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The Crisis of the Self in the Age of
Information

What is happening to the self in post-industrial society?

Computers, like automobiles before them, are not merely useful instruments,
they are also culturally and psychologically influential icons. But the meanings
associated with these two technologies are not the same. Whereas mechanical
technologies support masculine fantasies of individuality and autonomy, informa-
tion technologies interact with us in ways that merge private and public, mind and
environment. Hence this irony: although information-handling systems and net-
works augment human powers of organization and integration, they also subvert
the traditional Western concept of the separate and independent subject.

In The Crisis of the Self in the Age of Information Raymond Barglow shows
how contemporary technological environments furnish the unconscious with inter-
nal objects that hark back to a time in our lives prior to personal boundary formation
and identity. The consequence is that our technological involvements help to disrupt
and dismantle the ideal of the unified and sovereign self that in the past technology
fostered.

Throughout the book Raymond Barglow interweaves critical theory and psy-
choanalysis with an examination of artistic representations, media imagery and
dreams to explore the conflictual dynamics of contemporary self-formation and
self-representation.

Raymond Barglow holds doctorates in both clinical psychology and philosophy.
In this book he draws upon his experience as a teacher, clinician, systems analyst
and consultant. He has taught at Trinity College, Connecticut, and is currently on
the faculty of the Saybrook Institute in San Francisco.
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The separation of subject and object is both real and illusory. True, because in
the cognitive realm it serves to express the real separation, the dichotomy of the
human condition, a coercive development. False because the resulting separa-
tion must not be ... magically transformed into an invariant ... If speculation on
the state of reconciliation were permitted, neither the undistinguished unity of
subject and object nor their antithetical hostility would be conceivable in it;
rather the communication of what was distinguished.

Theodor Adorno, “Subject and Object”
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Preface and acknowledgements

When I began this study, my intuition was that recently developed technological
objects —computers, in particular — double as psychoanalytic “internal objects” that
organize and mobilize unconscious fantasies and fears in new ways. But how could
one investigate that? Because people may not be aware of nor able to put into words
the character of their involvements with technological systems, certain standard
research methods would not be sufficient. This investigation began without any
well-formed methodology. I fastened instead on any fragment I could find to begin
building a picture — a few sentences from a dream here, an advertising image there,
an observation made by an acquaintance, a bit of my own experience. I didn’t know
at the outset, a decade ago, what the picture would eventually look like.

Now that the book has been completed, I see that the collage I’ ve created has a
certain order. Can it be said that the truth has been found and is contained in the
following pages? Can it be said at least that I have expressed my view on this
subject? The trouble is, I find certain paradoxes more puzzling here at the end than
they seemed at the beginning. I set out to describe that dialectic whereby we see
ourselves reflected in environments we ourselves have created. But we “see through
a glass darkly,” scarcely recognizing the one who peers back at us from behind the
mirror. In particular, I found the “self,” on which this study is focussed, to be an
enigmatic notion that was not easy to write about coherently.

Notwithstanding such problems, I certainly received every encouragement from
my dear friends for pursuing this intriguing project. I appreciate that they condoned,
even abetted my obsession. John Broughton discussed each draft with me and was
immensely helpful every step of the way. Margret Schaefer’s careful reading and
rereading helped to shape both form and content.

Nina Wax, Bob Griffin, David Ingleby, Mike Pincus, and Dave Lomba read the
manuscript and pointed out problems that needed to be addressed. Discussions with
Charles Webel and Richard Lichtman also helped move the project forward toward
publication. Vivien Ward, my editor at Routledge, deftly handled matters of final
editing, cover design, and production.

I am thankful as well to the people who were willing to talk to me about their
experiences with information technologies, their observations, and even their
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dreams. What I say in this book reflects what I have learned — or mislearned, as the
case may be — from them.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge permission to use the following illustra-
tions: Figure 7.1 and Figure 8.2 by permission of the Biblioteque Royal, Brussels,
Belgium; Figure 12.3 from Georgius Agricola, De Re Metallica, edited by Herbert
Hoover and Lou Hoover (New York: Dover, 1950); Figure 13.1, by Peter Breugel,
from H. Arthur Klein, Graphic Worlds of Peter Breugel (New Y ork: Dover, 1963);
Figure 13.2 by permission of Apple Computer, Inc.



Introduction

Sandy’s dream: I was a dolphin sailing through the waves, pure thought cutting
through the water like a knife, silent and invisible.

Associations: When someone is using a [computer] program I’ve written, all
they see of me are some symbols splashed on their screen. Hope I amount to
more than that.

I noticed yesterday that I had lost some weight. Well, if here I am looking
down at the scale, I thought to myself, then I must certainly still exist!

FROM AUTOMOBILES TO COMPUTERS

Ours is an “Information Age,” an age of databases and electronic spreadsheets,
desk-top publishing and automated tellers, computer-assisted instruction, virtual
realities, and “artificial intelligence.” Intelligence once was the privileged domain
of human beings. Now it appears that we have to share that honor with the new
devices brought to us by IBM and Apple. The information-processing carried out
by millions of circuits etched into a silicon chip is astonishingly swift, far outracing
the human brain.

When I was growing up in the 1940s and 1950s, on the other hand, technology
was still mainly mechanical, consisting of physical parts that push and pull one
another. Although the electronics industry was getting underway, automotive
technology remained symbolically as well as economically supreme. The American
four-wheeled sedan exemplified nothing less than the good life: affluence, mobility,
comfort, elegance — the freedom of the individual to go wherever he or she might
desire. The automobile served as an emblem not only of material prosperity but
also of our liberty, pride of accomplishment, and even self-esteem.

Today, in the final decade of the twentieth century, we are still taken with our
cars, to be sure, but their glamour has been eclipsed, in the media and the
marketplace, by a higher technology. As cars represent the values of industrial
culture, so computers represent those of post-industrialism, defined as a social order
in which the leading economic sector is the production, distribution, and processing
of information. In each case, the artifact itself, automobile or computer, is an
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































