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LESSON ONE

How Could Anything That Feels So Bad Be So Good?
Richard E. Farson

Maybe it is time to adopt a new strategy in trying to figure out why life
today is so difficult, and what can be done about it. Assume that not only
are things often not what they seem, they may be just the opposite of what
they seem. When it comes to human affairs, everything is paradoxical.

People are discontented these days, for example, not because things are
worse than ever, but because things are better than ever. Take marriage. In
California there are about six divorces for every ten marriages — even higher
in some of the better communities. One must admit that a good deal of dis-
content is reflected in those statistics. But the explanation so frequently of-
fered — that the institution of marriage is in a state of collapse — simply
does not hold. Marriage has never been more popular and desirable than it is
now; so appealing in fact, that even those who are in the process of divorce
can scarcely wait for the law to allow them to marry again.

The problem is that people have never before entered marriage with the
high expectation they now hold. Through history, the family has been a vi-
tal unit for survival, starting as a defense system for physical survival, and
gradually becoming a unit for economic survival. Now, of course, the family
has become a physical and economic liability rather than an asset. Having
met, as a society, the basic survival and security needs, people simply don’t
need each other anymore to fight Indians or spin yarn — or wash dishes or
repair electrical plugs for that matter. The bonds of marriage and family life
are no longer functional, but affectional. People used to come to love each
other because they needed each other. Now it’s just the other way around.
They need each other because they love each other.

Listening to the complaints of those recently divorced, one seldom hears
of brutality and desertion, but usually something like, “We just don’t com-
municate very well,” “ The educational differences between us were simply
too great to overcome,” “I felt trapped in the relationship,” “He won’t let

me be me,” “We don’t have much in common anymore. ” These complaints
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are interesting, because they reflect high-order discontent resulting from
the failure of marriage to meet the great expectations held for it. Couples
now expect — and demand — communication and understanding, shared
values and goals, intellectual companionship, great moments of intimacy.
By and large, marriage today actually does deliver such moments, but as a
result couples have gone on to burden the relationship with even greater de-
mands. To some extent it has been the success of marriage that has created
the discontent.

The same appears to be true in the civil rights movement. The gains
that have been made have led not to satisfaction but to increased tension and
dissatisfaction, particularly among those benefiting from such gains. The
discontent is higher in the North than the South, higher in cities than in ru-
ral areas.

The disturbing paradox of social change is that improvement brings the
need for more improvement in constantly accelerating demands. So, com-
pared to what used to be, society is way ahead; compared to what might be,
it is way behind. Society is enabled to feel that conditions are rotten, be-
cause they are actually so good.

Another problem is that everything is temporary, nothing lasts. We
have grown up with the idea that in order to develop personal security we
need stability, roots, consistency, and familiarity. Yet we live in a world
which in every respect is continually changing. Whether we are talking
about sky-scrapers or family life, scientific facts or religious values, all are
highly temporary and becoming even more so. If one were to plot a curve
showing the incidence of invention throughout the history of man, one
would see that change is not just increasing but actually accelerating.
Changes are coming faster and faster — in a sense change has become a way
of life. The only people who will live successfully in tomorrow’s world are
those who can accept and enjoy temporary systems.

People are also troubled because of the new participative mood that ex-
ists today. It’s a do-it-yourself society; every laymen wants to get into the
act. Emerson’s “do your own thing” has become the cliche of the times.
People no longer accept being passive members. They now want to be active
changers.

This participative phenomenon can be seen in every part of contempo-
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rary life — on campus, in the church, in the mass media, in the arts, in
business and industry, on ghetto streets, in the family. It is succeeding to
the point where people are having to abandon their old concepts of elitism.
The myths that wisdom, creativity, and competence are rare, difficult to e-
voke, and highly desired, are giving way to a view that they are rather com-
mon, relatively easy to elicit, and desired only in situations where they are
not too disruptive or difficult to manage.

The problem is that modern man seems unable to redesign his institu-
tions fast enough to accommodate the new demands, the new intelligence,
the new abilities of segments of society which, heretofore, have not been
taken seriously. Consequently, people are frightened by the black revolu-
tion, paralyzed by student activism, and now face what may be even more
devastating — the women’s rebellion.

Society simply has not had these kinds of problems before, and to meet
them it will have to adopt strategies for their solution that are as new, and
as different, and as paradoxical as are the problems themselves.

Instead of trying to reduce the discontent felt, try to raise the level or
quality of the discontent. Perhaps the most that can be hoped for is to have
high-order discontent in today’s society, discontent about things that really
matter. Rather than evaluating programs in terms of how happy they make
people, how satisfied those people become, programs must be evaluated in
terms of the quality of the discontent they engender. For example, if a con-
sultant wants to assess whether or not an organization is healthy, he doesn’t
ask, “Is there an absence of complaints?” but rather, “ What kinds of com-
plaints are there?” Psychologist Abraham Maslow suggests that we analyze
the quality of the complaint being registered. In his terms, a low-level
grumble would involve for instance, a complaint about working conditions;
a high-level grumble might have to do with matters beyond one’s own self-
ish interests — a concern for fairness in the treatment of another person,
for example — while a meta-grumble would have to do with self-actualiza-
tion needs, such as feeling that one’ talents are not being fully utilized,
wanting to be in on things, wanting to make a greater contribution.

Instead of trying to make gradual changes in small increments, make
big changes. After all, big changes are relatively easier to make than are

small ones. Some people assume that the way to bring about improvement is
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to make the change small enough so that nobody will notice it. This ap-
proach has never worked, and one can’t help but wonder why such thinking
continues. Everyone knows how to resist small changes; they do it all the
time. If, however, the change is big enough, resistance can’t be mobilized
against it. Management can make a sweeping organizational change, but
just let a manager try to change someone’s desk from here to there, and see
the great difficulty he encounters. All change is resisted, so the question is
how can the changes be made big enough so that they have a chance of suc-
ceeding?

Buckminster Fuller has said that instead of reforms society needs new
forms; e. g. , in order to reduce traffic accidents, improve automobiles and
highways instead of trying to improve drivers. The same concept should be
applied to human relations. There is a need to think in terms of social archi-
tecture, and to provide arrangements among people that evoke what they re-
ally want to see in themselves. Mankind takes great pains with physical ar-
chitecture, and is beginning to concern itself with the design of systems in
which the human being is a component. But most of these designs are only
for safety, efficiency, or productivity. System designs are not made to af-
fect those aspects of life people care most about such as family life, ro-
mance, and esthetic experiences. Social technology as well as physical tech-
nology need to be applied in making human arrangements that will transcend
anything mankind has yet experienced. People need not be victimized by
their environments; they can be fulfilled by them.

Instead of looking to a professional elite for the solution to any social
problem, look to the greatest resource available — the very population that
has the problem. Many of us tend to have a low opinion of people, those
wretched masses who don’t understand, don’t know what they need or
want, who continually make mistakes and foul up their lives, requiring
those of us who are professionally trained to come in and correct the situa-
tion. But that’s not the way it really works. The fact is that some drug ad-
dicts are much better able to cure addiction in each other than are psychia-
trists; some convicts can run better rehabilitation programs for convicts
than do correctional officers; some patients in mental hospitals are better
for each other than is the staff. Thousands of self-help organizations are do-

ing a good job, perhaps a better job at problems solving than is the profes-
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sion that is identified with that problem. People who have the problems of- 135
ten have a better understanding of their situation and what must be done to
change it. What professionals have to do is learn to cooperate with that re-
source, to design the conditions which evoke that intelligence.

In this way society can be truly self-determining and self-renewing.
The special beauty of this formulation is that it fits the democratic goal of 140
enabling the people to make a society for themselves. Mankind can rely on
people as a resource for much more than is possible to imagine. It’s really
quite difficult to find the ceiling of what people can do for themselves and
each other, given the opportunity.

The great frontier today is the exploration of the human potential, 745
man’s seemingly limitless ability to adapt, to grow, to invent his own des-
tiny. There is much to learn, but we already know this; the future need not

happen to us; we can make it happen.

NEW WORDS & EXPRESSIONS

1. paradoxical / pare'doksikal / adj.  seemingly absurd but true;
self-contradictory

2. discontented / 'diskan'tentid / adj.  dissatisfied

3. institution / insti'tju:fon / n. an established custom, law, or

relationship in a society or com-

munity

4. hold vt. remain true or valid; have

5. appealing / o'piilin / adj.  having the power to attract,please,
stimulate or interest

6. liability / laia'biliti / . a hindrance or disadvantage

7. asset / 'seset / n. anything valuable or useful;

something advantageous

8. yarn / jain / n. a long continuous thread, as of
wool or cotton, used in making
cloth, mats, etc.

9. plug n. an attachment at the end of an
electrical cord, inserted into a
socket for electrical power 33k

10. for that matter as further concerns the thing men-
tioned; as regards that

11. desertion / di'za:fon / n. the act of leaving one’s duty, one’s
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12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
217.
28.
29.
30.

31.

32.
33.
34.
35.

intimacy / 'intimesi /

paradox / 'pseradoks /

way

consistency / kon'sistansi /

familiarity / fomili'eriti /

plot

incidence / ‘insidens /

participative / pa;'tisipativ /

layman / 'leiman /

elitism / ei'litizm /

give way to

elicit / i'lisit /

disruptive / dis'raptiv /
devastating / 'devasteitiy /
engender / in'd3zends /
register / 'redzista /
grumble / 'grambl /

be in on

increment / 'inkrimont /
mobilize / 'moaubilaiz /
component / kom'pounant /
wretched / 'retfid /

foul up / faul /

addict / 'aedikt /

6.

adv.

adj.

vt.
adj.
adj.
. vt.

vt.

adj.

family, etc.

a close and affectionate personal rela-
tionship

a person or thing exhibiting apparently
contradictory characteristics

far; considerably

the state of always keeping to the same
principles or course of action; harmony
thorough knowledge; established
friendship

draw (a curve) connecting points on a
graph

degree or frequency of occurrence
capable of participating; having a share
in an activity

a person who is not trained in a partic-
ular subject or type of work, esp. as
compared with those who are

the belief that society should be gov-
erned by a select group or a few gifted
and highly-educated individuals Z& # A
L RN

step aside for; be replaced by

get; bring out;evoke

causing disorder

completely destructive

bring about; produce

express ;record

a muttered complaint

(collog) participate in;have a share in
(an) increase; an amount or thing
added

(cause to) gather together for a partic-
ular service or use

any of the parts that make up a whole
in poor or pitiful circumstances

spoil; ruin

a person who is unable to free himself

from a harmful habit, esp. of taking



drugs

36. addiction / a'dikfen / n. the condition of being abnormally de-
pendent on drugs

37. psychiatrist / sai'kaiatrist / n. a specialist in the treatment of mental
disorders

38. convict / 'konvikt / n. a person found guilty of a crime;a per-

son serving a sentence of imprisonment

convict / kan'vict / vt.  prove or declare (sb. ) guilty of an of-

fense,esp after a legal trial

39. rehabilitation / ri:ha,bili'teifon / n.  the act of helping sb. who is physically

disabled or an imprisoned criminal to

readapt to society or a new job

NOTES TO THE TEXT

1.

The selection first appeared in the September 6, 1969 issue of Saturday Review of Liter-

ature.

. Richard E. Farson: American clinical psychologist, college professor and the author of

many articles.

3. roots: the connections one has with the community in which one grows up.

4. Ralph Waldo Emerson: the 19th century American philosopher.

5. mass media: the means of communication such as radio, television, newspapers, maga-

zines, etc. that reach large numbers of people in a short time.

6. It is succeeding to the point. .. ; It has reached the stage. ..

7. meta-grumble: a complaint that ranks above all others;meta- signifies “at a higher state

10.

of development”.

. self-actualization: the fulfilment by one’s own efforts of the possibilities of development

of the self.

. the profession that is identified with that problem: the profession that specializes in

solving that problem.
It’s really quite difficult to find the ceiling of what people can do: Here ceiling refers to

the upper or top limit.

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

1. Why do people feel more discontented when things are better?

2. How do people usually explain the high divorce rate? Do you agree? Why?

3. According to the author, what is the right way of dealing with discontent?
4. How did the people think of elitism?



. What are the advantages of making big changes as compared with small ones in bringing

about improvement?

6. What is the “high-level grumble”,as is termed by the author?

7. What are the aspects of life people care most about in social system designs?

8. What’s the great frontier today?

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

R R

How do you understand “participative mood”?

What do you know about the New Marriage Law? In what respects has it improved?
What do you suppose are the criterions of an ideal husband or wife?

Comment on the title of the text and give supporting examples.

What suggestions of the author do you think are new and reasonable? Why?

PARAPHRASE

State the meaning of each of the following sentences in your own words.

1. But the explanation so frequently offered-that the institution of marriage is in a state of
collapse-simply does not hold.
2. Now, of course, the family has become a physical and economic liability rather than an

asset.

3. The bonds of marriage and family life are no longer functional, but affectional.

. The only people who will live successfully in tomorrow’s world are those who can accept

and enjoy the temporary systems.

. The problem is that modern man seems unable to redesign his institutions fast enough to

accommodate the new demands, the new intelligence, the new abilities of segments of so-
ciety which, heretofore, have not been taken seriously.
Mankind takes great pains with physical architecture, and is beginning to concern itself

with the design of systems in which the human being is a component.

7. People need not be victimized by their environments; they can be fulfilled by them.

8. It’s really quite difficult to find the ceiling of what people can do for themselves and each

other, given the opportunity.

VOCABULARY
I. Fill in the blanks with suitable words or expressions from the following list. Change the
forms where necessary.
liability incidence consistency asset hold in terms of
mobilize elicit for that matter foul up paradox engender
1. Your actions lack ; you say one thing and do another.
2. Education of the younger generation concerns the destiny of a nation, and, ,

080



the destiny of mankind as a whole.
the numbers in employment, the hotel industry was the second largest in-

dustry of that country at that time.

4. It’s a that in such a rich country there should be so many poor people.

5. An office secretary who can handle telephone calls cheerfully, tactfully, and efficiently

is a valuable to any organization.
6. During the unprecedented flood in 1998, the whole nation had to be for re-
lief efforts.
7. Flies carry bacteria and bacteria disease.
8. He is a layman and has things
9. After much questioning, he finally the truth.
10. Mary’s poor pronunciation is a . in getting a job as an English translator.
11. They are pious Christians; they firmly believe what the Bible says about the creation L
12. The continuous heavy rain results in the high of traffic accidents these

IL.

days in the area.

Match each word in column A with its definition in Column B. Then fill in the blanks in
the following sentences with these words. Change the word form where necessary.
A B

(1) paralyze a. an upper limit; the upper interior surface of a room
(2) evaluate b. show or express (joy, anger, surprise or other emotions)
(3) intimacy c. bring about; produce
(4) ceiling d. estimate the value or degree of
(5) creativity e. make great effort to do sth
(6) register f. close or warm friendship or understanding
(7) engender g. cause (sb. ) to suffer unfairly
(8) addict h. make unable to move or act
(9) take pains i. make a person abnormally dependent on sth, esp. a drug
(10) victimize j. ability of producing new and original ideas and things
1. The research project has only been under way for three months, so it’s too early to
its success.
2. Shakespeare said: “ Every cloud not a storm, ”
3. It’s not good for children to be to computer games when they should go to
school.
4. His with Japan makes him the likely choice as ambassador to that country.
5. As a hostess Mary to see that her guests had everything they could possibly
want.
6. Because of greed and the eagerness to become wealthy, the old woman was



