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Introduction

Evidence of Change

The chain of events that led to the idea of the identity society started in 1965 when I began to work in the Los Angeles public schools, initially in the inner city near Watts. There, the difficulty in motivating students to do traditional school work alerted me to the drastic changes occurring in our society, changes that were affecting both students and teachers. This book, however, is not about the schools. They are mentioned here only because they so elearly reflect what is occurring not only to students but to all of us—the half-billion people who live in the affluent Western world—who are moving right now into what I believe is best called an identity society.

Once the idea of the identity society came I could see that what I was encountering in the schools applied in many other situations. I came to believe that the failure of prisons, reform schools, and mental hospitals, the failure of many marriages and the resultant family problems, and the growing number of individuals who are unhappy with their lives but do not know clearly why are all part of an emerging pattern that is all around yet difficult to see.

As I was searching for this pattern I read an interview with Marshall McLuhan in the March 1969 Playboy magazine. McLuhan’s reply to a question about social unrest seemed to provide the answer I was seeking. He said, “From Tokyo to Paris to Columbia, youth mindlessly acts its identity quest in the theatre of the streets searching not for goals but for roles, striving for an identity that eludes them.”

McLuhan explains that the students are searching for a role, an identity reached only through personal fulfillment. Throughout history most people have thought little about attaining an identity because it was beyond their grasp. They were content to reach a goal, minimally to survive, hopefully to become secure. McLuhan believes that recently something new has happened, that while the traditional struggle for a goal—a job, a diploma, a home, a secure family—still exists, now suddenly it has been preceded by the struggle to find oneself as a human being, to become aware of and enjoy the pleasures implicit in our own humanity. Unlike the traditional goals, which may vary widely, role, or, as I prefer to call it, our new desire for identity, is about the same for all people. Today almost everyone aspires to live in a way that can provide a happy, successful, pleasurable belief in himself. Role, or identity, is now so important for the young that it must be achieved in some degree before they will work hard for any goal. As a society we can no longer afford to ignore this new priority in human motivation. For example, institutions such as schools and families that function as if this new motivational sequence did not exist are now in serious trouble.

It is my argument that today almost everyone is personally engaged in a search for acceptance as a person or as a person performing a task rather than as a performer of a task alone. Blacks may search for identity through black power, women through women’s liberation and consciousness-raising sessions, and businessmen through meditation. Even the armed forces, a most unlikely institution to recognize personal identity, are beginning to do so. They are adopting new training and living procedures in which the recruit is to some degree accepted as a human being, not just as a body to serve without question.

Tradition, however, has far from run its course. Institutions of our society, especially our schools, still operate with insufficient humanity, that is, as if goal took precedence over role. They are slowly changing, however. The demonstrations and occasional violence on our campuses, provoked by our intellectual youth, that called our attention to the change toward an identity society have run their course. The ending of demonstrations is due partly to a change in the colleges toward a more human approach to students and partly to the withdrawal of American troops from Southeast Asia. In our high schools, there is apathy and increased use of drugs, and of alcohol. Nevertheless, as our society has responded generally to the ending of demonstrations with more acceptance of our young, there are many indications that at least the intellectual young are responding with hard work and the pursuit of goals. We, however, should not be misled by a new soberness of one segment of our young into thinking that the clock has turned back. It never has and never will. We will see more of the response we are seeing—a pursuit of goals—if we can give all of our young the personal support and the recognition that they need and deserve but that most of them do not now get. Given adequate recognition, however, at home and at school, many more young people will direct their energy into pursuing a goal because they know that a role—an identity that is fulfilling—is not gained through passive involvement with personal pleasure. More will discover that it has to be tied to work and accomplishment, that happiness must be thoughtfully and vigorously pursued or it disappears.

In the seventies we are seeing the blue collar young join the search for an identity as the college students did in the sixties. Studs Terkel, in his 1973 book Working, describes the shift toward the search for personal fulfillment not only in the blue-collar young but in the lives of workers of all ages and occupations. As they tell their stories in his book, the different people show a constant preoccupation with the human parts of their lives and how they wish to fulfill themselves more regardless of what they do. There is anger, suffering, and apathy among many who find their lives dull and unrewarding. If ever a book were written to support the concept of the identity society, Working is (inadvertently) that book.

As we move into the identity society, almost everyone is secure enough (or thinks he may soon be) so that the old motivations of security and fear are being challenged by the new motivation of personal fulfillment. Although unemployment and inflation may reduce security and cause these motivations again to come into conflict, it is the thesis of this book that we have entered a new epoch. Five hundred million people have had enough of a taste of fulfillment, or at least realize that they are missing something important, so that they will not return to or accept the personally dehumanizing way of life that too many have accepted for too long.

Note: See Appendix for a speculative anthropological explanation of where this new identity society fits into the five-million-year history of mankind.





Chapter One

The Identity Society

Led by the young, the half-billion people of the Western world have begun a rapid, turmoil-filled evolution toward a new role-dominated society that I call the identity society. Less anxious than formerly about fulfilling goals to obtain security within the power hierarchy, people today concern themselves more and more with an independent role—their identity. Of course, people still strive for goals; increasingly, however, they are goals, vocational or avocational, that people believe will reinforce their concept of themselves as persons. For example, not everyone can work at a job that gives him a lot of satisfaction such as that of doctor, artist, or teacher, but anyone can pursue a recreational goal, such as bowling or playing bridge, or a volunteer goal, such as working in a hospital or fund raising, that reinforces his view of himself as someone.

In the countries that have moved into the new identity society, there is now suddenly enough security so that personal fulfillment seems possible for almost everyone. It is not whether it is possible but that it seems possible that has led almost everyone to overcome the traditional survival fears and look for happiness. Rather than work for a goal and then search for personal satisfaction, young people today strive first for a fulfilling role, for something to do that has personal significance and promises pleasure. They may then work hard for a goal that can establish this role. A young doctor’s view of himself in the new identity society illustrates this change:

I am a doctor not because I can make money and find a very secure, prestigious place for myself high in the power structure but because I think I can practice medicine to become involved with my fellow man. I’d like to work in an inner city hospital, in the Peace Corps, in a “free” clinic, in research, or for the Public Health Service. I expect to get paid enough to live, perhaps to be comfortable; but to me being a doctor is much less to gain money, prestige, and power than it is to reinforce my own role, my belief in myself as a human being. As I struggle helping others, I will enjoy the satisfaction that comes when I do this well.

The dean of my medical school has remarked that students who before 1950 answered the standard question, “Why do you want to become a doctor?” with “For the pleasure of working with people” (the role answer) were often refused admission, suspect as some kind of a nut or troublemaker; the student who answered that he wanted a secure profession (the goal answer) was accepted. Since about 1950, Western Reserve University Medical School, for one, has been admitting many students who say they are interested in public service.

Today, everyone tries to use work, service, or play to gain a successful identity through involvement with others and through goals that help him to be successfully involved. Many people fail, however, in the difficult task of achieving a successful identity. Unable to do so, to do something with their lives that gives them fulfillment, but still desperate to be somebody,  they settle for a failure identity: emotional disturbance, antisocial behavior, crazy thinking, or sickness—all attempts to reduce the pain of their failure.

An analogy may help explain the new identity society. Many people find that it is like going to a party when there is plenty of food but you are not hungry. You try to make contact with some of the other guests but no one is interested in you. You cannot leave because you came with someone who is having a good time and who does not want to leave. As the evening goes on and you cannot get into a good conversation, you begin to get anxious. You are in a painful situation. Although you believed you had no serious social problems, the evening was a nightmare of rejection. You were willing to give of yourself to others but there were no takers. No loneliness is more acute than the loneliness that exists in a crowd where most of the people are obviously enjoying each other’s company.

What happened to you at the party represents failure in the identity society. You already have security; now you need frequently to be verified as a person by your fellow man. When you do not get the involvement that gives you this verification, you suffer. You want the people, not the food, because the only way you can maintain a successful identity is to accept and be accepted by others whom you respect and who believe you are worthwhile. A successful identity, therefore, is gained through involvement, not through a full stomach. But because no one can demand involvement, it is easier to leave and be alone than to suffer. Being alone may be temporarily less painful, but in the end if you stay alone because you fear rejection you suffer as much or more. This suffering is important to understand; it is explained in the two following chapters.

A married woman who works further illustrates the change from emphasis on survival to emphasis on identity. Does she work because she needs people or because she needs money? And if she needs money, is it for survival or to give her a better way of life? Would she continue to work if her husband got a large raise? Suppose she is a young school teacher about to marry a wealthy young man. For several years she was careful to succeed as a school teacher. Following the principal’s lead she stayed close to the curriculum as well as to the written rules. Because she had little security, she needed her job and the praise possible from doing a good job. Praise from the principal gave her security but now she no longer needs her job for security. After marriage she and her husband decide that she will continue to teach school. Now the situation is different. She teaches because she enjoys the children, because she has friends on the faculty, and because she is happy and successful. If the principal criticizes her bulletin boards or her control of the class when the children are a little exuberant, she smiles to let him know that he should not worry. She is here because she wants to be here, not because the job gives her security. She now gently demands to be considered a more independent, less predictable person. Today in the identity society she is usually a better teacher because of her altered role.

An engineer in a large firm that fills government contracts works hard. He is concerned with his status because he considers status a good indication of security. He is interested in the size of his office, the number of men with whom he shares a secretary, the dining room to which he has access, and whether or not he has his name on a parking place. When layoffs start, he makes countless calculations about his position in the layoff hierarchy. If his skill is narrow, he is very insecure and may encourage his wife to work to increase the family security. If pushed too far, with a little show of independence, he will defend himself as a human being with human rights; always fearful of the boss, however, he worries when he does so. Gaining an illusion of independence when times were good and government contracts plentiful, he lives up to his income and has changed jobs frequently to get raises.

The engineer was and is goal-oriented, but his children, raised in security, are role-oriented. Like many successful men in their forties and older, he cannot understand why they are so different from him. Yet both he and his wife asked their children to contribute much less to the family security than their parents asked of them. They encouraged their children to achieve their own potential and enjoyed seeing them do so. But because they wanted their children to work toward a security profession, the parents fretted when they did not quickly start to do so.

Their attitude caused their children to think more about themselves (as many people did in the new and comparatively affluent society that followed World War II). Valuing themselves, the children cared less about goals than their parents had. They were concerned, rather, with their role, with their human potential, and with their happiness. No longer squelched as it had been for 10,000 years, the need for identity revealed itself freely and strongly in the children born since 1940. When they work for a goal, as many do, the goals they work for are those that now or later will reinforce their role.

Once the economically secure child overtly started his search for an independent role by growing a beard or by participating in a peace march or in a voter registration drive or, at a different level, by using drugs or dropping out of school, many parents attempted to deny that the security they gave their child could have led to the present behavior that they deplored. Because the children’s behavior is not goal behavior and is thus not acceptable to most older parents, some parents have rejected or even attacked their children, quickly causing a wide gap between parent and child.

Rather than the well-advertised generation gap, this is a cultural gap. Today in many families there are two cultures: the parents, who are goal-oriented, live in one and their children, who are role-oriented, live in the other. Less than thirty years into the new identity society, we find most families with older children to be divided culturally. In the next generation, as the identity society children become parents, the cultural gap should narrow. Although there are some indications that this narrowing is already occurring, much conflict still exists between parents and children. As a result the growing child who strongly expresses his new role may lose the support of his parents, support provided so freely when he was younger. He needs parental involvement more than ever when he is an adolescent and a young adult if he is to achieve a successful role. If he cannot find involvement within his family, he will look outside his family. If he fails to find involvement readily, as he often will, he may give up on human involvement the way the fox gave up on the grapes. Rather than bringing him back to a goal orientation, his parent’s rejection only isolates him further, an isolation that leads to failure in the identity society. To make his human failure less painful, he may develop painful physical symptoms and then perhaps turn to drugs to relieve the pain. Those who cannot find involvement today are almost always doomed to failure and misery.

Unlike the cultural gap, a generation gap always existed; although questioning their parents’ values was normal for children, rejecting their parents’ values was unusual. In earlier times children argued that they wanted to achieve a goal in a different way or that they wanted to try for a new goal foreign to their parents. For example, they may have wanted to leave the farm and seek their fortune in the city. They rarely questioned the traditional sequence of goal before role. A child learned from his parents that hard work was necessary and that he was unrealistic if he thought the world would let him search for fulfillment. A few young people who were secure in their family probably went through a limited struggle attempting to find a fulfilling role before they attained a goal. As soon as they went out into the world away from the security of their home, however, they gave up trying to establish an independent role. Knowing that the children were behaving as they had, or wish they had, behaved when they were young, adults encouraged them with amused toleration in the mild rebellion. Children were allowed their high jinks and their wild oats as long as they did not threaten the established and secure order.

Now it is different. Our present younger generation was raised by an older generation that itself has become secure enough to begin to be concerned about fulfillment. The older generation has moved this far because most of them feel secure; this security, together with increased communication and political enlightenment, has allowed the younger generation to move even further and to assert early their desire for identity. They refuse to put aside this desire just because in the past young people did so. The power structure and the family, both weakened by increased security, are in trouble partly because they attempt to stand in the way of young people as they struggle for a successful role. Because the young have had security and freedom within their family, they believe  that an independent role is possible; they do not hear their family’s admonition that the security and freedom are temporary because they are provided not by the society but by the family. They hope the government or private enterprise will provide role-reinforcing work. If they are unable to find such work, they struggle to find a successful identity in some other way. Should they fail, as many do, they fight or become apathetic and give up. They then become a burden both to themselves and to society.

The shift to the identity society is not limited to the more publicized young—the hippies, the demonstrators, and the social drop-outs. Although it is not so obvious in other young people, many of whom work hard, it is a rare young person today who is willing to subordinate his identity to security. Almost all are working primarily to support a satisfying concept of themselves. The more successful this concept is, the harder they work. The motivation is positive—gaining a stronger feeling of self, rather than the old negative motivation—the fear of insecurity.

The precedence of role over goal present in most young people today is by no means limited to the young. For example, in the traditional sequence a middle-aged corporate executive adopts the corporate goals, works hard, moves often, and obeys all the rules. He finally gains enough security to refuse a higher-salaried job in a new city because he and his family enjoy the human satisfactions that are part of his present community. In the new society, the young man starting to work for a corporation asks immediately about the potential for human satisfaction on the job. Although he may not always dress, look, or even act the part according to traditional corporate practice, he may work hard to attain the personal, as well as the financial, reward of the job. As he moves up in the company, he may give up superficial nonconformities such as dress style, not because he is afraid or insecure, but because it is easier for him to fight more important battles without wasting his energy on small irritations produced by his nonconformity. Now conforming superficially, he has time and energy for activities both at work and elsewhere that reinforce his independent role.

In the old society a student might never question a professor until he had completed all of his work. Then, with some trepidation, he might question his professor and give his opinion; if the professor listened, the student might begin to achieve a role. He did the work first, however; goal preceded role. Today’s student may sometimes (with little knowledge) question his professor immediately. His challenge to the teacher’s authority supports his idea of himself as a person even before he has done the work to gain recognition. A patient, tolerant, and attentive professor may motivate this student to work as hard as ever for a goal by listening to him and then pointing out that doing the work will further support his new role. An intolerant or impatient professor may cause the student to lose interest and settle for goals that reinforce failure, not success.

Many older people accept the importance of role. They firmly believe, however, that a role should be achieved through traditional pathways. That is, a person should first work hard to gain security and only then try to attain a role. Older people maintain that everyone should be primarily goal-oriented. They still venerate goals even though, once successful, they no longer spend much time working for them.

The young say that this traditional order is inhuman and degrading. They maintain that our identity is as basic as our humanity and that we should, therefore, reject goals that do not immediately and directly reinforce our basic human role. Seeing little value in power or property for its own sake, they believe that power, property, and technology should support and reinforce people and their roles as human beings. They should not be so expanded that they prevent people from achieving a role. Young people deny the value of any goal that does not reinforce humanity.

Let us now examine the three primary reasons for the recent, sudden emergence of the identity society. Affluence, one of the three driving forces for change, affects the half-billion people of the Western world. Of the three and a half billion on earth, only these half-billion people are affluent or, equally important, believe they soon may be. In the Western world we have almost entirely eliminated the fear of nonsurvival. The starving are so few that they do not affect the thinking of the society. Also, some poor people make little trouble because, with the loosening of the power hierarchy and with the narcotizing influence of TV, they do not realize they are on the bottom. They are so bombarded with the possibilities of affluence that they gain the illusion that somehow they will soon share in the abundance around them. Even if they think that they are not likely to share in the wealth that they see, they tend to become dissatisfied more as personal failures than as economic failures. Their pain is more social than economic. And even people on the bottom or close to it know that the bottom is better than it was in the past. With more money and more education, young people and all people in the Western world have greater opportunities than ever before. In the United States, the GI Bills, both for education and for housing, exemplify political thinking that led to the affluence that caused the identity society to emerge.

The second important force to lead us into the identity society is political enlightenment for human rights. Freedom has expanded in most of the Western world. Even in countries with less freedom, such as Spain and Korea, the young are protesting and, to some extent, being heard. Although many role-dominated young people think that any infringement on total personal freedom is political oppression, that they can protest so freely and loudly that people all over the world listen to them, partly belies the charge that they have no real freedom.

The protests, however, do threaten the power structure especially when those in power believe that some of the older, more goal-oriented people, upon whom the power structure depends, will listen. Although the protestors usually do not want to become violent, the power structure, in order to reduce the support of older people who abhor violence, sometimes provokes it. As governments begin to understand the implications of the identity society—that human rights cannot be easily put aside—and as protestors discover that violence robs them of much of their support, more progress toward giving people a chance for an independent role will occur.

Because the protests are a manifestation of the cultural gap between the old and young, frustration will sometimes lead to violent demonstrations. As long as the Vietnam war continued, the protests continued because war is incompatible with an independent human role. Although an identity society could fight a war either to defend itself or to extend human freedom, no American soldiers in Vietnam believed that they were fighting for either of these goals. They were fighting only for their own survival. Although some soldiers with a successful identity at times refused to risk their lives, the identity society army did not often court-martial them. Instead the army command talked to them and tried to persuade them to obey orders, using coercion as little as possible because  it recognized that on any large scale coercion would not work.

The Vietnam war, the first war fought in part by an identity society and its soldiers, provided daily evidence of the erratic and inconsistent support given it by our government. Little concerned with the professed goals of the country—and many did not know what they were—the soldiers became concerned with the practical goal of making their forced servitude as painless and safe as possible. Although many soldiers took easily available drugs because they felt failure, frustration, and intense fear, few became addicted. When they returned home to a society where they could gain some value, the pain and frustration disappeared. Most were able to give up even large doses of drugs because they no longer had need for them.

In addition to permitting protests, additional examples of political enlightenment are laws and court decisions liberalizing divorce and abortion as well as those protecting civil rights and the rights of accused criminals. Laws guaranteeing individual freedom, if implemented, can provide more people the chance to live successfully in a new society.

The media, especially television, are a final and perhaps most important factor causing the emergence of the identity society. Since the early 1950's most people have grown to depend on television for much of their evening and weekend pleasure. Young children are estimated to watch television more than two thousand hours before they start school. Television has influenced the lives of almost everyone in the Western world. Programs and commercials both tell us constantly that personal worth and personal pleasure are most important. Television tells people that they should be dissatisfied with the status quo, that they can experience more in life than they presently do, that they should be aware of the unlimited possibilities of their own humanity, and, finally, that they can best achieve their own human potential by using the various products advertised or by living like the people shown in the programs.

Although most people did not recognize the advent of the identity society until recently (and some still do not), the advertising world sensed the change shortly after World War II. Not only did advertisers know about it, but they have also, through the media, accelerated and consolidated our rapid shift into the identity society. The earliest ads—handbills, posters, newspapers, and magazines—stressed economy. These goal ads, urging us to buy a product or service because it was the best deal for the money, were directed to thrifty, goal-oriented people. Money meant security; thus the best buy created the most security. Comfort, pleasure, and ease of use were important but secondary to value. Used products and essential products such as simple foods and hardware are still advertised for value. Value was the advertised attraction even with nonutility products such as Pepsi-Cola, with the attention-getting jingle of the 1930's and 1940's “Twelve full ounces, that’s a lot” and “Twice as much for a nickel, too.” If you were thirsty and wanted a cola drink, for a nickel you could get twice as much Pepsi as you could of Coca-Cola, its leading competitor.

Since the mid-forties totally goal-oriented, price-is-primary advertising has disappeared for many utility products. The goal or utility of the product is now partly subordinated to supporting the role of the buyer. Volkswagen ads, for example, appeal to your ability as a affluent person who could buy a more expensive car to be independent and thoughtful. To encourage a person to buy a VW when he could afford more, they urge him to take on a thrift role and couple it with Volkswagen.

Advertisers recognize that most people over thirty are still concerned with security and must be reached through ads that stress the importance of gaining recognition in what one does. A housewife does not want to be just a housewife; she wants to be the best and most successful housewife in the neighborhood. In successfully performing her dependent role of a good laundress, for example, she is in friendly competition with other housewives. A television commercial shows a woman taking her linens out of a washing machine while an astonished neighbor exclaims, “How did you get your sheets so white?” Bursting with pride, she says, “It’s not me at all; it’s Axion! It makes my clothes not just white but whiter than white,” a claim that few can top. Ads that reinforce pride in the dependent role are tied to almost all utilitarian products. They rarely mention price. “Whiter than white” confirms one’s role as a housewife; questioning the price of a product that gives so much dependent role confirmation would be bad taste. Cake mixes, foods, floor waxes, window cleaners, insurance, and other utilitarian or consumable products are often advertised to confirm your role as a good cook, a good housewife, a good home maintenance man or, a prudent home-owner.

Some products are sold almost completely on their advertised ability to get a person involved and help him toward a successful identity. High-utility products such as automobiles might be advertised on their intrinsic value; others of low or adverse utility such as beer, soft drinks, cosmetics, and cigarettes are best sold without any reference to their value. Ads divorcing the product totally from utility and attempting to tie it solely to a person’s independent role represent the full flourishing of identity ads. One of the first successful identity society ads was the Pepsi-Cola ad of 1951. When Pepsi-Cola gave up “Twice as much for a nickel, too,” and hammered home the message, “Be sociable, drink Pepsi,” the identity ad was on its way. The ad implied that Pepsi could provide sociability and involvement; if you were lonely and unfulfilled, Pepsi could help you. With no explanation (obviously there are more sociable drinks around), Pepsi was tied to the need for involvement. In 1969 Pepsi-Cola went further by calling the new society “The Pepsi Generation,” the young, fun-loving, involved generation; the identity society was, in essence, the Pepsi Society. Pepsi ads show the way to sell successfully products of little utility in a goal sense but of high utility in an independent role sense.

Identity ads promote an individuality that stresses social or sexual desirability. They state or intimate that without these products you will never achieve the appeal necessary for involvement. Going even further, the Winston ad tells you that, with a Winston cigarette, you will always have a friend. The product is no longer the key to involvement, it is now involvement itself; with a Winston, you need nothing else. It’s enough to tempt a lonely nonsmoker to smoke. Few ads go as far as Winston or Pepsi, but they all imply the promise of love and happiness. Although high-fashion, expensive products may briefly mention their utility, a person buying expensive clothes, jewelry, or cars actually buys reinforcement of his identity. Ad agencies that cannot sense how strong the need for involvement is and cannot work it into their ads will not thrive; even rich people, however, like to believe that there is shrewdness and utility in their purchase of a three-hundred-dollar suit. Successful ad agencies need the skill to weave utility and identity together in a subtle appeal to both. For low-utility products such as beer, soft drinks, or cosmetics, however, or for adverse utility products such as cigarettes, no such nonsense is necessary. The product whose ads convince you that the product is the answer to the elusive quest for successful identity will succeed. Products whose ads do not provide this reinforcement fail.

Television programs and movies that do not sufficiently appeal to the audience’s need for involvement will also fail the way the lonely Edsel no one needed failed. The old, highly successful “escape” movies that led people briefly to imagine themselves in the independent roles of the wealthy played by Cary Grant or Irene Dunne were appropriate for a culture in which the average man had great difficulty finding escape. Now with our increased security we do not always want to escape. Sometimes we want to face (on the screen) the struggle for human involvement when the going is tough. On the Waterfront was an early movie of this kind. Even Westerns are now patterned more after Shane than Hopalong Cassidy. Some movies, such as The Graduate, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, and Love Story, cause both the old and the young to become involved. Others, such as Easy Rider and Midnight Cowboy, flouting traditional values and exploring the cultural gap, appeal mostly to the young. Even the older generation is losing its traditional goal values and discovering some of these pure role movies.

TV programs such as “All in the Family,” the “Mary Tyler Moore Show,” and “Sanford and Son” show people behaving in very human ways, not as the expected stereotypes of traditional television pap. Because they do, we identify with them and become personally involved. As most people are now searching for involvement, these programs have had unexpected popularity. Television programs such as “Bonanza,” which show family involvement and exemplify good father-son relationships, are also successful. In all these programs the plots resolve happily and the characters have economic security and lead the good life.

Unlike movies, which sometimes show failure and misery, television rarely shows threats to security such as the lonely or starving life, except in occasional dramas or documentaries that may create some brief interest. At long as threatening programs are shown infrequently, people may enjoy them because they can favorably compare their own affluence with the misery on television. Because the viewers do not become involved with the people in the drama or documentary, they are more reinforced than threatened. Occasionally, people do become involved with documentaries. They then may show concern for their fellow man’s lonely misery or for their own security which, previously taken for granted, may be threatened. After the documentaries “Hunger in America” and “The Selling of the Pentagon” were presented, people, exhibiting concern for the loneliness and misery of others and for their own lack of security, began to question their government.

Children, who watch a great deal of television and know nothing other than the identity society, get constant reinforcement that they are important, that they are valuable, and that they should lead the good life. Although radio, magazines, and newspapers have influenced and still do influence people, television, because of its nature and because of the time involved, has a greater influence on people, especially the young and impressionable, than any of the other media. Its potentially insidious and destructive influence is discussed in Chapter Five. With its vivid portrayal of a secure nation, television has been a major factor in helping people believe they are secure enough to concern themselves with the need for involvement, a concern required for us to move into the identity society. As long as television exists in its present form, it is doubtful that we will ever go back to the survival society. Television says, “You are important and your role is important. Do everything you can to reinforce your role by identifying  with the programs and by using the hairspray, beer, and soft drinks that will help you get involved.” That the life shown on television programs is more fantasy than reality, that sociability through Pepsi is more promise than guarantee, or that making money to buy a Mustang is more hard work than pleasure is of no concern to the programmers. If they get the message across that this life, and these products are what you need, they have done their job.

Rock music, listened to almost religiously by almost all young people, reinforces the identity society. Unlike the lyrics of the thirties and early forties, which relied heavily on “June, moon,” and “jingle, jangle, jingle” the words of rock music are often serious, describing the desires and frustrations of the young as they attempt to find an identity. The music, emphasizing beat, is also involving. The performers are of course flamboyant examples of individuality. Together, the words, music, and performers have profoundly influenced young people to reinforce their role orientation.

Therefore, there have been three major forces that have come together in strength to cause the new identity society. Affluence or its promise exists for most people in the Western world. Political liberty, at least compared with what we have known in the past, exists for most people in the Western world. Even those at the bottom have some protection against degradation under the political systems of most countries of the West. Finally, we have created role-reinforcing forms of communication that dominate the lives of so many people, especially young people in their formative years. Television must be considered a cornerstone of the identity society.

In the last few years people—common people, poor people, uneducated people, powerless people, as well as the more affluent—are beginning to ask themselves the basic existential questions: “Who am I?” and “What is my human potential?” If we ask a teenage girl, representative of the young people who seem to illustrate the point most clearly, “What is most important to you?” she usually answers, “To be myself.” We ask her, “What do you mean, to be yourself?” She says, “To be me, to enjoy myself, to stand for something, to have my own feeling of being someone, to have friends, to have values, to be accepted by others.”

If you ask her and others to explain further, they say that they want to be accepted for their own humanity, as human beings, regardless of what they do, as long as they do not hurt or restrict others. Further, they claim that giving and receiving pleasure and love, which they tie closely together, are basic to their humanity; the highest value is love and the lowest value is premeditated harm to another person. They believe that all human life must be respected and conserved. For human beings to live a human life, they must have as natural an environment as possible; when we disrupt our environment we reduce our human potential.

Work for them is not necessarily sacred. If a man chooses not to work he should have a right not to work. Although most young people want to work, they believe our society should provide more jobs that reinforce the independent role. If you ask, “If a person doesn’t work, who will support him?” they say, “His friends.” They do not believe a person has a right to prey upon others who do not wish to support him, but they believe no one should be criticized if his friends decide to care for him. They also believe that each person has an obligation to work to increase the quality of life for all and that the obligation includes limiting births.

In discussing the identity society, I have so far stressed involvement which in a broad sense is synonymous with love. Also important is work because it can reinforce the independent role, or it can provide the security for a person to find a role in another way by doing something else that will reinforce his independent role.

Therefore, from talking and working with both young and old people in the new society, I have concluded that two human qualities are necessary to gain a successful identity: love and worth. First, one has to love and be loved—to be involved with people whom one cares for and respects. Second, one must do a worthwhile task that increases his sense of self-worth and usually helps
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