
1

� �1
Introduction

Being Cheerful and Modern

The vision of what modern society might be emerged more than two 

centuries ago, as a product of a transformation in Western philoso-

phy and a new belief in the way material progress and human improv-

ability might combine. It was in the 1790s that the French philosopher 

Nicolas de Condorcet wrote that he had “no doubt as to the certainty 

of the future improvements we can expect. .  .  . Everything tells us that 

we are bordering the period of one of the greatest revolutions of the 

human race. The present state of enlightenment guarantees that it will 

be happy.”1

Students of intellectual history might quickly add, at this point, that 

Condorcet was unusual in his optimism. They might cynically note that 

the fact that he could write his Outlines of an Historical View of the Prog-

ress of the Human Mind while in hiding from French revolutionary radi-

cals who sought to jail him (he later was arrested and committed suicide) 

suggests a clear problem in facing reality, and they might then turn to 

more complex Enlightenment theorists or to the surge of greater philo-

sophical pessimism that would arise in later decades.

But the fact is that much of what Condorcet anticipated has actually 

happened. Agriculture has become vastly more productive, supporting 

larger populations. Machines have reduced physical labor. Education has 

spread. More parents are explicitly concerned about making their chil-

dren happy. Diseases have receded in modern societies, greatly expand-

ing life spans. And it’s fair to note that while Condorcet was unusual, he 

was not alone. In 1788 Benjamin Franklin himself wrote of the “growing 

Felicity of Mankind” resulting from improvements in technology, science, 

and medicine, and wished he could have been born two or three centuries 

later to see how all this progress would turn out. 
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Again, the vision was surprisingly accurate—save for two points. It did 

not cover the entire future of modern society, and it anticipated far more 

satisfaction from the gains that would occur than has turned out to be the 

case. This book, focusing on the second point, deals with the surprising 

double-sidedness of modern achievements. It explores the gulf between 

measurable advances and perceived happiness, and it probes the strug-

gles people still face with many arguably beneficial results of modernity. 

Of course we’ll touch on the obvious misfires of modernity as well—for 

example, the increasing horror of modern warfare—but the main target is 

the satisfaction shortfall. 

The basic point is straightforward, though underexplored to date. Even 

the gains modernity generated brought problems in their wake. Gains 

also prompted a rapid escalation of expectations that masked progress 

and brought their own dissatisfaction. And the whole process was com-

plicated by modern claims about the new accessibility of happiness itself. 

The work of adjustment to modernity continues—we’re not that far from 

a number of basic transformations—and the opportunity for more suc-

cessful adaptations continues as well. Exploring the gaps between hopes 

and gains, interesting in itself, assumes even greater importance when it 

can inform a reevaluation process. 

Sweeping optimism about modernity’s potential has not entirely van-

ished. American politicians recurrently if vaguely invoke it—“yes we 

can”—and society at large sometimes manifests startling hopes about 

what more technology or more medicine might do in the future. And 

we’ll see in a moment how Enlightenment optimism surfaces almost per-

versely in the modern need to seem cheerful. But even as we continue to 

enjoy some of modernity’s obvious advantages, we fall short of the kind of 

happiness the visionaries had predicted. (It’s worth noting that the other 

great optimistic vision of modernity, Marxism, has also run aground.) 

Indeed, we’re as likely to project satisfaction backward in time as to pon-

der how far we have come. Thus the Good Old Days magazine, without 

making a systematic claim about current conditions, offers its readers 

“warm thoughts of the happy days gone by,” looking variously to the late 

19th century, the 1920s, or the 1950s. Similarly, the popular slogan “back 

in the day,” though offering various meanings, connotes a simpler life in 

the past (sometimes in one’s own life span, sometimes more historically), 

despite constituting an incomplete thought with no clear meaning at all. 

Often, the whole idea of a cozier past is just a matter of passing rheto-

ric, or a brief longing for (highly selective) memories of one’s own child-



Introduction � 3

hood. But nostalgia can pack more serious meaning as well. The current 

American penchant for big, traditionally designed houses or Martha 

Stewart “country chic” ware suggests a desire to surround oneself with 

an aura of the past—often on the part of people who are in fact working 

too hard to spend much time at home sinking back into their reminis-

cent trappings. French bookstores note a surge of interest in glamorized 

accounts of peasant life on the part of resolutely urban Parisians. And for 

many years, in France, the United States, and elsewhere, the purpose of 

many a vacation has been to get back (conveniently briefly) to soaking in 

the countryside or camping in nature, often on the assumption that some 

respite from modern conditions is periodically essential. 

Modernity, in other words, proves double-edged, even as most of us 

have come to depend on its key achievements. Modern societies dramati-

cally push back rates of mortality in children—allowing most families, for 

the first time in human history, to avoid the experience of a child’s death. 

Yet instead of enjoying the gain, modern parents often frantically track their 

children’s health and (particularly in the United States) surround them with 

annoying safety devices, making parenthood more complicated in the pro-

cess. There are some good reasons for the concern—premodern societies 

did not have automobiles—but the lack of perspective is noteworthy as well. 

Indeed, anxieties around children seem to have surged since the 1980s, with 

growing fears about letting even older children out of sight. And childhood 

is just one instance of many where objective changes and widespread per-

ceptions do not match. We can learn more about ourselves by exploring 

why modern advances have not produced a greater sense of ease.

This is a book about the modern condition and about why the gains 

of living in modern, urban, industrial, affluent societies have not proved 

more satisfying than they have. We won’t belabor the “good old days” 

theme. But we will examine why real results that parallel earlier anticipa-

tions of progress have not generated the ease and contentment that the 

forecasters assumed. The book explores a rupture between substantial 

improvements for a majority in modern societies, and the kinds of reac-

tions they evince—a rupture that affects not only our understanding of 

recent history but also many aspects of the quality of daily life. It’s not so 

much that modernity went wrong—with a couple of obvious and substan-

tial exceptions, there’s no reason to bash the trajectory—as that it has not 

gone as right as might reasonably be expected from the historical record. 

I have been studying some of the changes that go into shaping the 

modern condition for my entire career as a historian. I was initially fasci-
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nated by the impact of the industrial revolution and the question of how 

people going from rural life or urban crafts into factories managed to sur-

vive their experience. The subject is still compelling, even when one rec-

ognizes that early factories were not nearly as large or mechanically over-

whelming as their contemporary counterparts (they were, however, both 

noisier and less safe). In subsequent years I’ve tried to deal with some of 

the less direct results of modern change, in family life or body types or 

emotions. In all the work, the unifying themes have been how substantial 

modern change has been, from its 18th-century origins to the present, 

and how important it is to figure out how people have navigated it—and 

still navigate it. Happily, beyond my own endeavors, there has been a 

huge expansion in the range of historical research, which allows analysis 

of change and resistance in many aspects of the modern human experi-

ence. 

In many ways, as I have long argued, people have managed to adjust 

to rapid, extensive modern change supremely well. There were shocks, 

and some individual collapses. And at points there was fierce protest. In 

general, however, most recent research, even on immigrants or the indus-

trial working class, has tended to emphasize adaptation and accommoda-

tion, with extreme commitments to protest or disorientation being fairly 

unusual and episodic. While key passages in modernity have roused pas-

sionate opposition, the more characteristic patterns involve more com-

plex reactions and more diffuse targets.

Yet I have also been impressed, probably increasingly over time, with 

some of the less overt costs involved in trying to deal with the advent and 

maturation of modernity, even among groups less beleaguered than early 

factory workers. Living in a modern framework is not easy, and even in 

societies like our own that have been dealing with the process for sev-

eral generations, there are still areas where definitive standards have yet 

to be agreed upon. Assessing how some key problems and tensions have 

emerged, even amid considerable adaptation, contributes to personal 

understanding and helps free up space to discuss other options.

This book is a commentary on the emergence and evolution of the mod-

ern condition. Over two centuries ago a number of societies, initially in 

the West, began to forge the urban, industrial apparatus that, gradually 

but inexorably, came to replace the largely rural and agricultural frame-

work that had shaped the human experience for several millennia. The 

apparatus foregrounded factories and power-driven technology, but it 
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also recast family life, work, leisure, even sexuality—indeed much of the 

content of daily activity and personal meaning. Modernity would entail 

huge changes in government policy, the role of science, the nature of 

war—a variety of macro developments. But this inquiry deals more with 

the daily, even ordinary aspects of modernity, often on the more private 

side of life, which is where many of the nagging issues and conundrums 

nest. Even here, there’s no intention to explore all the details or phases of 

the establishment of modern life, but rather to focus on key directions 

and the ways in which contemporary challenges flow from the broad pro-

cess of modern social change. 

Modern developments introduced some unanticipated new problems 

that emerged on the heels of the resolution or partial resolution of older 

issues. They also provoked some responses that have turned out to be 

inadequate and open to review. Both the problem generation and the false 

starts warrant exploration, for they all contribute to the sense of potential 

unfulfilled. 

Another vantage point is crucial here: the effective recency of the 

whole current of change that so vividly connects contemporary trends—

like the latest iterations of discussions over what constitutes a success-

ful modern childhood—to the first signs of disruption to agricultural 

patterns over two hundred years before. Though a two-century-plus 

span is a long time, when considered in terms of the magnitude of the 

changes involved as well as the deep roots of prior agricultural patterns, 

it’s barely the blink of an eye. We’re all still adjusting to basic shifts such 

as the separation between work and family or the decline in the omni-

presence of death or the growing dependence on commercial purveyors 

of leisure for so much of what we see as the fun of life. We’re still try-

ing to figure out how to deal with novel problems modernity generates, 

such as the unprecedented challenge of obesity, or with first responses 

to modernity (like retirement as the solution to the issues of modern old 

age) that probably need a second look. We hear a lot about the “post-

modern” or postindustrial, and of course new directions arise within a 

modern framework. But the fact is that we’re still in the early stages of 

a more fundamental social order—the modern—that may (if past prec-

edents are any model) last for many centuries. This is why most of the 

adjustments in ordinary daily life remain a bit tentative. This is why it is 

not at all too late to take hold of the reins of modernity, using the analy-

sis of recent history as a partial guide, and shape it in ways that might 

work better for us than present patterns do.
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A final complication demands attention as well, though more in the 

West, and particularly the United States, than in modern societies generally. 

While the dominant process of contemporary history centers on the con-

struction of modern social institutions and experiences, a second process, 

a bit less familiar, highlights a mounting pressure to seem (and, if possible, 

to actually be) cheerful and happy. This process also began to take shape 

in the 18th century, and this meant that many of the really difficult adjust-

ments to the modernization of social and personal life were surrounded by 

an unprecedented tide of secular optimism from a number of persuasive 

sources. Here, too, clear connections link contemporary patterns with the 

earlier directions of change, creating an ongoing relationship between the 

happiness imperative and the outcomes of modern, industrial transforma-

tion. Indeed, the cost of measuring up to intensifying demands for cheer, 

even while dealing with the inherent complexities involved in constructing 

modern childhoods or death rituals, has almost certainly gone up in recent 

decades. Here, too, is a revealing history to be explored not for its own sake 

but for what it shows about the sources and shadows of the present. The 

burdens of modernity are compounded by the need to keep smiling.

Combining new requirements for cheerful ebullience with the creation 

of modern social experiences has not always been inherently contradic-

tory, which is why, at various points, the most starry-eyed optimists have 

been able to skirt the problem altogether. Elements of a progressive vision 

have not only come true but have indeed, as pundits predicted, removed 

or reduced age-old burdens in life in ways that can make it easier to be 

happy. There is far less untimely death to mourn, to take a leading exam-

ple, than once was the case. But fulfilling happiness demands could itself 

be a strain, as several insightful scholars have pointed out, and the con-

text encouraged the development of new expectations rather than the 

enjoyment of older problems resolved. Here is a set of relationships that 

has not been fully explored and yet is central to the satisfaction gap that 

so obviously defines key aspects of modern life. 

Any prospectus that tosses around the word “modernity” as often as 

I already have must offer a few other explanations. “Modern” and “mod-

ernization” are terms that have been frequently misused, and much criti-

cized. There’s no reason, in my judgment, to back off from the proposition 

that a cluster of changes has occurred—around new technologies, the rise 

of urban centers, and the relative decline of agriculture and agricultural 

forms—that can be accurately and efficiently summed up as modern, but 

there’s also no question that some further, if brief, definition is essential.
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First: where, geographically, will this book focus? “Modern” is an 

encompassing term, and the roster of societies moving into the mod-

ern orbit is expanding rather rapidly. Many societies now are modern, in 

terms of basic urban and industrial structures, with life expectancies and 

educational levels to match. But modern frameworks, though important, 

can be variously implemented. In this study, the focus is on the United 

States, but to carry the analysis through properly some comparisons are 

essential. Figuring out what has been distinctive about American encoun-

ters with, for example, a rapidly falling death rate or the regularization of 

food supply, and what has been a standard part of the process whether 

in the United States or Japan, sheds light both on the global present and 

on the national particulars. The unusually heavy demands of American 

cheerfulness, which foreign observers noted already by the early 19th cen-

tury and which have multiplied in recent decades, also transpose a wide-

spread modern dilemma onto a distinctive national canvas. There are a 

few cases, as well, in which experiences elsewhere in handling modernity 

seem clearly superior to homegrown models, which is where compari-

son is practically as well as analytically essential despite a considerable 

national reluctance to admit any need to learn from abroad. 

Issues of evaluation loom at least as large as geography in invoking 

modernity. Too often, in some social science literature, “modern” has 

been equated with good or desirable; but since much of the purpose of 

this study involves assessing the quality of the modern, we can surely 

hope to avoid this trap. It’s precisely because traditional arrangements 

often worked so well in many respects that the modern becomes more 

problematic than is often realized; and the fact that several modern soci-

eties emphasize happiness in new ways must not lead us to assume that 

premodern people were actually less happy. Indeed, to anticipate, it’s vir-

tually certain that for some people less insistence on happiness would 

permit greater actual happiness. So the problem, modern=better, can be 

addressed without too much anticipatory agony.

Overgeneralization within a modern society is another challenge. It is 

vital to acknowledge a welter of diverse situations and responses. At vari-

ous key points, and to an extent still today, the two genders have expe-

rienced aspects of emerging modernity differently, and the same applies 

to social class and other common dividers, including extent of religios-

ity. American responses to modern childhoods, for example, have been 

hugely contingent on whether traditional ideas about original sin were 

cast aside or re-embraced. On the class side of things, it has been easier 
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but also more imperative for middle-class folks to try to measure up to 

happiness demands than for workers or farmers to do so, though by the 

later 20th century the huge expansion of the self-professed American 

middle class qualifies this point at least nationally. While on the whole 

the happiness push has tended to make expressions of outrage or anger 

more difficult—which was one of the reasons the whole theme gained so 

much manipulative attention—this doesn’t mean that everyone clusters 

around a ubiquitous smiley face, even in the United States. The complexi-

ties of the modern experience amid overt pressures for happiness demand 

assessment, but accompanied by recognition of varied subgroups and per-

sonality styles. Many people make a good thing out of modernity through 

some commonsense personal adjustments in expectations; many people 

are angry or resentful about modern standards and pressures; many fare 

adequately but amid more anxieties than they think they should have to 

face. The mixture challenges any glib generalizations about modernity. 

This book is not intended as an attack on the modern condition—

another evaluative posture that would not be helpful. Modern change has 

brought all sorts of benefits, and where down sides have emerged, they 

may yet be more successfully addressed. 

It is clear as well, even as we turn to the unexpected constraints on 

modern happiness, that few people would willingly choose to return to 

a premodern framework. From the early 19th century onward, periodic 

experiments offered people the chance to go back to a somewhat ideal-

ized past, through bucolic, craft-centered communities. The outlet was 

important to a few individuals, and it did shed light on the pressures of 

modern change, but the communities always foundered and never posed 

a serious alternative to modern, industrial reality. The same judgment 

applies to the commune movement of the 1960s, briefly hailed as a wave 

of the future. A few small ventures survived, a few people stayed rural 

and anticonsumerist, but for almost everyone else modernity quickly 

resumed its forward march, incorporating a few countercultural trinkets 

mainly as consumer options. Modernity’s triumph over traditional values 

certainly reflects a lack of imagination—with so many people following 

the modernist herd—and no small amount of brainwashing by corporate 

culture, but it also builds on the very real advantages of having access, say, 

to modern birth control or health care.

So there is no reason to indulge in antimodern fantasies or indeed to 

overglamorize a premodern past when life was often, to parrot Thomas 

Hobbes, rude, brutish, and short. The challenge is establishing a more 
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sophisticated balance. If modernity often seems inexorable to most peo-

ple, at least in the advanced industrial societies, a popular sense of certain 

kinds of loss provides the basis for a more rounded evaluation—an evalu-

ation that can grant real progress but also expose the countercurrents. 

For the very vigor of modernity’s march can obscure any sense of 

options, at least within self-styled paragons of progress such as the 

United States. Individuals create successful adaptations, and important 

minorities like religious evangelicals preserve or construct more elabo-

rate supplements or alternatives. But a larger sense of the way modern 

frameworks might be rethought, or of where initial responses to the 

whole modern process have proved less than optimal, occurs infre-

quently at best. The effort is all the more desirable in that some modern 

responses may not yet have congealed, given the recency of many key 

social changes. 

By the 21st century, modern life has generated an almost frenzied 

sense of compulsions—to keep up with consumer standards, to main-

tain a vigorous pace of work, to keep track of often overscheduled kids. 

Modernity itself tends to distract from contemplation, replacing it with 

a barely concealed impatience or fear of boredom (two relatively recent 

products—boredom as an identified state is only a bit over two centuries 

old—that are not the most attractive products of the modern condition). 

Yet a meaningful life, whether modern or not, deserves to be examined, 

and an understanding of the historical legacy of modern change and the 

pressures of happiness opens a path to this examination. The process is 

at the least interesting and revealing, and at best it offers an invitation to 

explore some alternatives to contemporary modern extremes. 

The assessment of modern life and the happiness gap does not, for 

the most part, feed into the most pressing of today’s political concerns. 

Specific responses, like retirement policies, do come in for comment, but 

we are not in the main dealing with problems for which the government 

should devise a response or that feed a clearly partisan agenda. The tar-

get is a more personal grasp of where modernity has taken us, and where 

as individuals, or as guides to our children, we might think about some 

adjustments or enrichments in the process.

The following two chapters flesh out key aspects of my argument, by 

offering evidence about the surprisingly incomplete correlation between 

modernity and professed happiness and by tracing the emergence of the 

happiness imperative itself. Three chapters then deal with key problems 
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that have emerged as modernity unfolded. Chapter 4 sketches measur-

able deteriorations under modernity’s shadow, capable of at least recur-

rently affecting resultant overall satisfaction. Chapter 5 explores more 

subtle issues, where modernity generated initial reactions that were off 

the mark, causing ongoing divisions and adjustment needs that affect 

social and personal experience alike, from gender disputes to perceptions 

of one’s own body. Chapter 6 tackles the disjunctures between modern 

work and both traditional standards and progressive forecasts, a persis-

tent contributor to the gap between modernity and happiness. The final 

section, with its own three chapters, confronts the clearest spoiler, in 

terms of garden-variety modern tensions: the way new and demanding 

expectations quickly erased any realization of the gains modernity had 

brought. The last of the chapters in this section deals with consumerism, 

where unfulfilled hopes became almost built into the modern process, 

not only illustrating the satisfaction gap but acquiring much of the spill-

over from other modern disappointments.

Historical analysis has often shed light on current concerns by explor-

ing past analogies with contemporary patterns or by highlighting reveal-

ing contrasts between now and then, or simply by applying perspective 

to very recent trends. The explosion of historical research on the wider 

ranges of human behavior expands these opportunities. Increasingly, 

groups of historians concerned with aging, or emotions, or childhood, 

though still genuinely interested in developments in the past, work even 

more explicitly to show what combinations of changes and continuities 

reveal how the present has emerged from the past. My effort to explore 

the reaches of modernity sits squarely in this vein: my central concern is 

to offer a vantage point on current behaviors and attitudes, rather than 

simply to examine these behaviors and attitudes as static artifacts or to 

look at past contrasts for their own sake. Too often, history’s public ser-

vice beyond the classroom rests on museums and heritage entertainment, 

but more can be offered. 

More historians—and again, their number has been growing—need to 

be involved in reaching a wider public by demonstrating that history can 

be a source of discovery and contemporary insight, not just a way to avoid 

repeating the past. For their part, more elements of the public need to 

expect new things from history: not just battles, biographies, and ances-

tries or lots of engaging anecdotes or familiar boredom. History can now 

provide not only cautionary tales and good stories, enlightening as well as 

entertaining, but also a commitment to exploring and explaining change 



Introduction � 11

and through this the conditions of modern life. The extensive grasp of 

modernity, as an accumulation of changes that have taken us from past to 

present, translates that commitment in particularly relevant fashion. We 

can move what we expect from history to a higher level.

This book depends on the twin beliefs that tracing the trajectory of sig-

nificant contemporary patterns is not only possible but revealing and that 

improved understanding is a good in its own right and a goad to debate 

and to action. When we can see current behaviors and assumptions as the 

product of change, we are best positioned to consider further change—

or to confirm the status quo with greater assurance. Thinking more sys-

tematically about modernity’s development and impacts—and this means 

thinking historically—is the basis for managing modernity better.
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