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Abstract

Given the cultural dynamic of acceleration in present-day modernity, restricting one’s 

attention to the macro-level of faster social change or everyday experiences of increasing 

tempo is no longer an adequate response. To understand the impact of the temporal and 

optimization imperatives bound up with these phenomena, it is imperative to extend 

one’s purview to encompass their intersubjective and intergenerational consequences. 

�łŋŶĞāũ�ĿÖıŋũ�óŋłóāũł�Ģŭ�Ŷŋ�ÖóĞĢāƑā�Ö�Ʃłāũ�óŋłóāťŶŽÖķ�Öłù�āĿťĢũĢóÖķ�ėũÖŭť�ŋĕ�ŶĞā�łÖŶŽũā�

of the translation between societal demands and individual coping strategies. The 

discussion is illustrated by three case studies from a major empirical investigation on 

“Aporias of Perfectionism in Accelerated Modernity”.

Keywords: Optimization; Acceleration; Aporias of Perfectionism; Intergenerational 

Relationships; Care.
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Resumen

Dada la dinámica cultural de aceleración en la modernidad presente, ya no resulta 

adecuado restringir la mirada en el macronivel de cambios sociales más rápidos o 

las experiencias cotidianas de velocidad creciente. Para comprender el impacto de 

los imperativos temporales y de optimización asociados a estos fenómenos, resulta 

imperativo expandir la mirada hasta abarcar sus consecuencias intersubjetivas e 

ĢłŶāũėāłāũÖóĢŋłÖķāŭ̍�zŶũŋ� ŶāĿÖ�ùā� ĢłŶāũĂŭ� āŭ� āķ� ÖķóÖłơÖũ�Žł�āłŶāłùĢĿĢāłŶŋ� óŋłóāťŶŽÖķ�

Ƙ�āĿťĤũĢóŋ�Ŀ×ŭ�Ʃłŋ�ÖóāũóÖ�ùā�ķÖ�łÖŶŽũÖķāơÖ�ùā�ķÖ�ŶũÖùŽóóĢŌł�āłŶũā�ùāĿÖłùÖŭ�ŭŋóĢÖķāŭ�Ƙ�

estrategias individuales de adaptación. La discusión es ilustrada por tres casos de estudio 

que provienen de una investigación mayor acerca de “Las aporías del perfeccionismo en 

la modernidad acelerada”.

Palabras clave: Optimización; Aceleración; Aporías del perfeccionismo; Relaciones 

intergeneracionales; Cuidados

Resumo

'āƑĢùŋ�ç�ùĢłßĿĢóÖ�óŽķŶŽũÖķ�ùÖ�ÖóāķāũÖöíŋ�łÖ�ĿŋùāũłĢùÖùā�ÖŶŽÖķ̇�łíŋ�Ă�ĿÖĢŭ�ÖùāŨŽÖùŋ�

ũāŭŶũĢłėĢũ� Ö� ŋðŭāũƑÖöíŋ� Öŋ� ĿÖóũŋłĤƑāķ� ùā� ĿŽùÖłöÖŭ� ŭŋóĢÖĢŭ� ĿÖĢŭ� ũ×ťĢùÖŭ� ŋŽ� ùÖŭ�

āƗťāũĢĆłóĢÖŭ� óŋŶĢùĢÖłÖŭ� ùā� ƑāķŋóĢùÖùā� óũāŭóāłŶā̍� �ÖũÖ� Ö� óŋĿťũāāłŭíŋ� ùŋ� ĢĿťÖóŶŋ� ùŋŭ�

ĢĿťāũÖŶĢƑŋŭ�ŶāĿťŋũÖĢŭ�ā�ùā�ŋŶĢĿĢơÖöíŋ�ÖŭŭŋóĢÖùŋŭ�Ö�āŭŶāŭ�ĕāłŏĿāłŋŭ̇�ĕÖơ̟ŭā�łāóāŭŭ×ũĢŋ�

ÖĿťķĢÖũ� ŋ� ŋķĞÖũ� ÖŶĂ� ÖðũÖłėāũ� ŭŽÖŭ� óŋłŭāŨŽĆłóĢÖŭ� ĢłŶāũŭŽðıāŶĢƑÖŭ� ā� ĢłŶāũėāũÖóĢŋłÖĢŭ̍�

zŽŶũŋ� ŶāĿÖ� ùā� ĢłŶāũāŭŭā� Ă� óŋłŭāėŽĢũ� ŽĿ� āłŶāłùĢĿāłŶŋ� óŋłóāĢŶŽÖķ� ā� āĿťĤũĢóŋ� ĿÖĢŭ�

ÖťũĢĿŋũÖùŋ�ùÖ�łÖŶŽũāơÖ�ùÖ�ŶũÖùŽöíŋ�āłŶũā�ùāĿÖłùÖŭ�ŭŋóĢÖĢŭ�ā�āŭŶũÖŶĂėĢÖŭ�ùā�ÖùÖťŶÖöíŋ̍�

��ùĢŭóŽŭŭíŋ�Ă�ĢķŽŭŶũÖùÖ�ťŋũ�ŶũĆŭ�óÖŭŋŭ�āŭŶŽùÖùŋŭ�łŽĿÖ�ťāŭŨŽĢŭÖ�ÖĿťķÖ�ŭŋðũā�̦�ŭ�ÖťŋũĢÖŭ�

do perfeccionismo na modernidade acelerada”. 

Palavras-chaves: Otimização; Aceleração; Aporias do perfeccionismo; Relações 

intergeracionais; Cuidados.
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Introduction

Talking about time, says historian Reinhart Koselleck,ː necessarily means talking in 

metaphors. Further, “the metaphorical power of all images of time emerges initially 

ĕũŋĿ� ŭťÖŶĢÖķ� ƑĢŭŽÖķĢơÖŶĢŋłŭ̧̇� łŋŶ� ķāÖŭŶ� ƒĞāł� ĢŶ� óŋĿāŭ� Ŷŋ� ũāƪāóŶĢłė� ŋł� ŶĞā� ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭ�

between past, present, and future. The metaphor that cultural studies scholar Hans 

Ulrich Gumbrecht employs is that of the “broad” present.2 Mainly for ecological reasons, 

he argues, the future “no longer presents itself as an open horizon of possibilities”.3 

Nor can we succeed in “bequeathing anything to posterity”.4 Accordingly, the present 

has become “a dimension of expanding simultaneities”.5 With uncanny foresight, 

FāũĿÖł�ƩķĿ�ùĢũāóŶŋũ��ķāƗÖłùāũ�bķŽėā�ŶũÖóāù�ŭŽóĞ�Ö�ùāƑāķŋťĿāłŶ�ðÖóĴ� Ģł�ː˘˗˔�Ģł�ĞĢŭ�

movie The Assault of the Present on the Rest of Time, the title itself a telling metaphor.6 

In his engagement with the phenomenon of time, Kluge presents a whole kaleidoscope 

of examples illustrating momentous shifts in the relationship between the present 

and “the rest of time”. One of the movie’s essential concerns is to demonstrate that 

the overarching present engulfs both the past and the future, thus mounting an assault 

ŋł�̦ŶĞā�ũāŭŶ�ŋĕ�ŶĢĿā̧̍�¦ĞĢłėŭ�ėāłŽĢłāķƘ�ùĢƦāũāłŶ�Öłù�łāƒ�ƒĢķķ�ðā�łĢťťāù�Ģł�ŶĞā�ðŽù�Ģĕ�

the present thwarts potential development. One such productive development would be 

“opening oneself to the passage of time”.7 

One of the phenomena held up for perusal by the movie is that of “empty time”, i.e. 

time that is devoid of meaning because the protagonists are trapped in a treadmill of 

unremitting constraints and emergencies involving the pressing necessity of dealing 

with momentary and immediate priorities “before it’s too late”˗ and leaving no scope 

Ŷŋ�ĢùāłŶĢĕƘ�Öłù�ŋťŶ�ĕŋũ�ŶĞā�ŶĞĢłėŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�Öũā�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłŶ�Öłù�ŶũŽķƘ�ũāķāƑÖłŶ̍�¦Ğā�ũāķāłŶķāŭŭ�

pressure of time increasingly dictates not only the sequence of the actions undertaken 

by the protagonists but also their content and quality. They are deprived of meaning 

ðƘ�Ö�ŭťāóĢāŭ�ŋĕ�ðũāÖŶĞķāŭŭ�ĞÖŭŶā�ŶĞÖŶ�ũŽķāŭ�ŋŽŶ�ÖłƘ�Ģł̟ùāťŶĞ�ũāŭťŋłŭā�Ŷŋ�āƗťāũĢāłóā̍˘ In 

ŶĞā�ĿŋƑĢā̇�ŶĞĢŭ�ŭĞÖķķŋƒłāŭŭ�ŋĕ�āƗťāũĢāłóā�Ģŭ�ťāũŭŋłĢƩāù�ðƘ�ŶĞā�̦ĞÖŭŶƘ�ŋłāŭ̧̇�ƒĞŋ�ũŽŭĞ�

unceasingly from pillar to post, making snap decisions that are usually overtaken by the 

passage of events. Restless haste turns into an incessantly repetitive handling of time 

ùĢŭƩėŽũāù�ðƘ�ŶĞā�Öðŭāłóā�ŋĕ�ÖłƘ�ťũŋĕŋŽłù�ŭāłŭā�ŋũ�ĿāÖłĢłė̍�bķŽėā̪ŭ�ĿŋƑĢā�ĢłŭĢŭŶŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�

thinking of any substance rests on an opening to the unknown. “Truth is a child of time” 

is one of the assertions a scholar in the movie resorts to in his attempts to explain to a 

1  Reinhart Koselleck, Sediments of Time: On Possible Histories�
%CNKHQTPKC��5VCPHQTF�7PKXGTUKV[�2TGUU������������
2  Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Our Broad Present: Time and Contemporary Culture�
0GY�;QTM��%QNWODKC�7PKXGTUKV[�2TGUU��������
3  Ibid., 13.
4  Ibidem.
5  Ibidem.
6  Alexander Kluge, The Assault of the Present on the Rest of Time�
�������#XCKNCDNG�CV�JVVRU���YYY�GFKVKQP�ΉNOOWUGWO�

EQO�RTQFWEVAKPHQ�RJR�KPHQ�R��A&GT�#PITKΆ�FGT�)GIGPYCTV�CWH�FKG��DTKIG�<GKV��COR��8GTOKUEJVG�0CEJTKEJVGP�
html 

7  Heinz Weiß, Trauma, Guilt and Reparation: The Path from Impact to Development (London: Routledge, 2020), 15.
8 � 8GTC� -KPI�� ˑ&KG� /CEJV� FGT� &TKPINKEJMGKV�� -WNVWTGNNGT� 9CPFGN� XQP� <GKVIGUVCNVWPIGP� WPF� RU[EJKUEJGP�

Verarbeitungsmustern”, Swiss Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry������PQ����
��������������
9 �#PFTGCU�&·TRKPIJCWU��ˑ$KNFWPI��2N¥FQ[GT�YKFGT�FKG�8GTFWOOWPI”, in Glanzlichter der Wissenschaft 2009: Ein Almanach, 

&GWVUEJGT�*QEJUEJWNXGTDCPF�GF��
5VWVVICTV��.WEKWU���.WEKWU���������������
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natural scientist what the ancient Greeks thought about time. The scientist groans that 

he has no time Ŷŋ�ķĢŭŶāł�Ŷŋ�ķŋłė̟ƒĢłùāù�āƗťķÖłÖŶĢŋłŭ�ðāóÖŽŭā�Ğā�Ģŭ�ÖķũāÖùƘ�behind time 

for the lecture he is scheduled to deliver –on the subject of “time”.

¦Ğā�ĿŋƑĢā� Ģŭ� Ö� ĕÖũ̟ŭĢėĞŶāù� Öłù� ŭŽðŶķƘ� ŭÖŶĢũĢóÖķ�ƒŋũĴ̇� Öł� ÖŭŶŋłĢŭĞĢłėķƘ� ťũŋťĞāŶĢó�

statement about the cultural and individual consequences of acceleration as we 

witness them today. The perspectives on time that Kluge adopts with such virtuosity 

can be understood as an expression of keen societal awareness, notably with regard 

ðŋŶĞ�Ŷŋ�ŶĞā�ŽłƪÖėėĢłė�ÖóóāķāũÖŶĢŋł�ŋĕ�ŭŋóĢÖķ�óĞÖłėā�Öłù�ŶĞā�ŽťŭŽũėā�ŋĕ�ŶāĿťŋ�Öłù�Ŷŋ�

the dissolution of temporal boundaries in people’s everyday lives.ːˏ Subsequently, 

ÖóóāķāũÖŶĢŋł�ĞÖŭ�ðāóŋĿā�Ŀŋũā�Öłù�Ŀŋũā�ĞāÖùķŋłė�ùŽā�Ŷŋ�ŶĞā�ŶāóĞłŋķŋėĢóÖķ�Öłù�ŭŋóĢŋ̟

economic developments bundled together under the catchwords globalization and 

digitization. Constant upgrading and acceleration makes it possible to process, evaluate, 

óŋĿĿŽłĢóÖŶā̇�Öłù�ŶũÖùā�ƑÖŭŶ�ÖĿŋŽłŶŭ�ŋĕ�ùÖŶÖ�Ģł�łŋ�ŶĢĿā�ƪÖŶ̇�Ö�ùāƑāķŋťĿāłŶ�ƒĢŶĞŋŽŶ�

ƒĞĢóĞ� ŶĞā� ŋťāũÖŶĢƑā� ķŋėĢó� ŋĕ� ėķŋðÖķ� ƩłÖłóĢÖķ� āóŋłŋĿƘ� ƒĢŶĞ� Öķķ� ĢŶŭ� ŽłťũāóāùāłŶāù�

temporal imperatives could never have asserted itself.ːː

Rł� ŶĞā� ėķŋðÖķ� óŋĿťāŶĢŶĢŋł� ðŋŶĞ� ĕŋũ� ĿÖũĴāŶ� ŭāėĿāłŶŭ� Öłù� Öķŭŋ� ĕŋũ� ŭóĢāłŶĢƩó� ŋũ�

ŶāóĞłŋķŋėĢóÖķ�ĢłłŋƑÖŶĢŋłŭ̇�ĿĢłĢĿÖķ�ŶĢĿā�ùĢƦāũāłóāŭ�ĞÖƑā�ðāóŋĿā�Ŀŋũā�óũŽóĢÖķ�ŶĞÖł�āƑāũ�

ðāĕŋũā̍� ¦Ğā�ƩũŭŶ̟ťÖŭŶ̟ŶĞā̟ťŋŭŶ�ĿāłŶÖķĢŶƘ̇� āƧóĢāłóƘ� āłĞÖłóāĿāłŶ̇� Öłù� ĢłŭŶũŽĿāłŶÖķ�

forms of optimization designed to increase dividends all gear their options to the 

prospects of success.12 Together, they constitute a strategy for coming out on top in the 

rivalry for control of the global markets, in individual self-assertion on the labor and 

education markets, in institutions, and in the way we lead our lives.13 This preoccupation 

ƒĢŶĞ� ŶĢĿā� ÖƦāóŶŭ� ĢłŭŶĢŶŽŶĢŋłŭ� Öłù� ĢłùĢƑĢùŽÖķŭ̇� ıŋðŭ� Öłù� ĕÖĿĢķĢāŭ̍� �ŭ� ŭóĢāłóā� ŶĞāŋũĢŭŶ�

Helga Nowotny puts it with ironical succinctness, “the fast group” are the ones who get 

it right.14 According to this logic, most of those who really do “get it right” are willing 

to permanently enhance their own performance and come to terms with the blurring 

ŋĕ� ðŋŽłùÖũĢāŭ�̞ĕŋũ� āƗÖĿťķā̇� ŶĞā� ĢłóũāÖŭĢłė�ùĢŭŭŋķŽŶĢŋł�ŋĕ� ķĢĕā̟ƒŋũĴ�ùĢŭŶĢłóŶĢŋłŭ̞�ŋũ̇�

encouraged by the digital media, themselves actively propagate such blurring.15 In short, 

there are many who not only tolerate these changes, but openly welcome and actively 

espouse them.

10  Hartmut Rosa, Alienation and Acceleration. Towards a Critical Theory of Late-Modern Temporality (Nordisk 
Sommeruniversitet: NSU Press Aarhus, 2010).

11  Nicole Aubert, “Dringlichkeit und Selbstverlust in der Hypermoderne”, in Zeitgewinn und Selbstverlust. Folgen und 
Grenzen der Beschleunigung��8GTC�-KPI�CPF�$GPKIPC�)GTKUEJ�GFU��
(TCPMHWTV�CO�/CKP��%CORWU����������������

12 �'XG�%JKCRGNNQ��ˑ1RVKOKUCVKQP�KP�C�%QPVGZV�QH�(KPCPEKCNKUCVKQP �˒�KP�Lost in Perfection. Impacts of Optimisation on Culture 
and Psyche��8GTC�-KPI��$GPKIPC�)GTKUEJ�CPF�*CTVOWV�4QUC�GFU��
.QPFQP��4QWVNGFIG����������������

13  Andreas Reckwitz, Das Ende der Illusionen. Politik, Ökonomie und Kultur in der Spätmoderne (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2019).
14  Helga Nowotny, Time: The Modern and Postmodern Experience�
%CODTKFIG�/CNFGP��2QNKV[�2TGUU������������
15 �8GTC�-KPI��ˑˍ+H�[QW�UJQY�[QWT�TGCN�HCEG��[QWˎNN�NQUG��������HQNNQYGTUˎ�ˋ�6JG�)C\G�QH�VJG�1VJGT�CPF�6TCPUHQTOCVKQPU�QH�

Shame in Digitized Relationships”, Communication and Media�����PQ�����
������
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Collective, individual, and generational dimensions of 
acceleration

FĢƑāł�ŶĞĢŭ�ÖƧũĿÖŶĢƑā�ÖŶŶĢŶŽùā̇�ŶĞā�ŨŽāŭŶĢŋł�ŶĞÖŶ�ťŋŭāŭ�ĢŶŭāķĕ�ƒĢŶĞ�ťÖũŶĢóŽķÖũ�ŽũėāłóƘ�Ģŭ�

ƒĞÖŶ�Öũā�ŶĞā�óŽķŶŽũÖķ�Öłù�ĢłùĢƑĢùŽÖķ�ĿŋŶĢƑāŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�ĕŽāķ�ŶĞĢŭ�ÖóóāķāũÖŶĢŋł�ùƘłÖĿĢó̍�zł�ŶĞā�

cultural plane, i.e. in terms of collective discourses, symbols, and interpretation patterns, 

plus the individual constructions of meaning bound up with them, acceleration has been 

largely regarded as an attempt to make the most of the restricted life-time available to 

us. Accordingly, acceleration is widely interpreted as a strategy with which modernity 

ùŋāŭ�ĢŶŭ�ðāŭŶ�Ŷŋ�Ʃłù�Ö�ŭŽðŭŶĢŶŽŶā�ĕŋũ�ŶĞā�!ĞũĢŭŶĢÖł�óŋłŭŋķÖŶĢŋł�ŋĕ�āŶāũłÖķ�ķĢĕā�ÖĕŶāũ�ùāÖŶĞ̍�

In the course of modernity, Koselleck suggests, the Here-and-Now and the Hereafter 

ĞÖƑā�ðāāł�ũāťķÖóāù�Öŭ�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłŶ�ŶĢĿā̟ĿÖũĴāũŭ�ðƘ�ŶĞā�ťÖŭŶ�Öłù�ŶĞā�ĕŽŶŽũā̇�Ö�ĕŽŶŽũā�ŶĞÖŶ̇�

Öŭ��ķŽĿāłðāũė�āĿťĞÖŭĢơāŭ̇�Ģŭ�ĢłùĢƑĢùŽÖķķƘ�ũāŭŶũĢóŶāù�ðƘ�ŶĞā�ƩłĢŶā�łÖŶŽũā�ŋĕ�ĞŽĿÖł�ķĢĕā̍16 

After the demise of salvation as promised by Christianity, we, as “beings with limited 

lives but unlimited desires”, chafe at the discrepancy between life-time and world-

time.17 Acceleration can thus be an attempt to compensate for, and come to terms with, 

mortality by cramming more and more faster and faster (and often simultaneously) into 

ŶĞā�ŋłā�ķĢĕā�ÖŶ�ŋŽũ�ùĢŭťŋŭÖķ�̞ÖłŋŶĞāũ�ùĢĿāłŭĢŋł�Ģł�ŶĞā�ðķŽũũĢłė�ŋĕ�ðŋŽłùÖũĢāŭ̍�̦FÖĢłĢłė�

time in order to get more out of the world” is the name of the game.18

Paradoxically, acceleration is a strategy that constantly undermines its own success 

ðƘ�ũāùŋŽðķĢłė�ĢŶŭ�āƦŋũŶŭ̆�ŶĞā�ƘÖƒłĢłė�ėÖť�ðāŶƒāāł�ťāũĿÖłāłŶķƘ�āƗťÖłùĢłė�ŋťŶĢŋłŭ�Öłù�

the stubborn stasis of available time gets wider all the time. The more time is gained, the 

more processes and everyday life are condensed. The more we could do in theory, the more 

we miss out on in reality. But there is another reason why this permanent acceleration 

falls over its own feet. A striking feature of discourse on acceleration is the unmistakable 

element of egocentricity inherent in it. Frequently, the tension between life-time and 

world-time is regarded monadically, i.e. from a purely individual perspective. But how 

can this be, if time is also the central resource on which relationships and attachment 

ƪŋŽũĢŭĞ�Öłù�ŶĞŽŭ�Ö�óũŽóĢÖķ�óŋłùĢŶĢŋł�ĕŋũ�ŭŋóĢÖķĢŶƘ�Ģł�ėāłāũÖķ̎

NÖƑĢłė�ŶĢĿā�ĕŋũ�ŭŋĿāŋłā�āķŭā�Ģŭ�Öł�ĢłŶũĢłŭĢó�óŋĿťŋłāłŶ�ŋĕ�ÖƦāóŶĢŋł̒�Öłù�ĢłùĢƦāũāłóā�

ŋũ�ĞÖŶũāù�Öũā�ĢłŭŶÖłóāŭ�ŋĕ�ùĢŭÖƦāóŶĢŋł�in time. Taking time or giving someone one’s time 

is invariably a gift.19 Time is the very currency of social relations, an elemental feature of 

reciprocity and an indispensable basis for love, friendship, and the caring connections 

between generations, for the solicitous way we “lay up treasure” for our children and 

grandchildren. Accordingly, we need to be much more precise in our analysis of the 

intersubjective and intergenerational consequences of acceleration. Another challenge is to 

16  Reinhart Koselleck, Sediments of Time: On Possible Histories� 
5VCPHQTF��%CNKHQTPKC��5VCPHQTF�7PKXGTUKV[�2TGUU���������
Hans Blumenberg, Lebenszeit und Weltzeit�
(TCPMHWTV�CO�/CKP��5WJTMCOR��=����?������������

17  Ibid., 71f.
18  Ibid., 73.
19 �8GTC�-KPI��ˑ6JG�)GPGTCVKQPCN�4KXCNT[�HQT�6KOG �˒�6KOG���5QEKGV[�����PQ����
�������������
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ÖóĞĢāƑā�Ö�Ʃłāũ�ėũÖŭť�ŋĕ�the kind of translation that takes place between societal conditions 

and both intergenerational and individual coping strategies. The reason why I use the 

word “translation” is that in their impact the repercussions are usually not direct, but 

indirect. The ways in which we typically lead our lives are both the results of societal 

conditions and the expression of forms of engagement that follow their own logic and 

cannot be simply deduced from the sum of the givens.

Another issue has to do with our conception of the relation between normality and 

pathology. For a long time, such psychic disorders as depression or burnout were 

óķÖŭŭĢƩāù�Öŭ�ŶĞā�óŋłŭāŨŽāłóāŭ�ŋĕ�āƗóāŭŭĢƑā�̦ƒāÖũ�Öłù�ŶāÖũ̧�óÖŽŭāù�ðƘ�ŶĢĿā̟ŭŶũāŭŭ�Öłù�

the pressures exerted by optimization and the bid for success, very much in line with 

Alain Ehrenberg’s analyses of the “weariness of the self”.20 In the following, I shall be 

ÖùƑŋóÖŶĢłė� Ö� ùĢƦāũāłŶ� ƑĢāƒ̇� ŋłā� ŶĞÖŶ� ĕŋóŽŭāŭ� ŋł� ŶĞā� ĢĿťāũÖŶĢƑāŭ� ŋĕ� ÖóóāķāũÖŶĢŋł� Öłù�

optimization not merely as diagnostic sources of disorders. Instead, we should pay much 

closer attention to the normalization of harmful constellations and reject simplifying 

ŶĞāŋũĢāŭ�ÖðŋŽŶ�ŶĞā�āƦāóŶŭ�ŋĕ�ŭŋóĢÖķ�óĞÖłėā� Ģł�ĕÖƑŋũ�ŋĕ�ùĢƦāũāłŶĢÖŶĢŋł�ÖŶ�ƑÖũĢŋŽŭ� ķāƑāķŭ̍�

First we need to take a closer look at the complexity of the connections between social 

conditions and intersubjective, intergenerational, and psychic dynamics, then at the 

subjectively congenial and sometimes willfully underrated consequences of the “higher-

ĕÖŭŶāũ̟ðāŶŶāũ̧�ĢùāÖķ̇�ťũŋóāāùĢłė�ĕũŋĿ�ŶĞāũā�̞ �ŶĞĢũùķƘ�̞ �Ŷŋ�Ö�óķāÖũ̟ŭĢėĞŶāù�ƑĢāƒ�ŋĕ�óŽķŶŽũÖķ�

and individual patterns of defense against restriction(s).21

Psyche and culture: the aporias of accelerated 
modernity

Connections of this nature between the social sector and the individual psyche were 

one of the subjects of the case analyses undertaken in the framework of a sociological-

cum-psychoanalytic research project on the Aporias of Perfectionism in Accelerated 

Modernity (APAS) funded by the Volkswagen Foundation.22 In the qualitative sample, 

some 100 persons were interviewed and the transcripts of the interviews analyzed. The 

sample included both a group of patients with depression/burnout and a group with 

no diagnosis. All these persons were asked to tell us their life stories. I propose to look 

Ŀŋũā�óķŋŭāķƘ�ÖŶ�ŶĞũāā�ŋĕ�ŶĞāŭā�ŋťāł�ĢłŶāũƑĢāƒŭ�āƗāĿťķĢĕƘĢłė�ùĢƦāũāłŶ�ĴĢłùŭ�ŋĕ�ÖùÖťŶÖŶĢŋł�

to the pressures of time and optimization: a.) one tending to play down the pressures 

āƗťāũĢāłóāù̇�ð̜̍�ŋłā� ũāŭťŋłùĢłė�ƒĢŶĞ�ùāťũāŭŭĢŋł�Öłù�ŭŽƦāũĢłė̇�Öłù�ó̜̍� Öł�ÖƧũĿÖŶĢƑā�

ƑÖũĢÖłŶ� ũāƪāóŶĢłė� Ö� ũāŭťŋłŭā� ėāÖũāù� Ŷŋ� Öł� āłĞÖłóāĿāłŶ� ŋĕ� ÖŽŶŋłŋĿƘ� Öłù� āƧóĢāłóƘ̍�

20 �#NCKP�'JTGPDGTI��6JG�9GCTKPGUU�QH�VJG�5GNH��&KCIPQUKPI�VJG�*KUVQT[�QH�&GRTGUUKQP�KP�VJG�%QPVGORQTCT[�#IG�
3WªDGE��
/E)KNN�3WGGPˍU�7PKXGTUKV[�2TGUU��������

21  King, “The Generational Rivalry for Time”.
22  The APAS project was directed by Vera King, Benigna Gerisch, and Hartmut Rosa, cf. King, Gerisch and Rosa, Lost in 

Perfection��8GTC�-KPI��$GPKIPC�)GTKUEJ�CPF�,WNKC�5EJTGKDGT��ˑˍ���VQ�TGCNN[�JCXG�GXGT[VJKPI�EQORNGVGN[�RGTHGEVˎ��1P�VJG�
2U[EJQF[PCOKEU�QH�%QPVGORQTCT[�(QTOU�QH�$QF[�1RVKOK\CVKQP �˒�Psychoanalytic Psychology�����PQ����
����������������
#NUQ��XKUKV�JVVR���YYY�HD���WPK�HTCPMHWTV�FG����������HQTUEJWPI�
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złā�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłŶ�ƩłùĢłė�ƒÖŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�ÖóóāķāũÖŶĢŋł�Öłù�ŶĞā�ðķŽũũĢłė̓ùĢŭŭŋķŽŶĢŋł�ŋĕ�ŶāĿťŋũÖķ�

boundaries not only produce the kind of optimization pressure associated with shortage 

ŋĕ�ŶĢĿā�ŋũ�ŶĢĿā̟ŭŶũāŭŭ̍�Âā�Öķŭŋ�Ʃłù�Ö�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłŶ�ĿĢłŋũĢŶƘ�ŋĕ�ùāĕāłŭā�ťÖŶŶāũłŭ�Ģł�ƒĞĢóĞ�

not only heteronomy but also restriction or transience are phased out.

As we shall see, the three examples are expressions of temporal boundary dissolution 

Ģł� ƒŋũĴ� óŋłŶāƗŶŭ� ùĢŭťķÖƘĢłė� ùĢƦāũāłŶ� ĢłŶāũÖóŶĢƑā� āƦāóŶŭ� ðāŶƒāāł� āƗŶāũłÖķ� óŋłùĢŶĢŋłŭ�

and the conscious and unconscious motivations operative in the way individuals handle 

those conditions.23 In addition, I shall be examining the consequences for relationships, 

ĢłóķŽùĢłė� ťÖũāłŶ̟óĞĢķù� ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭ̇� Öłù� ŶĞā� ƒÖƘ� ŶĞāƘ� ùāƩłā� ŶĞā� óŋłùĢŶĢŋłŭ� Ģł� ƒĞĢóĞ�

individuals grow up. Also, the case analyses are designed to illustrate typological 

ùĢƦāũāłŶĢÖŶĢŋłŭ�ũāķÖŶĢłė�Ŷŋ�ŶĞā�ĿÖłłāũ�Ģł�ƒĞĢóĞ�āƗŶāũłÖķ�óŋłùĢŶĢŋłŭ�̛ā̍ė̍�ŶĢĿā�ťũāŭŭŽũā�

Öłù� āƧóĢāłóƘ̓ŋťŶĢĿĢơÖŶĢŋł� ťũāŭŭŽũāŭ� Ģł� ŶĞā� ƒŋũĴ� óŋłŶāƗŶ̜� ĢłŶāũĿāŭĞ� ƒĢŶĞ� ťŭƘóĞĢó�

features. For reasons of space, the reconstruction of the methods used will need to 

be very concise, but verbatim citation gives the protagonists the chance to “speak for 

themselves”. The structures informing these cases are not exclusively, or even primarily, 

Ö�ĿÖŶŶāũ�ŋĕ�óŋłŶāłŶ̍�¦ĞāƘ�Öũā�ũāƪāóŶāù�āŨŽÖķķƘ�ðƘ�ŶĞā�ŭŶƘķā�Öłù�ŭĞÖťĢłė�ŋĕ�ŶĞā�łÖũũÖŶĢƑāŭ�

and the manner in which the protagonists express themselves verbally.

Playing down the pressures

We begin with the account provided by Paul S., 35, who is prototypic in the sense that the 

features displayed by his narrative are very widespread. He works in a sector where time 

pressure and the dissolution of temporal boundaries appear to be completely normal 

and are accepted as a matter of course. In a staccato style of delivery, he describes his 

everyday working life as follows:

̦�ŭ�ŭŋŋł�Öŭ�R�ėŋŶ�ŶĞā�ıŋð̇�R�ŭŶÖũŶāù�ÖóóāťŶĢłė�āƑāũƘ�ÖŭŭĢėłĿāłŶ�R�ƒÖŭ�ŋƦāũāù̇�ŭŶÖłùĢłė�

Ģł�ĕŋũ�óŋķķāÖėŽāŭ̇�Öłù�ŭŋ�ŋł̍�¦Ğā�ƩũŭŶ�ŶĞũāā�ĿŋłŶĞŭ�ŋł�ŶĞā�ıŋð̇�R�ƒŋũĴāù�łŋł̟ŭŶŋť�ĕũŋĿ�

one end of the day to other. Things have got better now, and this year, like every year, 

I’ve decided to make sure that I have more free time for myself, but I’ve also realized 

how quickly that good resolution can go by the board. Even if I’m determined not to 

work on a Saturday so that I can meet up with a girlfriend and go somewhere with 

Ğāũ̇�ŶĞÖŶ�ťķÖł�ŋłķƘ�Ğŋķùŭ�ėŋŋù�ŽłŶĢķ�ŶĞāƘ�ÖŭĴ�Ŀā�ƒĞāŶĞāũ�R�óŋŽķù�óŋĿā�Ģł�Ŷŋ�ŶĞā�ŋƧóā�

on that Saturday, and although I know perfectly well that I can’t and I don’t want to, 

I hear myself saying: ‘Sure, no problem’. And once I’ve agreed, I have to cancel my 

23 � 8GTC� -KPI�� ˑ&KG� /CEJV� FGT� &TKPINKEJMGKV�� -WNVWTGNNGT� 9CPFGN� XQP� <GKVIGUVCNVWPIGP� WPF� RU[EJKUEJGP�
Verarbeitungsmustern”, in Swiss Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry������PQ����
���������������8GTC�-KPI��,WNKC�5EJTGKDGT��
0KGNU�7JNGPFQTH��CPF�$GPKIPC�)GTKUEJ��ˑ1RVKOKUKPI�2CVVGTPU�QH�.KHG�%QPFWEV��6TCPUHQTOCVKQPU�KP�4GNCVKQPU�VQ�VJG�5GNH��
VQ�1VJGTU�CPF�%CTKPI �˒�KP�Lost in Perfection: Impacts of Optimisation on Culture and Psyche, Vera King, Benigna Gerisch, 
and Hartmut Rosa eds. (London: Routledge, 2019), 61-72.
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private date, which I hate doing because of course it automatically means that I then 

have fewer private dates because no one can rely on me actually turning up”.24

The situation Paul is describing here is one that many of us will be familiar with, 

perhaps not down to the last detail, but with recognizable similarities. It is an account 

of the “daily grind”, where unforeseen emergencies dictate the course of events and 

the decisions bound up with it. Resolutions are made only to lapse into oblivion. Some 

of them are postponed until later, some of them until very much later, because time is 

ťũāŭŭĢłė̇�Öłù�ŶĞāũā�Öũā�Öķķ�ĴĢłùŭ�ŋĕ�ŋŶĞāũ�ŶĞĢłėŭ�Ŷŋ�ðā�ùŋłā�Ģł�ŶĞā�ĿāÖłŶĢĿā̍�złā�ŶĞĢłė�

ŶĞĢŭ�ùŋāŭ� Ģŭ� Ŷŋ�ƒĞĢŶŶķā�ùŋƒł�ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭĞĢťŭ̇�Öŭ��ÖŽķ� Ŷāķķŭ�Žŭ̍�zł�ŶĞā�ŋŶĞāũ�ĞÖłù̇� ŶĞāũā̪ŭ�

nothing he can do about it, and somehow he doesn’t even seem to mind all that much. 

He sums it up this way:

̦¦Ğāũā� Ģŭ� Ö� ùāƩłĢŶā� ĢĿðÖķÖłóā� ðāŶƒāāł�ƒŋũĴ� Öłù� ķāĢŭŽũā̟ŶĢĿā̇� Öłù� ðÖŭĢóÖķķƘ� R̪Ŀ�

ùĢŭŭÖŶĢŭƩāù�ƒĢŶĞ�ŶĞā�ĕÖóŶ̇�ÖķŶĞŋŽėĞ̇�Ŷŋ�ðā�ÖðŭŋķŽŶāķƘ�ĞŋłāŭŶ̇�R̪Ŀ�łŋŶ�ÖķƒÖƘŭ�ŭŽũā�ƒĞāũā�

R�ũāÖķķƘ�ÖĿ�ùĢŭŭÖŶĢŭƩāù�ŋũ�ƒĞāŶĞāũ�R�ŶĞĢłĴ�ŶĞĢłėŭ�ŭĞŋŽķù�ðā�ùĢƦāũāłŶ�ðāóÖŽŭā�āƑāũƘŋłā�

keeps telling me so. Basically, work for me is a kind of leisure-time… of course I’d say 

Ƙāŭ̇�R�ùāƩłĢŶāķƘ�ƒŋũĴ�Ŷŋŋ�ĿŽóĞ̇�Öłù�R�ùāƩłĢŶāķƘ�ŋŽėĞŶ�Ŷŋ�ùŋ�ŭŋĿāŶĞĢłė�ÖðŋŽŶ�ĢŶ̈�ðŽŶ�R�

think that if I were really convinced of that, then I would do something about it… and 

ðāóÖŽŭā�R�ĞÖƑāł̪Ŷ�ŭŋ�ĕÖũ̇�R�ĿŽŭŶ�ðā�Ŀŋũā�ŋũ�ķāŭŭ�ŭÖŶĢŭƩāù�ƒĢŶĞ�ŶĞĢłėŭ�ŶĞā�ƒÖƘ�ŶĞāƘ�Öũā̧̍

ķŶĢĿÖŶāķƘ̇�ŶĞĢŭ�āƑÖķŽÖŶĢŋł�Ģŭ�Ģł�ķĢłā�ƒĢŶĞ�ŶĞā�ƒÖƘ�ŶĞĢłėŭ�ĞÖƑā�ťÖłłāù�ŋŽŶ̍�¦Ğā�ŋťāũÖŶĢƑā�

logic is: in the last resort, things that don’t work out (having time for relationships) 

can’t be all that important. To this extent, Paul’s response can be regarded both as a 

case of shifted priorities and as an instance of defensive revaluation. At an early stage, 

sociologist Niklas Luhmann described mechanisms like these as a feature of modern 

attitudes to time. In his customary dry, faintly ironical style, he writes: “As the number 

of deadlines increases in the restricted time available, … the time left for unscheduled 

activities dwindles … [aims] … There is an awareness of neglecting these activities, 

ðŽŶ�ÖŶ� ŶĞā� ķÖŭŶ� ŶĞāƘ�ĞÖƑā� Ŷŋ�ðā�ùāƑÖķŽāù�Öłù�óķÖŭŭĢƩāù�Öŭ� ķāŭŭ� ĢĿťŋũŶÖłŶ�ŭŋ�Öŭ� Ŷŋ�Ĵāāť�

ùāŭŶĢłƘ�Öłù�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłóā� Ģł�ĞÖũĿŋłƘ�ƒĢŶĞ�ŋłā�ÖłŋŶĞāũ̍�¦ĞŽŭ�Ŀāũā� ŶĢĿā�ťũŋðķāĿŭ�óÖł�

lead to a restructuring of the whole value system”.25 The more time-pressure there is, 

ŶĞā�Ŀŋũā�̨ėāłŽĢłāķƘ�ĢĿťŋũŶÖłŶ̪�ŶĞĢłėŭ�ĞÖƑā�Ŷŋ�óāùā�Ŷŋ�ŽũėāłŶ�ùāĿÖłùŭ�Öłù�Öũā�ŭķŋƒķƘ�

but surely ousted out of our designs for living and everyday practice. Less time remains 

for the things that do not have to be “dealt with” immediately, even though we may fully 

24 6JG�VTCPUETKRVKQPU�CTG�XGTDCVKO��(QT�VJG�UCMG�QH�TGCFCDKNKV[�VJG[�JCXG�DGGP�UKORNKΉGF�JGTG�ˋ�TGFWEGF�KPFKECVKQPU�QH�
emphasis, volume, intervals, etcétera. Such features were however included in the analysis.

25  Niklas Luhmann, ÀǄƫƍȃƍǹŅƀŗ̒ ÀƫġƸȎƸų˖̒ �ȎűǹİȃɃŗ̒ ɃȎǯ̒ ÍǄɃƍǄƫǄųƍŗ̒ ȫǄƸ̒ ÀǄƫƍȃƍƥ̒ ȎƸō̒ ÿŗǯȰġƫȃȎƸų˗̒ ɤ˖̒ �Ȏɐġųŗ (Opladen: 
9GUVFGWVUEJGT�8GTNCI�������������
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acknowledge their importance. Time for relationships, as just one example, is frequently 

subordinated to job-related pressures.

Imperceptible shifts like these have also been observed in family studies. A 

ŶāķķĢłė� āƗÖĿťķā� óÖł� ðā� ĕŋŽłù� Ģł� Ö� ŭŶŽùƘ� ĕũŋĿ� ŶĞā� łĢŶāù� �ŶÖŶāŭ̇� Ģł�ƒĞĢóĞ� ũāŭāÖũóĞāũ�

Arlie Hochschild homed in on company employees at work and their everyday lives.26 

Hochschild establishes that things initially held to be important (time spent together, 

ķāĢŭŽũā̟ŶĢĿā�ƒĢŶĞ� ŶĞā� óĞĢķùũāł̜�ƒāũā� ĢłóũāÖŭĢłėķƘ� ̨ťŋŭŶťŋłāù̪�ðāóÖŽŭā�ŋĕ�ŽũėāłŶ� ıŋð̟

associated requirements. When this project or that requirement had been dealt with, 

ŶĞāł�ŶĞā�ĢłŶāũƑĢāƒāāŭ�ƩłÖķķƘ�ĞÖù�ŶĢĿā�ĕŋũ�ŶĞāĢũ�ťÖũŶłāũŭ�Öłù�ŶĞāĢũ�óĞĢķùũāł̍27

To illustrate her remarks, Hochschild refers to the acquisition of leisure-time 

paraphernalia by the families investigated. Lying around unused in the attic, these 

articles embody the unredeemed promises of time to be spent together when things 

“calm down”. The incessant job-related priorities had banished the desire for “quality 

time” to the attic of family life, where the objects that symbolize that desire lie under 

a layer of dust waiting to be remembered. At some point, a number of the participants 

began emphasizing how self-reliant their children were getting, implying that this made 

ĢŶ�ŭŽťāũƪŽŋŽŭ�Ŷŋ�ŭťāłù�Ŀŋũā�ĕũāā�ŶĢĿā�ƒĢŶĞ�ŶĞāĿ�Öłù�ŶĞŽŭ�ťķÖƘĢłė�ùŋƒł�ŶĞā�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłóā�

of the whole matter.

In his way, Paul too is a “down-player”. First he complains that he has too much 

Ŷŋ�ùŋ̇�ðŽŶ�ŶĞāł�Ğā�ƪŋÖŶŭ�ŶĞā�ŭŽėėāŭŶĢŋł�ŶĞÖŶ�ĿÖƘðā�ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭĞĢťŭ�Öũā�ķāŭŭ�ĢĿťŋũŶÖłŶ�Ŷŋ�

ĞĢĿ� ŶĞÖł� ĞĢŭ� ıŋð̍� ¦ĞĢŭ� ùāťũĢƑāŭ� ėāłāũÖķ� ùāŭťŋłùāłóƘ̇� ŽłƪÖŶŶāũĢłė� óŋłóķŽŭĢŋłŭ� ÖðŋŽŶ�

exploitation, or pain at the withering of personal relationships of much of their sting. 

But this is not the whole story, nor is it entirely accurate. Analysis of the complete 

interview reveals with increasing clarity that his job gives him greater security than he 

gets from emotional closeness to others. He feels that he is more likely to satisfy his need 

ĕŋũ�ũāóŋėłĢŶĢŋł�Öłù�ÖóĴłŋƒķāùėāĿāłŶ�ŋł�ŶĞā�ÖťťÖũāłŶķƘ�ŭÖĕāũ�ėũŋŽłù�ŋƦāũāù�Ŷŋ�ĞĢĿ�ðƘ�

ĞĢŭ�ƒŋũĴ̍�zŶĞāũ�ťÖũŶŭ�ŋĕ�ĞĢŭ�ťāũŭŋłÖķ�łÖũũÖŶĢƑā� ũāƑāÖķ� ŶĞÖŶ� Ģł�ĞĢŭ�ƑĢāƒ�ĞĢŭ�ťÖũāłŶŭ�ĞÖù�

never really understood him properly. For his adult self, work unlimited has now become 

“everything”.

In other words, time-constrained, accelerated, and unbounded job worlds can 

āƗÖóāũðÖŶā�ťŭƘóĞĢó�ùĢŭťŋŭĢŶĢŋłŭ�ĿÖũŭĞÖķāù�Ŷŋ�ðķŽłŶ�ŶĞā�ÖƒÖũāłāŭŭ�ŋĕ�ùāƩóĢŶŭ�ðƘ�ĿāÖłŭ�

of various kinds of coping and defense mechanisms that serve to uphold narcissistic 

ŭŶÖðĢķĢŶƘ̍� �ł� ĢłùĢŭŶĢłóŶ� ŭāłŭā� ŋĕ� ̦ĿĢŭŭĢłė� ŋŽŶ̧� ŋł� óāũŶÖĢł� ŶĞĢłėŭ� óÖł� ðā� ŋƦŭāŶ� ðƘ�

perfectionism, espousal of the performance ideal, and references to the unremitting 

pressure of time. A job context where the boundaries are in a progressive state of 

dissolution “demands everything” of the individuals caught up in it and thus nurtures 

ŶĞā�Ğŋťā�ŋĕ�̦ėāŶŶĢłė�āƑāũƘŶĞĢłȩ̇� ĕũŋĿ�ťũāóĢŭāķƘ� ŶĞÖŶ� óŋłŶāƗŶ̇� ÖðŋƑā�Öķķ� óŋłƩũĿÖŶĢŋł̍�

Paul represents the kind of individual who functions reasonably well in his working life, 

26  Arlie Hochschild, The Time Bind: When Work Becomes Home and Home Becomes Work (New York: Metropolitan Books, 
1997).

27  Hochschild, The Time Bind: When Work Becomes Home and Home Becomes Work�����Ά�
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Ʃłùŭ�ŶĞā�̦ùŋƒłŭĢùā̧�ŋĕ�ĞĢŭ�ŭĢŶŽÖŶĢŋł�āĿĢłāłŶķƘ�ŶŋķāũÖðķā�̛ŶĞŋŽėĞ�ĞĢŭ�ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭĞĢťŭ�Öũā�

ùāƩłĢŶāķƘ�ŋł�ŶĞā�ƒÖłā̜̇�Öłù�ĿÖĴāŭ�ķĢŶŶķā�̦ĕŽŭŭ̧�ÖðŋŽŶ�ŶĞā�ŭŶũāŭŭāŭ�Öłù�ŭŶũÖĢłŭ�óÖŽŭāù�ðƘ�

óŋłŭŶÖłŶ�āĿāũėāłóĢāŭ�Öłù� Ģķķ̟ùāƩłāù�ƒŋũĴĢłė�ĞŋŽũŭ̍�¦ĞĢłėŭ�Öũā�ùĢƦāũāłŶ� Ģł�ŋŽũ�łāƗŶ�

example, the case of Melanie Z.

Optimized adjustment and the dissolution of 
boundaries

zŽũ� łāƗŶ� ĢłŶāũƑĢāƒāā̇� māķÖłĢā� Ñ̍̇� Ģŭ� Öķŭŋ� Ģł� Ğāũ� ĿĢù̟ŶĞĢũŶĢāŭ̍� �Ğā� ŭŶŽùĢāù� ðŽŭĢłāŭŭ�

ĿÖłÖėāĿāłŶ�Öłù�ƒŋũĴŭ�ĕŋũ�Ö�óŋłŭŽķŶĢłė�ƩũĿ̍��Ğā�ėũāƒ�Žť�Ģł�óŋłùĢŶĢŋłŭ�ĕÖĢũķƘ�ŶƘťĢóÖķ�ŋĕ�

the educated middle classes. The children are given all kinds of opportunities, and more 

or less implicitly a great deal is expected of them in return. Their parents assume they 

will make the most of their chances, work hard to get ahead, and be successful in their 

careers.

Melanie: “My parents are – er – were pretty encouraging, in the sense that they gave 

Žŭ�āƑāũƘ�ŋťťŋũŶŽłĢŶƘ�Ŷŋ�ùŋ�ƒĞÖŶ�ƒā�ƒÖłŶāù�Ŷŋ�ùŋ̇�ùĢƦāũāłŶ�ĴĢłùŭ�ŋĕ�ŭťŋũŶŭ̇�ŶũƘĢłė�ŋŽŶ�

musical instruments (gulps) … In our – family, we were implicitly expected to do well 

? and not be like the kids who hung around in bus-shelters – And this produced – er 

̞�Ö�ŭŋũŶ�ŋĕ�ŽłŭťŋĴāł�āƗťāóŶÖŶĢŋł�̈�ŶĞÖŶ�ƒā�ŭĞŋŽķù�ƩłÖķķƘ�ĿÖłÖėā�Ŷŋ�ėāŶ�Ö�ėŋŋù�ıŋð�̈�

I mean, this was never said out loud, but often there were subtle … hints and things, 

Öłù�̞�ŶĞÖŶ�ùāƩłĢŶāķƘ�ťķÖƘāù�Ö�ũŋķā�̛hoarsely) in making me try to be particularly good 

at various things.”

In many areas, the adult Melanie Z. also appears to be highly ambitious about performing 

well enough to stand out from the mass. She is willing to work very hard to achieve this, 

ðŽŶ�ŋł�ƑÖũĢŋŽŭ�ŋóóÖŭĢŋłŭ�ŶĞāŭā�āƦŋũŶŭ�ėāŶ�ŋł�Ŷŋť�ŋĕ�Ğāũ̇�óŽķĿĢłÖŶĢłė�Ģł�Ŀŋũā�ŶĞÖł�ŋłā�

breakdown. When this happens, she has to seek refuge from the pressures she is exposed 

to. But that is not all. The interview reveals a permanent, but at the same time negated, 

desire to be accepted for what she is, instead of always having to “deliver the goods”. 

Criticism of her parents for their attitude is invariably tentative and quickly relativized. 

mŋŶĞāũ�Öłù�ĕÖŶĞāũ�Öũā�ùāŭóũĢðāù�Öŭ�ŽłƪĢłóĞĢłė�ėŋ̟ėāŶŶāũŭ̆

̦mƘ�ťÖũāłŶŭ�̈�Öũā�ŭŶĢķķ�̞�āũ�̞�ƑāũƘ�ƩŶ�̈�ŶĞāƘ̪Ƒā�ŭŶÖƘāù�ƘŋŽłė̇�Öłù�ŶĞāƘ�ŶÖĴā�ėŋŋù�

care of themselves – and that’s something I certainly have from them, - er – this – 

āũ�̞�ÖķƒÖƘŭ�ðāĢłė�ŋł�ŶĞā�ĿŋƑā̇�̈�ĴāāťĢłė�ƩŶ�̈�ŶĞÖŶ�Ģŭ�ĢĿťŋũŶÖłŶ̇�ŶĞŋŽėĞ�ŋĕ�óŋŽũŭā�

it can get on your nerves as well, because sometimes you think, - er – can’t you just 

wind down for a while, let yourself go, but – er – on the other hand I’m grateful 
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because they’ve instilled in  me all kinds of things that add up to a … healthy life-style; 

I mean, I went to ballet classes for 11 years, my mother was really keen for me to do 

that because when she was young, they never let her go to ballet classes … it’s often 

the way, but then I started really enjoying it, and at the end I went several times a 

week, … I mean, when you hear ‘ballet’ you think, oh yeah, prancing around in tights 

… But physically it’s really, really tough, and ... it taught me a lot about stamina … and 

staying-power, because you really feel the pain and … even as a child you have to stay 

in there … yeah, and that was a good lesson in not caving in under pressure”.

This is a typical sequence for Melanie. The cautious criticism of her parents (mother) 

is quickly withdrawn. After all, her mother’s expectations and the pain of the ballet 

ŶũÖĢłĢłė�ĞÖũùāłāù�Ğāũ� ĕŋũ� ķĢĕā� Öłù�ĴāťŶ�Ğāũ� ŭŋķùĢāũĢłė�ŋł̍�¦ĞĢŭ� Ģŭ� ıŽŭŶĢƩóÖŶĢŋł� āłŋŽėĞ�

for maternal pressure. But in her various jobs Melanie is not in fact conspicuous for her 

stamina or staying-power. Her job history is remarkable for the to-and-fro between 

situations where she is exposed to exorbitant, extremely stressful situations and 

Ğāũ�ùāóĢŭĢŋłŭ�Ŷŋ�ŨŽĢŶ�ŶĞā� ıŋð� Ģł�ŨŽāŭŶĢŋł̍�Nāũ�ŭŽƦāũĢłėŭ�Öłù�ŶĞā�Žťŭ�Öłù�ùŋƒłŭ�Ģł�Ğāũ�

vocational biography appear to be the expression of a kind of protest, albeit one that 

in the last resort is just as much a rebellion against her own self, i.e. not only a protest 

against the external pressures, but also against the internalized ideal of being a “good 

girl”, a shining example of self-perfectionism.

¦ĞĢŭ�ÖķŶāũłÖŶĢŋł�ðāŶƒāāł�ÖùÖťŶÖŶĢŋł�Öłù�ťũŋŶāŭŶ�ťāũťāŶŽÖŶāŭ� ĢŶŭāķĕ� ĢłùāƩłĢŶāķƘ̍� Rł�

Ğāũ�łāƗŶ�ıŋð̇�ŭĞā�ŭŶÖũŶŭ�ŋƦ�ðƘ�ÖùıŽŭŶĢłė�Öŭ�ðāŭŶ�ŭĞā�óÖł̇�ðŽŶ�ŶĞāł�ŭŽùùāłķƘ�ŶĞũŋƒŭ�ĢŶ�Öķķ�Ģł̇�

overpowered by symptoms of exhaustion like insomnia, lack of appetite, and agitation. 

Hardly has she left this job behind than she is tormented by feelings of emptiness 

and fears about failing in her professional career. Accordingly, she seeks another 

ıŋð̇� ùāŶāũĿĢłāù� Ŷŋ� ĕŽķƩķķ� ŶĞā� ùāĿÖłùŭ�ĿÖùā� ŋĕ� Ğāũ� Öłù� Ŷŋ� ťāũĕāóŶ� Ğāũ� ťāũĕŋũĿÖłóā̍�

But ultimately she is equally quick to buckle under the pressure. This puts her in an 

ĢłóũāÖŭĢłėķƘ� ùĢƧóŽķŶ� ŭĢŶŽÖŶĢŋł� ƑŋóÖŶĢŋłÖķķƘ̇� Öłù� ÖŶ� ŶĞā� ŭÖĿā� ŶĢĿā�Ğāũ� ŭóŋťā� ĕŋũ� ŭāķĕ̟

care or care for others dwindles.28��ķķ�ŶĞā�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłŶ�ŋŶĞāũŭ�ŭĞā�ĿāłŶĢŋłŭ�Öũā�ťũĢĿÖũĢķƘ�

experienced as individuals who either have expectations of her at the job level or as rivals 

ƒĢŶĞ�ƒĞŋĿ�ŭĞā�óŋĿťÖũāŭ�Ğāũŭāķĕ̍�Nŋķķŋƒ�ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭ�Öũā�ŶĞā�ũāŭŽķŶ̇�ùāƑŋĢù�ŋĕ�ÖłƘ�ŭťāóĢƩó�

value that cannot be expressed in terms of job performance.

28 �-KPI��5EJTGKDGT�CPF�7JNGPFQTH�ˑ1RVKOKUKPI�2CVVGTPU�QH�.KHG�%QPFWEV˒�
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Optimization via excessive autonomy and 
instrumental rationality

māķÖłĢā�Ģŭ�ƑŋóÖķ�Öłù�āƗťķĢóĢŶ�ÖðŋŽŶ�Ğāũ�ŋƒł�ùĢŭóŋłŶāłŶŭ̍��ŽŶ�ıŽŭŶ�Öŭ�óŋĿĿŋł�̞�Öłù�ıŽŭŶ�

Öŭ�ĢłŶāũāŭŶĢłė�̞�Öũā�ŶĞŋŭā�óÖŭāŭ�ƒĞāũā�ŭŽóĞ�ùĢŭóŋłŶāłŶŭ�Öũā�łāƑāũ�ũāĕāũũāù�Ŷŋ̍��āũŭŋłŭ�

of this kind have exacting jobs that they are good at, so that in that quarter no explicit 

dissatisfaction ever rears its head. If at all, they express dissatisfaction about their 

relationships, and then only at one remove and in a highly indirect manner.

A case in point is Andrea W., 40 years old. She came to us in response to a round-

robin email from her daughter Lina’s kindergarten, in which an inquiry from our project 

had been passed on to the parents. The striking thing about her self-assessment in the 

interview (in which no questions were asked about performance or optimization, only 

about the respondent’s life-story) is that for most of the time she restricted her narrative 

almost entirely to her vocational achievements. For a long time she had worked in various 

cities, regions, and companies, always in elevated positions in the travel-management 

sector. In the meantime, as she tells us in considerable detail, she has struck out on her 

ŋƒł�Öłù�Ģŭ�łŋƒ�ŭāķĕ̟āĿťķŋƘāù�ƒĢŶĞ�Ö�ƩũĿ�ŋĕ�Ğāũ�ŋƒł̍�¦Ğā�ƩũŭŶ�ŶĢĿā�ŭĞā�ũāĕāũŭ�Ŷŋ�Ğāũ�

daughter is in connection with her own experiences at school:

“Yes, I’ve got a daughter of my own now, she’s 3½, er, and I’ve started thinking about 

what kind of elementary school would be best for her – be-because – er – I feel sure 

ŶĞÖŶ�ŶĞÖŶ�ũāÖķķƘ�ĞÖŭ�Ö�ķŋŶ�ŋĕ�ĢłƪŽāłóā�ŋł�Ö�óĞĢķù�̞�Öłù�Ğŋƒ�ĢŶ�ùāƑāķŋťŭ̧̍

�Ğā�Öķŭŋ�ĿāłŶĢŋłŭ�Ğāũ�ùÖŽėĞŶāũ� Ģł�óŋłłāóŶĢŋł�ƒĢŶĞ� ŶĞā�ùĢƧóŽķŶƘ�ŭĞā�ĞÖŭ� Ģł�ũāŭāũƑĢłė�

ÖłƘŶĞĢłė� ķĢĴā� ķāĢŭŽũā̟ŶĢĿā� ĕŋũ� Ğāũŭāķĕ̍�ÂĞāł� ŭĞā̪ŭ� łŋŶ� Ģł� ŶĞā� ŋƧóā̇� ŭĞā� ŭŶĢķķ� ėŋāŭ� ŋł�

working and asks herself

“what other things I might do, job-wise. This state of mind is only dislodged when 

ŭŋĿāŋłā�ŶŽũłŭ�Žť�Öłù�ŭÖƘŭ̆�!ŋĿā�ŋł̇�ťŽŶ�ŶĞÖŶ�ŭŶŽƦ�ÖƒÖƘ̍�RŶ�ùŋāŭł̪Ŷ�ĞÖƑā�Ŷŋ�ðā�dĢłÖ̇�

it can be my husband or some friend or other: Put your phone away, we’re going out”.

In the over-emphatic manner characteristic of her, she stresses that before the birth of 

her daughter, she spent 24 hours a day thinking about projects. When the child arrived, 

she quit her job and went self-employed. Since then, as before, she has spent all her 

ŶĢĿā�ŶĞĢłĴĢłė�ÖðŋŽŶ�Ğāũ�łāƒ�óŋĿťÖłƘ̍��Ğā�ĢłŭĢŭŶŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�Ğāũ�ùÖŽėĞŶāũ̪ŭ�ðĢũŶĞ�ĞÖù�łŋ�āƦāóŶ�

whatsoever on her unremitting commitment to her business. Particularly striking is the 

way in which, when she refers to her pregnancy, she actively overwrites the experience 
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of heteronomy associated with that new condition with her account of the triumphantly 

ÖŽŶŋłŋĿŋŽŭ�āŭŶÖðķĢŭĞĿāłŶ�ŋĕ�Ğāũ�ƩũĿ�Ģł�ŶĞÖŶ�ŭÖĿā�ťāũĢŋù̆

“Yes, that was the time when the travel company and the cooperation with my 

partners were running parallel, and I was heading a team on both sides at once and 

teaching courses on the side as well. I was earning much more than I’d ever earned 

before, and it was really tremendous? … – yes, and then I got pregnant, and I started 

asking myself  how – how that was supposed to work, because driving around all day 

… nine or ten hours … for the travel agency, well, that wasn’t on the cards – anymore 

(draws breath̜̍��ŽŶ�ŶĞāł̇�Ŀŋũā�ŋũ�ķāŭŭ�Ģł�ĿƘ�ƩĕŶĞ�ĿŋłŶĞ̇�̛draws breath)  – a former 

acquaintance – yes, that’s who it was – put me in touch with a woman… who was a 

marketing manage… [There follows a detailed account of who negotiated with whom 

to ensure that at the end she was able to establish a company that cooperated with 

others]… and that was basically – the perfect solution, because we had – I had – six 

weeks to go before Lina was due, Lina’s my daughter (draws breath), and in that 

time – er – before her birth, I was still working in the travel company – we just got 

the last project through in time, and then I had – er – about a month’s leave, but 

during that month I started working out a business plan with the others and – well, 

yes – developing this whole model, … looking for names, imagining how it was going 

to work and … yeah, all the things you do when you’re setting up a new business”.

�Ğā�āłŶĞŽŭĢÖŭŶĢóÖķķƘ�Ʃķķŭ�Žŭ�Ģł�ŋł�Öķķ�ŶĞā�ùāŶÖĢķŭ�ŋĕ�ƒĞÖŶ�ƒāłŶ�ŋł�ùŽũĢłė�Ğāũ�ťũāėłÖłóƘ̇�

ðŽŶ�ŭŋķāķƘ�Öłù�āƗóķŽŭĢƑāķƘ�Ģł�óŋłłāóŶĢŋł�ƒĢŶĞ�ƒĞÖŶ�ĢŶ�ŶŋŋĴ�Ŷŋ�āŭŶÖðķĢŭĞ�Ğāũ�łāƒ�ƩũĿ̍�Nāũ�

vocational motives are another fascinating topic for her. The reasons why she chose to 

go it alone while she was still pregnant are substantiated rationally and understandably. 

złā�ŋĕ� ŶĞā� ũāÖŭŋłŭ� ĕŋũ� ŭāŶŶĢłė�Žť�Ğāũ�ŋƒł�óŋĿťÖłƘ̇� ŭĞā�āĿťĞÖŭĢơāŭ̇�ƒÖŭ� ŶĞÖŶ� Ģł� ŶĞā�

ŶũÖƑāķ� ŭāóŶŋũ�ĿŋŶĞāũŭ�ƒāũā�ėāłāũÖķķƘ� óŋłŭĢùāũāù� Ŷŋ�ðā� Ŷŋŋ� ĢłƪāƗĢðķā̍�1ĢŶĞāũ� ŶĞāƘ�ƒāũā�

łŋŶ�ėĢƑāł�Ö� ıŋð� Ģł� ŶĞā�ƩũŭŶ�ťķÖóā̇�ŋũ� ŶĞāƘ�ƒāũā�ŭƘŭŶāĿÖŶĢóÖķķƘ�ŋŽŭŶāù� ĕũŋĿ�ĿÖłÖėāũĢÖķ�

positions when their children arrived.

The way she tells her story reveals that her commitment and her attention to 

detail were devoted much more exclusively to the subject of her new business and her 

vocational situation (for example what name she should choose for her new company) 

than to her (equally “new”) daughter and the choice of a name for her, topics she deals 

with summarily and very much en passant. Also, this emphasis completely crowds out the 

changes associated with pregnancy, including the heteronomy bound up with it. These 

aspects disappear completely in her account of the activities required by the start-up of 

the new business.
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RŶ� ŭāāĿŭ� ĕÖĢũ� Ŷŋ� ŭÖƘ� ŶĞÖŶ�Ğāũā� ŶĞā�ƩėŽũā�ŋĕ� ŶĞā�̦āłŶũāťũāłāŽũĢÖķ� ŭāķḝ� ŶÖĴāŭ�ŭĞÖťā�

not only in a metaphorical/discursive sense but also in a very concrete way.29 This self is 

ťũāŭāłŶāù�Öŭ�ŶĞā�āƦāóŶĢƑā�ũāŭťŋłŭā�ðŋŶĞ�Ŷŋ�ŶĞā�ŭťāóĢÖķ�óĞÖķķāłėāŭ�ťŋŭāù�ðƘ�ŶĞā�ĢŭŭŽā�ŋĕ�

home/work compatibility and to the disadvantages that working mothers in particular 

Öũā�ĕũāŨŽāłŶķƘ�āƗťŋŭāù�Ŷŋ̍��ŽŶ�ĢŶ�Öķŭŋ�ùāũĢƑāŭ�ĕũŋĿ�Ö�ŭťāóĢƩó�ðĢŋėũÖťĞĢóÖķ�ŋũĢāłŶÖŶĢŋł�Öłù�

disposition geared to avoiding any loss of self-determination and precluding heteronomy. 

In practical terms, Andrea W. ultimately appears to work through every hour of the day 

Öłù� Öķŭŋ� Ŷŋ� ũāėŽķÖŶā� óķŋŭā� ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭĞĢťŭ� Ģł� ŶāũĿŭ� ŋĕ� āƧóĢāłóƘ� ķŋėĢóŭ̍� �ũĢłėĢłė� Žť� Ğāũ�

daughter is another project subjected to highly rational criteria. Andrea W. asks herself 

how she can encourage the child’s independence (say, by means of early self-reliance 

programs) so that vocational restrictions are reduced to a minimum. The fact that close 

ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭĞĢťŭ�Öłù�ťÖũŶłāũŭĞĢťŭ�ĿÖƘ�ðā�ÖùƑāũŭāķƘ�ÖƦāóŶāù�ðƘ�ũÖùĢóÖķ�ũÖŶĢŋłÖķĢơÖŶĢŋł�Öłù�

āƧóĢāłóƘ�ùũĢƑāŭ�ŋłķƘ�ƩėŽũāŭ�ĿÖũėĢłÖķķƘ�Ģł�Ğāũ�łÖũũÖŶĢƑā̍��Ğā�ùŋāŭ�ĿāłŶĢŋł�ŋðıāóŶĢŋłŭ�

raised by others, but only to dismiss them out of hand.

Quite unlike Melanie Z., Andrea W. experiences both immense temporal pressures 

Öłù� āƗÖóŶĢłė� āƧóĢāłóƘ� Öłù� ŋťŶĢĿĢơÖŶĢŋł� ùāĿÖłùŭ� łŋŶ� Öŭ� āƗŶāũłÖķ� óŋłŭŶũÖĢłŶŭ� ðŽŶ� Öŭ�

łāāùŭ�ŋĕ�Ğāũ�ŋƒł̍�ÂĞāũāÖŭ�māķÖłĢā�Ñ̍�ùāŭóũĢðāŭ�Ğāũ�ŭĢŶŽÖŶĢŋł�Ģł�ŶāũĿŭ�ŋĕ�ŭŽƦāũĢłė�Öłù�

downward spirals, Andrea W.’s narrative has all the characteristics of a success story in 

which optimization pressure is perceived as a welcome and stimulating challenge. The 

adjustments to the laws of the market required by the company, its establishment and 

ĿÖłÖėāĿāłŶ�Öũā�ƑāũƘ�ĿŽóĞ�Ģł�ķĢłā�ƒĢŶĞ�Ğāũ�łāāù�ĕŋũ�ŭāķĕ̟ŭŽƧóĢāłóƘ�Ģł�Öķķ�ŶĞā�ƑÖũĢŋŽŭ�

meanings of the term. In her project-related life-style, the constant need to go one 

better plays a central role for her as a kind of elixir that appears to enhance her stability 

not least by enabling her to phase out uncongenial boundaries and dependences.

�ÖùĢóÖķĢơÖŶĢŋł�ŋĕ�ŶĞā�ŋťŶĢĿĢơÖŶĢŋł�ķŋėĢó�Öłù�ĢŶŭ�āƦāóŶŭ�
on relationships and care

The case studies quoted above are eloquent examples of present-day versions of what 

Max Weber referred to at an early stage as the “spirit of capitalism”.30 The expression 

ŭŶÖłùŭ� ĕŋũ� ŶĞā� āłùāÖƑŋũ� Ŷŋ� ÖóĞĢāƑā� Ö� ķĢĕā̟ŭŶƘķā� ėāÖũāù� Ŷŋ� āƑāũ̟ėũāÖŶāũ� āƧóĢāłóƘ� Öłù�

success and dedicated entirely to the methodical, controlled, and permanently enhanced 

ťŽũŭŽĢŶ� ŋĕ� ťũŋƩŶ̍31� Âāðāũ� ũĢėĞŶķƘ� ÖŭŭŽĿāù� ŶĞÖŶ� ŶĞĢŭ� āƧóĢāłóƘ̟ŋũĢāłŶāù� ťŽũŭŽĢŶ� ŋĕ�

ťũŋƩŶ̇�ŶĞā�ėāłāŭĢŭ�ŋĕ�ƒĞĢóĞ�Ğā�ÖŭŭŋóĢÖŶāù�ƒĢŶĞ�ũāķĢėĢŋł�̛ŶĞā�̦�ũŋŶāŭŶÖłŶ�āŶĞĢó̧̜̇�ƒŋŽķù�

eventually be divested of its religious motivations and undertaken for its own sake. At the 

29 �7NTKEJ�$T·EMNKPI��The Entrepreneurial Self: Fabricating a New Type of Subject (London: Sage, 2016).
30  Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism�
.QPFQP��4QWVNGFIG��=����?�������
31 � ,½TIGP� 5VTCWD�� ˑ4CVKQPCNKUKPI� .KHG� D[� /GCPU� QH� 5GNH�1RVKOKUCVKQP�� 6JG� 1DUGUUKXG�%QORWNUKXG� 'ZEGUU� QH� )WUVCX�

Großmann”, in King, Gerisch and Rosa, Lost in Perfection����������
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same time, however, Weber’s take on optimization has changed and has in various ways 

become more universal:

a) Since Weber proposed his views, the logic of economization and competition 

and the dynamics of the pressures and perfectionist ambitions associated with it 

have permeated almost all walks of life. In many sectors, faith in optimization and 

commitment to shareholder values are actively espoused as a way of minimizing the 

dangers of losing out in an unremittingly competitive world. In many cases, they have 

become the operative principle behind the way we lead our lives.

b) The logic of competition has individualized itself. Accordingly, its consequences 

also have to be dealt with individually. This makes new demands on personal self-

discipline and self-optimization.

c) As a result, the practices and sectorialities of care, concern, and attachment have 

also changed. Families have come under increasing pressure to go one better in terms of 

āƧóĢāłóƘ̇�ťāũĕāóŶĢŋłĢŭĿ̇�Öłù�ŋťŶĢĿĢơÖŶĢŋł̍

If we compare and contrast the patterns underlying the lives led by our three 

āƗÖĿťķāŭ̇�ƒā� óÖł� ĢùāłŶĢĕƘ� ŶƘťĢóÖķ� ĕāÖŶŽũāŭ̇� ùĢƦāũāłóāŭ̇� Öłù� ÖłÖķŋėĢāŭ� Ģł� ŶĞā�ƒÖƘ� ŶĞā�

interviewees attempt to come to terms with the claims of optimization, adjust to their 

situation, achieve self-control, and manage time.

Paul S. is permanently on the job. He is not entirely happy with the situation, but nor 

does he seriously rebel against it. Dissatisfaction is played down. It is only referred to in 

connection with remarks made by others, interventions reminding him that things could 

ðā�ùĢƦāũāłŶ̍� �āķĕ̟ŭŽðıŽėÖŶĢŋł� Ŷŋ� ŶĞā� ıŋð�āŶĞĢó� Ģŭ�ĿÖùā�Ŀŋũā�ťÖķÖŶÖðķā�ðƘ� ũāƑÖķŽÖŶĢŋłŭ�

(“relationships aren’t so important after all”). Revaluation also suits his purposes from 

Ö�ťŭƘóĞŋķŋėĢóÖķ�ťāũŭťāóŶĢƑā̇�ĞāķťĢłė�ĞĢĿ�Ŷŋ�ƩėĞŶ�ŭĞƘ�ŋĕ� ŶĞā�ũāÖķĢơÖŶĢŋł�ŶĞÖŶ�ÖłƘ�ŋŶĞāũ�

course would be a source of anxiety by exposing him to the unpredictable hazards of life 

outside work.

Melanie Z. is ambitious, relishes challenges, allows them to dictate her conduct 

and has little defense against overtaxing situations. Her symptoms suggest that 

ŭĞā� Ģŭ� ťũŋŶāŭŶĢłė� ÖėÖĢłŭŶ� Ö� ŋłā̟ŭĢùāù� ŋũĢāłŶÖŶĢŋł� Ŷŋ� ŶĞā� ŭŽťũāĿÖóƘ� ŋĕ� āƧóĢāłóƘ� Öłù�

performance, but she shows little inclination to criticize this in her parents and is unable 

Ŷŋ� óĞÖłėā�Ğāũ�ŋƒł�ÖƧũĿÖŶĢƑā�ÖŶŶĢŶŽùā� Ŷŋ� ĢŶ̍�Nāũā�ƒā�ĞÖƑā�Ö� ŭťāóĢāŭ�ŋĕ�ÖùıŽŭŶĿāłŶ� Ģł�

ƒĞĢóĞ�ŶĞāũā�Ģŭ�ÖŶ�ķāÖŭŶ�Öł�ÖƒÖũāłāŭŭ�ŋĕ�ŭŽƦāũĢłė�ðŽŶ�łŋ�āłėÖėāĿāłŶ�ƒĢŶĞ�ŶĞā�óÖŽŭāŭ�ŋĕ�ĢŶ�

or with potentialities for change.

If we look at the interviews from a vocational/life-practical perspective, Andrea W. 

ÖťťāÖũŭ�Ŷŋ�óŋĿā�ŋƦ�ðāŭŶ̍�Rł�ðŽŭĢłāŭŭ̟ĿÖłÖėāĿāłŶ�ŶāũĿŭ̇�Ğāũ�ũāÖóŶĢŋł�Ŷŋ�ŶĞā�ùĢƧóŽķŶ�

situation for mothers in her vocational context (women who get pregnant are immediately 

ƒũĢŶŶāł�ŋƦ̜�Ģŭ�ĢùāÖķ̍�ÂĢŶĞ�Ğāũ�łāƒ�ŭāķĕ̟āĿťķŋƘāù�ŭŶÖŶŽŭ�ŭĞā�óũāÖŶāŭ�ÖùùĢŶĢŋłÖķ�ŭóŋťā�ĕŋũ�

herself. The downside of this construction, which makes it more or less impossible to 

ŶÖĴā� ÖóóŋŽłŶ� ŋĕ� łāāùŭ� Öłù�ùāťāłùāłóāŭ� ̛ðŋŶĞ� ĕŋũ� Ğāũŭāķĕ� Öłù�Ğāũ� ùÖŽėĞŶāũ̜̇� Ģŭ� ŋƦŭāŶ�

ðŋŶĞ� ðƘ� ĿÖŶāũĢÖķ� ťũŋƩŶ� ̛āłŶũāťũāłāŽũĢÖķ� ŭŽóóāŭŭ̜� Öłù� ŶĞā� ťŭƘóĞĢó� ̦ťũŋƩŶ̧� ŋĕ� ŶĞā�

defense mechanisms it provides against boundaries or isolated exposure. It may be that 
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the factors phased out or held in check in order to uphold practical functionality and 

the primacy of performance will make themselves felt in the way her little daughter 

ultimately responds. But at the moment, the impression we get from the story she tells 

us is of someone who is outstandingly good at keeping her own (and others’) needs under 

óŋłŶũŋķ̍� Rł� �łùũāÖ�Â̪̍ŭ� óÖŭā̇� ŶĞā� ̦ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭĞĢť� ũāĿłÖłŶŭ̧� Öũā� āƧóĢāłŶķƘ� ũÖŶĢŋłÖķĢơāù�

away. The life she leads is a radical instance of social practice geared almost entirely to 

ŋťŶĢĿĢơÖŶĢŋł� ĢĿťāũÖŶĢƑāŭ� Öłù�āƦāóŶĢƑā� ŶĢĿā�ĿÖłÖėāĿāłŶ̍�ÂĞÖŶ� Öķŭŋ�ĿÖĴāŭ�Ğāũ� ŭŶŋũƘ�

highly interesting from a sociological point of view is the way she appears to be a perfect 

āĿðŋùĢĿāłŶ�ŋĕ�ŶĞā�āƧóĢāłóƘ�ùāĿÖłùāù�ðƘ�ŶĞā�̦ŭťĢũĢŶ�ŋĕ�óÖťĢŶÖķĢŭĿ̧�Öłù�ŶĞā�ÖŶŶāłùÖłŶ�

optimization ethic that Max Weber described so prophetically almost a century ago.

Today, we can identify one factor that has come to play a major role in a way that 

Weber could hardly have anticipated: the fate of caring relationships caught up in the vortex 

of this development. The case histories illustrate very graphically how the time required 

ĕŋũ� óÖũā� Öłù� óŋłóāũł� Ģŭ� ŭÖóũĢƩóāù� Ŷŋ� ŶĞā� ùāĿÖłùŭ� ŋĕ� ĢłŭŶũŽĿāłŶÖķ� ŶĢĿā�ĿÖłÖėāĿāłŶ�

and the remorseless machinery of optimization. Andrea embodies the exacerbation of 

Âāðāũ̪ŭ�ùāŭóũĢťŶĢŋłŭ�ŋĕ�ŶĞā�āƧóĢāłóƘ̟ŋũĢāłŶāù�ÖėāłŶ̍��łù�ŶĞā�ŭťāóĢƩó�ƒÖƘ�ŭĞā�ùŋāŭ�ŭŋ�

Öķŭŋ�ŭÖóũĢƩóāŭ�ĢłŶĢĿÖŶā�ũāķÖŶĢŋłŭ�Öłù�ťÖũāłŶĢłė�Ŷŋ�ŶĞĢŭ�ťũĢłóĢťķā̍�In line with Weber, this 

manifests itself not only as an economic ķŋėĢó�ðŽŶ�Öķŭŋ�Öŭ�Ö�ŭĢėłĢƩóÖłŶ�cultural trend. All 

three constellations demonstrate not so much that time is scarce but rather that these 

ƑÖũĢÖŶĢŋłŭ�Ģł�óŋĿĢłė�Ŷŋ�ŶāũĿŭ�ƒĢŶĞ�ŶĞā�ùĢŭŭŋķŽŶĢŋł�ŋĕ�ŶāĿťŋũÖķ�ðŋŽłùÖũĢāŭ�̞ťķÖƘĢłė�ĢŶ�

ùŋƒł̇�ŭŽƦāũĢłė�Ģł�ŭĢķāłóā̇�ƒāķóŋĿĢłė�ĢŶ�āłŶĞŽŭĢÖŭŶĢóÖķķƘ̞�ŭāũƑā�ÖŶ�ķāÖŭŶ�Ģł�ťÖũŶ�Ŷŋ�ÖŭŭŽũā�

the subjectively attractive and culturally conformist avoidance of acknowledging the 

presence of restriction(s). The radical orientation of life-practice and close relationships 

Ŷŋ�ŋťŶĢĿĢơÖŶĢŋł�Öłù�āƧóĢāłŶ�ŶĢĿā�ĿÖłÖėāĿāłŶ�Ģŭ�ŭŽŭŶÖĢłāù�ðƘ�ŶĞā�ƩóŶĢŋł�ŋĕ�̦ŶĞā�ŭĴƘ̪ŭ�

the limit.” At the same time, this attitude can be regarded as a form of “assault of the 

present on the rest of time” as envisioned by Kluge. The gift of time is submerged by the 

permanent stress generated by emergencies and perfectionisms, plus the repercussions 

they have on caring relations and the process of “coming of age”.

zĕ�óŋŽũŭā̇�ƒā�łāāù�Ŷŋ�ŭŶũāŭŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�ĢùāłŶĢĕƘĢłė�ŶĞāŭā�óŋķķāóŶĢƑā�ťÖŶŶāũłŭ�ùŋāŭ�łŋŶ�Ģł�ÖłƘ�

way imply that there are no other constellations left standing, no counter-movements, 

no caring, time-taking parent-child relations. Also, certain aspects, say of Andrea W.’s 

all-encompassing entrepreneurialism, may appear unusually extreme. Yet we have been 

Öðķā�Ŷŋ�ťŋĢłŶ�ŶĞā�Ʃłėāũ�ÖŶ�ŶƘťĢóÖķ�ĿāóĞÖłĢŭĿŭ�ŶĞÖŶ�ŶĞũĢƑā�Žłùāũ�ŭŽóĞ�óŋłùĢŶĢŋłŭ̍

These instances of instrumental time-management and self-optimization not only 

normalize excessive demands and lifestyles that reduce time resources for relationships 

and caring. They promote instrumental logics in relation to oneself and others, with 

correspondingly painful potentials of alienation. Moreover, they have a detrimental 

āƦāóŶ� ŋł� ŶĞā� ĕŽŶŽũā� ŋĕ� ŭŽðŭāŨŽāłŶ� ėāłāũÖŶĢŋłŭ� Öłù� ŶĞāĢũ� ŭóŋťā� ĕŋũ� ùāƑāķŋťĿāłŶ̍� Rł�

this way, they engender new relativities between “normality” and “pathology” in the 

headlong progress of a modernity fraught with optimization imperatives and shot 

through with the dissolution of temporal boundaries.
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