family´s prosperity and 

survival as an economic unit. Like in most other aspects of pre-modern societies, individual 

choice or preferences played  a minor role in terms of marriage. Marriages were in most cases 

arranged by the families so the individual had little or nothing to say about whom he/she 

would marry, societies laid down strict rules for the couples and provided each spouse with a 

clearly outlined task so that each individual knew exactly what was excepcted of him/her 

(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).   

The survival of the family is what held marriages in pre-industrial societies together and the 

married couple needed to rely on each other in order to survive. With the emergence of 

modern societies, the welfare systems, the increased wellbeing and economic upswings which 

have taken place in recent decades individual survival has become somewhat easier. Because 

of this, the foundations of marriage have changed and relying on a spouse, sharing 

responsibilities and dividing the labour between the individuals involved has become less 

important. For the first time in history, marriage is almost solely based on emotions, most 

individuals have the freedom to choose their own spouse and the limitations are increasingly 

vanishing; social classes, cultures, religions, countries, gender etc. Marriage has become a 

subject of multiple choices, just like so many other aspects of individuals’ life in modern 

society. “So with the breakdown of the old order it looked as though something wonderful 

could be found: personal happiness quite untrammelled by outside duties or obligations. It 

was no longer a union between a man and a woman arranged by outsiders according to 

prescribed criteria but an intimate, deeply personal encounter between two committed 

individuals, triumphing over the barriers of class and status and recognizing only one 

authority – the language of the heart” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.81). 
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All through the 19
th
 century, marriage was to be viewed as “a moral and legal order 

independent of the will of the spouses” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.5). Marriage was a 

means to an end; a teamwork necessary for survival and reproduction. But as agrarian society 

gave way to modern industrial society, marriage changed and married couples began to 

behave differently towards one another, according to the social historians. As the family clan 

lost its influence, the rights of the individuals whose lifelong union was at stake were 

strengthened. It used to be families which united and allied, but today it is people who choose 

one another. The more prosperous society becomes, the less restricted are people’s lives by 

class considerations or established authorities and their focus centres on a search for 

emotional satisfaction. The result is that the functions of marriage have changed; it seems to 

float along by itself and has become a sheltered, private place for emotional companionship 

and leisure (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). Marriage is no longer a means to an end; it is 

now an objective in itself, a way to find happiness and a setting where one can truly become 

him/herself.  

Thus, in modernity our companionship is primarily an emotional one; we are together because 

we love each other, and marriage has changed from being a team sharing work into a couple 

sharing emotions (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). There is no way of telling whether this 

change results in better or worse marriages but as a rising rate of divorce demonstrates, this 

does lead to less stable marriages. 

Even though marriage in pre-industrial societies left little room for personal wishes and even 

forced them to be suppressed, it did provide individuals with stability and permanence. When 

a union was arranged by the family and the local community, the individuals had an interest in 

preserving it. In a modern marriage, however, the partners are linked together by the feelings 

they have for each other. The common ground is almost solely emotional and if the good 

feelings seem to be fading, than that is the beginning of the end of the marriage (Beck & 

Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). This reflects the main difference between pre-modern and modern 

societies; in pre-modern societies people’s lives were determined by a large amount of 

traditional ties – family business, village community, religion, social status and gender roles – 

which strictly restricted the individuals’ choices, but at the same time offered familiarity, 

protection, stability and certain identity. Where such ties exist, a person is never alone but 

included into a larger unit. In modern society however, people’s lives are not governed by 

such relations and the guidelines which they involve. That results in more freedom and 
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increased choice, but at the same time instability, uncertainty and people are increasingly on 

their own – lacking support and guidance from a larger unit or traditions. 

This lack of traditional ties has certainly affected the institution of marriage. In pre-modern 

societies the family and the marital relationship were embedded in a broad network of 

relations. Today, however, each family creates a separated world of its own with its own 

exclusive rules and anxieties, and this places much more commitment on the couple’s 

shoulders. Setting up a new marriage in the past simply meant adding a further variation to an 

already established social pattern, whereas in modernity couples have to create their own 

private world. In the marital relationship, which consists of only two persons and depends 

exclusively on their effort, both individuals need to invest more and more in their own realm 

to counteract the lack of other relationships and this significantly increases the drama and risk 

involved in a marriage (Berger & Kellner, 1964).  

Another very important reason for the lack of stability in modern marriages is that feelings 

have become the basis of marriage in modernity, and as we all know feelings can be 

inconsistent and unpredictable. The idea of romantic love has given marriage this strong 

emotional bias and has been an important factor in transforming people’s expectations. Love 

is surely not a new invention, but the new feature of the past few decades is that this love-hate 

romanticism which has been so poetically heightened has been transformed into a popular 

mass movement decorated with all the accessories of modern life and has found its way into 

all spheres of cultural life, therapist’s books, divorce laws and people hearts. Marrying for 

love no longer means having children, setting up a family and so on, but discovering and 

being oneself in all one’s features. Men and women suffer distress in trying to live with one 

another and find happiness but at the same time trying to be independent individuals and find 

personal freedom. The reason for all this distress is that modern society provides individuals 

with too much egocentricity which does not fit with the modern definitions of love and 

marriage. Every individual wants to find happiness in a loving relationship without sacrificing 

too much of his/hers own identity and lifestyle. In other words, the interests of the individual 

are not the same as the interests of the marriage.  

Whereas in pre-industrial societies the obstacles to love were institutional and the classic 

literacy theme was ‘they can’t get together’, in modern literature the theme is ‘they can’t live 

together’ and the problems have to do with the ideology of happiness: we desperately try to 

find it, but when we finally do so we are afraid to hold on to it because there might be even 
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more happiness somewhere out there (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). There is no 

measurement for happiness so you never know if there is the possibility of something more. 

Staying in a marriage therefore means that you are taking a risk because it might not last even 

if you put enormous effort in it, and you might find more happiness in another marriage or if 

you decide to live on your own. This is thus yet another proof of how living with an 

oversupply of options can often be an overburden for the individual and lead to distress or 

unhappiness.  

As discussed above everything in modernity is only temporary, true until further notice, and 

marriage has suffered the same fate. What used to be a lifelong union has become a 

commitment which is upheld only under certain conditions (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). 

So why do people put so much trust in emotions and change their lives drastically based on 

changed feelings?  

In modern society nothing is stable and everything is reflexive; knowledge is always just 

temporary, authorities can only be trusted until further notice, individuals have no traditions 

or moral guidelines to live by, everything is open to risk and people are becoming more and 

more dependent on situations which they have no control over. In such a society it is possible 

that feelings and relationships based on emotions are the only things individuals feel like they 

have personal control over and that people start to put more faith on their own emotions, 

which we know are not really stable – but we have to remember that in modernity nothing 

really is so: “If nothing seems certain or safe, if even breathing is risky in a polluted world, 

then people chase after the misleading dreams of love until they suddenly turn into 

nightmares.” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.176).  

So as the structures of industrial society which laid down gender, family and occupational 

roles are collapsing, a quest for personal freedom and immediate satisfaction is breaking out 

which is leaving its mark on the divorce and remarriage figures.  

 

Higher divorce rate 

The rate of divorce has been rising in all modern societies over the last decades (Beck & 

Beck-Gernsheim, 1995) and Iceland is no exception. In 1951-1955 there were 4,4 of every 

1.000 married couples who got divorced per year, but in 2001-2005 that number had risen to 

11 of every 1.000 (Hagstofa Íslands, 2011). There are many probable reasons for these 
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changes, such as lenient divorce laws or slackening of social morals, but here the focus will 

be on the ones related to modernisation and different self-identification. 

In modernity individuals are 

confronted with multiple choices in 

all spheres of live. That along with 

the fact that in modern society 

everything is open to change; your 

body, religion, job, marital status, 

etc. leads to very high expectations 

among individuals about their lives  

and they are not afraid to make radical  

changes and seek other options – because the more scope one has, the more driven one feels 

to seek alternatives. One very clear sign of how people are increasingly making radical 

changes in their lives is the increased rate of divorce in the last decades. The fact that 

separating and divorcing is a true option, one that has become accepted by society today and 

the mass media is always reminding people of that alternative, means they are on people’s 

minds and just that affects the old ways of living together and changes the idea of marriage 

(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).  

The second reason is that the individual identity is gaining increased importance in modern 

societies and individuals need to be constantly building up and modifying their identities. As a 

consequence, a struggle has been emerging parallel this individualisation-process which 

affects marriages and family lives: a struggle between living one’s own life and being there 

for others. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) argue that the main reason for increasing rates 

of divorce is this kind of struggle, that is to say, a collision of interests between love and 

marriage on one hand and personal freedom on the other. Couples are constantly attempting to 

survive as independent individuals within a shared life and marriage can easily turn into a 

place where one has to struggle to preserve one’s identity. In order for a marriage to work the 

couple needs to build up a solid basis, but when they start developing separate interests which 

they have to defend against one another, then the question ‘which one is going to survive as 

an independent being?’ arises and divorce becomes a reality. In pre-industrial society there 

was very little room for individual decisions in one’s own life just as in marriage, which 

fundamentally consisted of teamwork. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the need to 

Divorces per 1.000 married couples in Iceland 
1951-2010 (Hagstofa Íslands, 2011) 
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discover one’s own identity played a minor role at that time. Today, however, it is very 

important and thus the question arises; “how much room is there left in a do-it-yourself 

biography with all its pressures and restrictions for a partner with his/her own plans and 

problems? (...). To what extent is it possible to share one’s own life if social circumstances 

compel one to concentrate on one’s own interests?” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.53).  

Today’s ideas about marriage involve that people should be together based on rapidly 

changing feelings and make some compromises and sacrifices in order to make the 

relationship work. Yet at the same time both partners should become themselves within the 

marriage; reflexively develop their identity and be independent individuals. This implies a 

certain contradiction and is the fundamental cause of all the emotional upheaval and distress 

people experience in a marriage, and can in some cases cause a divorce.  

The third reason for the increasing rate of divorce is the lack of traditions in terms of 

marriage. Through the processes of modernisation traditions have lost their importance and 

the ties and obligations marriage had in the days of the extended family have been shaken off. 

This results in increased freedom, but at the same time less support from outside. In modern 

society there are no external standards for the institution of marriage, so internal ones have to 

be created; modern society is condemned to create its own rules which make cooperation and 

survival possible and to insist that individuals obey them. In addition, there is no longer a 

common cause which held together generations of families in the past and thus the individuals 

involved have to negotiate their common aims. Couples therefore have to put enormous effort, 

time and patience in inventing their own definitions of love and marriage and constantly ask 

themselves ‘What is right and what is wrong?’ ’What do I want, what do you want and what 

should we do?’. This could produce new dimension of closeness, but also shelters 

considerable risks (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). When there are no outside authorities, 

the couples have to create their own way of communicating with one another and to 

synchronize their goals and wishes. The boom in the services offered by psychologists and 

therapists, focusing particularly on the dynamics of love, since the 1960s, is certainly no 

coincidence. In short, the external forces that used to keep couples together have almost 

disappeared, and when there are no external and absolute traditions, rules or purpose and the 

couple has to invent it itself, it is more likely that people give up or that they decide to try a 

new relationships where they can create new rules and perhaps have more change of being 

themselves.  
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The fourth reason is the increased gender equality, which has had several different impacts on 

marriage and the family. First of all, now for the first time two people who fall in love both 

have the opportunity to design their own biography and are both subjects to the hindrances 

that accompany it. This does not mean that the expectations of the individuals have changed, 

what is new is the manner of dealing with it. As women begin to regard themselves as 

independent individuals with wishes on their own, they cease to accept the fact that their 

wishes are not fulfilled. They are increasingly likely to demand satisfaction and if necessary, 

to take the ultimate consequence; divorce. “The trend hinted at here can perhaps be summed 

up as follows: if they were disappointed, women used to abandon their hopes; nowadays they 

cling to their hopes and abandon the marriage” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.62). 

Secondly, as gender equality has been achieved and women stand beside men in the labour 

market both genders want to and need to be economically independent. But that goal cannot 

be achieved as long as the traditional nuclear family is the guideline. The traditional nuclear-

family model can only engage one labour market biography with a lifelong housework 

biography, but not two labour market biographies since the inner logic of market biographies 

demands that the individual put him/herself first. Divorce is thus not an individual failure, but 

a failure of the family model. Increased divorce rates are in fact signs of the crumbling of a 

whole social framework; the struggle between the feudal and the modern foundations of 

society. The industrial society depended upon the traditional, feudal structures of society; 

distinction between male and female roles, the nuclear family, bourgeois society with its 

typical pattern of work and life, but in modern society people crave to be themselves and to be 

equal regardless of class and gender. Disputes between the genders are therefore inevitable in 

view of the conflicting pulls of modern thinking and old-fashioned patterns. The difference 

between the ascribed roles of men and women did, however, not start to clash in the way class 

problems did in the first stages of modernisation process, but only when social classes had 

lost most of their importance and new ideas could infiltrate marriage, the family, parenthood 

and the whole private sphere. 

The fifth reason for increased divorce rates is that “[t]he logic behind modern life 

presupposes a single person (...), for market economies ignore the needs of family, 

parenthood and partnership” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.144). Demanding equality 

along market lines therefore turns the partners into rivals; individuals who are competing with 

one another for the good things in modern life. 
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However, it is not only the increasing divorce rate which is a sign of changed society. 

Statistics have also shown that more and more individuals are living alone, which is probably 

a consequence of increased individualisation. In 1961 in Great Britain only 12% of household 

were one person living alone, in 1981 that number had risen to 22% and in 2010 29% of all 

households in Great Britain contained only one person (Beaumont, 2011). It has also become 

clear over the last decades that the family-form is changing rapidly and becoming much more 

diverse than it used to be; single fathers and mothers, gay couples with children, families with 

step-fathers/-mothers/-sisters and –brothers etc. These social changes have become widely 

accepted very fast and using terms such as family, marriage and even parenthood disguises 

the growing diversity of the lives concealed behind them; “Marriage can be separated from 

sex, and sex from parenthood; parenthood can be multiplied by divorce and the whole thing 

given further ramifications by living together or apart with several homes and the ever-

present possibility of revising one’s decisions” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.34).  

As the structure of the family changes with the emergence of individualisation, the link 

between family and individual biography loosens and the forms of living together change 

radically. In a modern society each person lives through several different family lives, as well 

as non-familial forms of life, depending on the life phase. For that reason individuals live 

more and more their own biography and can be active in developing their own identities 

(Beck, 1992). 

All these changes which have resulted in higher divorce rates and increased number of people 

who choose to live alone indicate how difficult it is to balance the act between being liberated 

and being committed. “No one is yearning to return to the old pattern with all its restrictions, 

and hopes in a loving partnership between equals do still exist. But more often than before 

disillusioned people are wondering: is it possible for equals to love each other? Can love 

survive liberation? Or are love and freedom irreconcilable opposites?” (Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim, 1995, p.65). 
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The attractiveness of marriage in modern societies 

Even though marriage has lost its 

stability and the rate of divorce is 

rising, it has not lost its 

attractiveness completely. This is 

because marriage has 

transformed from means of 

passing on wealth and power to 

the version we now know, 

promoted only by emotional  

involvement and a desire to find  

one self. The loving relationship and family continue to be idealised on every level of society. 

A proof of how attractive marriage still is, is that rising divorce rates are answered by high 

remarriage rates. The attraction of a close relationship has grown as traditions have become  

diluted. Everything that individuals have lost due to the process of modernisation is sought in 

the close relationship. “The direction in which modern developments are taking us is reflected 

in the way we idealize love: Glorifying it in the way we do acts as a counterbalance to the 

losses we feel in the way we live. If not God, or priests, or class, or neighbours, then at least 

there is still You. And the size of ‘You’ is inversely proportional to the emotional void which 

otherwise seems to prevail” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.33).  

A need to share our inner feelings with someone, as found in the ideal of marriage and 

bonding, is not a primary human need but something that grows the more individual people 

become and as they notice the losses that come with the gains. As a result, the same route that 

led individuals away from marriage and family usually leads back to them again. Marriage 

becomes a refuge from inner homelessness (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).  

Research has shown that “having an intimate and trusting relationship with another person 

provides vital emotional protection and makes any necessary adaption to new conditions 

much easier” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.49). So in modernity is seems that mental 

and emotional stability depends, to a certain extent, on a close support of other persons. The 

more the prior reference points slip away, the more we direct our longing to give our lives 

meaning and security towards the people we love. More and more we tend to put our hopes 

and trust on another person and the close relationship with that person. Perhaps it used to be 

easier to give life meaning and feel secure when people believed in God and the church, and 

Marriages by previous marital status in Iceland 1951-2010  
(Hagstofa Íslands, 2011) 
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that they would go to heaven if they did well in their roles in living life. But now that God is 

either dead or at least not present at the moment, only people are left as sources of existential 

meaning (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). In fact, love has in many ways become today’s 

religion. People today speak of love and family as earlier centuries spoke of God; the longing 

for affection and salvation, the fuss made over them, the unrealistic pop-song clichés hidden 

in people’s hearts – this all hints at religiosity and hope for perfection in everyday life. The 

difference between religion and love is that “[r]eligion tells us there is a life after death; love 

says there is life before death.” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p.176). 

This person-related stability is indeed a new form of identity and marriage has become the 

central factor in the social design of reality. Marriage means a continuous interplay between 

oneself and one’s other half; the couple builds up a universe of shared attitudes, opinions and 

expectations, and they share habits and experiences. Their shared image of the world is 

constantly being negotiated, replaced, questioned and reaffirmed. But as well as being the 

social structure of individuals’ lives, marriage is also increasingly becoming an institution 

specialized in the development and preservation of the individual self; “In a long-term 

marriage, each individual’s sense of self-identity becomes tied to the other person, and indeed 

to the marriage itself” (Giddens, 1991, p.11). Marriage is thus a setting where one ‘becomes 

oneself’ and the relationship becomes a part of one’s identity, but at the same time marriage is 

a threat to one’s own personal identity and a conflict can easily arise between the partners 

about who will survive as an independent being – yet another proof of the ambiguous nature 

of modernity and how it infiltrates the individuals’ personal lives and affects their decisions. 

 

Concluding remarks 

 

We live in the second phase of modernisation. The first phase dissolved the structures of the 

feudal society and created the industrial society, but the second phase is dissolving the 

industrial society; undermining its own premises and functional principles and thus creating a 

post-modern society in which people are being set free from the social forms of industrial 

society.  

The main changes which have taken place through modernisation are that traditions and 

guidelines have faded which has resulted in increased freedom for individuals to control their 
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own lives and develop their self-identities, but also caused increased instability, risk and 

anxiety among individuals. The social structure is changing and becoming post-modern, but 

these changes bring some troubles for individuals and we still see strong indicators of the 

struggle between feudal and modern foundations of society, such as in the rising divorce rates 

and struggles between the genders.  

As the social structures changed, people were cut off from their traditional ties, beliefs and 

social relationships, the experience of historical continuity was disrupted and thus individuals 

lost their traditional support networks and had to rely on themselves and their personal fate. 

The socially prescribed guidelines and answers have vanished and individuals are confronted 

with a range of questions and options which they are compelled to choose between and make 

their own personal destiny – and there exists no one right answer or an ideal way to do so. 

Class, gender, nationality, and other parameters of pre-modern societies do no longer 

determine one’s lifespan, and thus have emerged individualised, reflexive biographies which 

depend upon the decisions of the actor; a socially described biography has been replaced by a 

self-produced biography. This means that the individual in modern society is confronted with 

a plurality of choices about all aspects of life and these choices not only can be made – they 

have to be made. The dynamic and reflexive characteristic of modern society makes the 

decision making even harder and forces individuals to be constantly reviewing and changing 

their choices due to the fact that authorities can only be trusted until further notice and all 

knowledge and logic is at risk of being just temporary. 

Even though individuals do have less limitations, increased choice and have more possibilities 

to shape their own lifespan in modernity they are still subjects to social control. Modernity 

has an orientation towards control over social reproduction and self-identity, and that control 

is not directed by anyone in particular because it affects the activities of everyone. Functions 

which formerly belonged to social classes, gender roles and the nuclear family are being taken 

over by social services along with administrative and political institutions which intervene in 

people’s lives by laying down norms and distributing approvals or punishments for anyone 

living in a way that deviates from the official standards. As the public sphere gains control 

over the private sphere, individual situations cease to be merely individual and become 

institutional as well because in making our own biographies we have to let the labour market, 

the company, the business etc. into our private lives in order to survive. And by becoming 

dependent on the labour market, we also become dependent on education, economic cycles, 
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traffic planning and other factors which we have no way of being in charge of. Therefore our 

decisions are heavily dependent on outside influences. Due to this dependency, individualised 

and private existence becomes more and more dependent on conditions which the individuals 

have no control over, and that makes it increasingly impossible for people to become 

autonomous.  

As social classes lost their importance and individuals were compelled to develop an ego-

centred worldview, people began to conceive the world as something they could control, use 

and change for their own purposes and put themselves at the centre of it. However, there is 

clearly a great part of this world which we cannot control, and we ourselves are constantly 

being controlled by outside forces. The current economic crisis and rise in poverty levels of 

post industrial societies are indicators of the modern society’s unmanageability and a 

reminder that everything is subject to change. Consequences of modernisation and 

globalisation, such as the interconnectivity of the world’s different economic systems, have to 

a certain degree taken the control out of our hands and made us realise that all our actions 

have unintended consequences which we cannot control. People of pre-modern societies saw 

themselves as inseparable part of an uncontrollable world and their lives were shaped by their 

environment; we may now see ourselves as inseparable part of an uncontrollable economic 

system and our lives are shaped by the global market.  

One of the most important features of late modernity is that the reflexive project of the self 

becomes the centre of everything. The individuals’ capability of adopting freely chosen 

lifestyles and choosing between varieties of options, concerning every aspect of social life, is 

the fundamental benefit created by the post-traditional order and one of the most important 

changes that modernity has brought to self-identification. Self-identity does no longer emerge 

as a consequence of individual’s family or geographical situation, and it does not depend upon 

traditions or rituals. The prior support upon which self-identity was based has been removed 

and this fact can cause anxiety within the individual and threaten his/her ontological security. 

Yet at the same time, the lack of traditional support network allows the individual to gain 

much more control than ever before over social relations and the social framework, within 

which the framework of the self is integrated. All the little decisions about day-to-day life 

have much greater effect on self-identity now than in traditional settings and everything today 

is subject to control and correction; nothing is merely given. This includes both the self and 

the body, but appearance has become a key element in self-identity.  
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Therefore, individuals in modern societies are more occupied with ‘finding’ their self-identity 

than individuals in traditional societies. However, when society has said goodbye to the past 

and has instead opened itself up to a problematic future, and the individuals no longer have 

traditional guidelines and are forced to be constantly choosing between varieties of options 

and different lifestyle, dilemmas arise:  

 First of all, the notion of risk becomes central. Risk has become a characteristic of 

modernity because no aspects of our actions follow a predetermined course and they 

are all open to uncertain happenings. Individuals have gained more freedom to make 

decisions about their own lives and are no longer restricted by the notion of class or 

gender, but are increasingly dependent upon situations and decisions which are outside 

their reach and that confronts them with risks and difficulties they cannot possible deal 

with.  

 Secondly, individuals experience anxiety because they have problems choosing 

between available options and fear that they are not making the right choices. In 

traditional societies, on the contrary, people experienced anxiety due to lack of 

possibilities and because of feelings of wrongdoing. This explains the declining role of 

guilt in modernity and the increasing importance of shame, which indicates a failure, 

relates to pride and self-esteem and slowly damages one’s sense of security, and 

eventually threatens the integrity of the self. When individuals have nearly unlimited 

choice about what to do and who to be, the pressure of becoming great increases and 

people feel ashamed of who they are in the light of who they could be. This shame 

also has to do with the body, which has become a part of the reflexivity of modernity 

and is thus subject to continuous revision and changes. Individuals are responsible for 

the design of their bodies, which need to conform to both personal and social 

influences and preferences.  

 Furthermore, individuals in modernity have adapted narcissistic personality as a 

defensive strategy which is adapted because of the threatening nature of the modern 

world. The narcissistic nature is caused by the decline in traditional authority, its 

guidelines and support, fears of abandonment, increased consumerism which replaces 

the making of self-identity with the buying of one, and by increased emphasis on 

appearance. The result is that individuals start seeking in their personal life what they 

used to acquire in the public life, such as from the family, which leads to a decline in 
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social bonds and engagements and an obsessive preoccupation with social identity 

emerges. 

The rapid process of change within modernity, the unpredictability of these changes and the 

constant emergence of new and better knowledge make all forms of appropriate behaviour 

and knowledge only temporary. This, along with consumer capitalism and the cult of 

expertise which are both constantly creating new needs to fulfil, makes it impossible for 

individuals in a modern society to ‘find themselves’ for more than a brief period of time and 

forces them to be constantly evaluating and upgrading their decisions and identities.  

The characteristics of modernity are ambiguous and the consequences they bring for 

individuals are always twofold; modern society is both more fragmented and more unified 

than any pre-modern society; individuals have at the same time more and less control over 

their own lives; the project of the self is both more and less open; modern social life is more 

private and at the same time more public; and the experience of individuals is sequestrated 

and limited but at the same time new opportunities for self-development are available. These 

characteristics reach the core of self-identity and affect people’s behaviour and decision 

making, for example in a marriage.  

Marriage used to be a teamwork founded on necessity, but through modernisation it has 

become a highly desirable relationship based on feelings as the need for sharing one’s feelings 

emerged. Individuals choose the person they want to marry, and the options are no longer 

limited by class, gender, religion or localisation. But too much choice can result in some 

distress and the monogamous aspect of marriage makes investing in the undertaking 

particularly risky, for the success or failure of it depends on the idiosyncrasies of only two 

individuals and the barely predictable future development of these idiosyncrasies. Hence, the 

potential risk of the marriage ending with a divorce despite one’s sacrifices and effort, or that 

one might not be as happy with this spouse as one could be with someone else, is always 

present. 

Self-identity is the centre of all in modernity, and is thus also a big part of marriage. In 

marriage one is supposed to truly find oneself and the loving relationship inevitably becomes 

a big part of one’s identity. Yet at the same time, people need to make sure not to give up any 

part of their own identity and protect their true self within the marriage. So individuals have to 

find the right balance between living one’s own life and being there for others. This is a clear 
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example of the ambiguous nature of modernity and how it affects our personal lives. The 

increasing divorce rate indicates the severity of this struggle between marriage and personal 

freedom.  

In modernity, our personal lives centre on discovering who we are and where we are going 

and the logic behind modern life presupposes a single person. So to what extent can we share 

our individualised life with someone else? And is there any room left in our ‘do-it-yourself-

biographies’ for a partner with all the same problems and distress as we ourselves have? Does 

all this focus on our individual interests and potentials result in a false intimacy, alienated 

lovers and frustration because we cannot live together but still find it impossible to do without 

one another? Our modern ways of living might harbour disappointment and conflicts, but 

earlier generations were certainly no better off with all their restrictions on personal freedom. 

There is nothing to be gained by returning to the old ways and with our modern, 

individualised society it is impossible to return to old forms of living together. In a modern 

world where people are simultaneously close and yet on their own, individuals need their own 

company more than that of others. Therefore we need new ways of living together – a form 

which allows us to live separately together, and offers both freedom and stability. 
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