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Subjective Experience of Alienation:
Measurement and Correlates”

Evgeny Osin

Results of empirical studies of alienation are
described, based on cultural-historical and
activity approach to meaning and to the exis-
tential-analytical model of dialogue with the
world. Two versions of the (Russian) Sub-
Jjective Alienation Questionnaire based on the
Alienation test by Maddi et al. were validated
on student and Internet samples (N = 901).
In this test alienation showed negative
correlations with meaning, hardiness, self-
determination and other subjective and
psychological well-being variables. Signi-
ficant age- and profession-related differen-
ces in alienation were found and discussed.
Future research directions of social and
psychological aspects of alienation and exis-
tential analysis effects on alienation are
proposed.

Key words: alienation, estrangement,
meaning, measurement

Das subjektive Erleben von Entfremdung:
Messung und Korrelationen

Ergebnisse von empirischen Studien iiber Ent-
fremdung werden beschrieben, die auf kultur-
historischen und handiungsorientierten Annd-
herung an Sinn und an das existenz-
analytische Dialog-Modell beruhen. Zwei Ver-
sionen des (Russischen) ,,Subjektive Entfrem-
dungsfragebogen®, der auf dem Entfrem-
dungstest von Maddi et al. beruht, wurden an
Studenten- und Internetgruppen (N = 901) va-
lidiert. In diesem Test zeigten sich negative
Korrelationen mit Sinn, Festigkeit (hardiness),
Sefbst-Bestimmung und anderen subjektiven
und psychologischen Wohibefindlichkeits-
variablen. Die gefundenen signifikanten alters-
und berufsbhezogenen Unterschiede in Ent-
fremdung werden diskutiert. Zukiinftige
Forschungsrichtlinien fiir soziale und psycho-
logische Aspekte der Entfremdung und
existenzanalytische Therapiewirkung auf Ent-
fremdung werden vorgeschliagen.

Schliisselwérter: Entfremdung, Sinn, Test

Theoretical background

The idea of alienation has a long history within Europcan
cultural and philosophical tradition: its roots can be found in
the Old Testament and in the works of Plato and his followers.
The understanding of alicnation has evolved greatly over the
ages, but the fact that the notion has remained, testifies the
importance of the phenomenon behind it: the subjective
experience of being separated from the world resulting from
inability to establish meaningful relationships with the world
or lack of desire to do so. Historically, the world in question
was understood primarily as social world, the Mitwelt, and
people labeled alicnated were thosc unable to become part
of the society, like mental health patients, or those who
willingly tried to transcend it, ,outsiders”, like Camus’
Mersault or Hesse’s Steppenwolf (Wilson 1956).

This social aspeet of alicnation scems to be indeed fun-
damental, if we accept Vygotsky’s idea that appropriation of

the cultural-historical cxpericnee of humanity that happens
in a dialogue with others (initially, significant others from
one’s immediate environment and, later on, members of past
generations through books and works of art) forms an
individual’s mind (c.g. Wertsch 1985). But in the course of
this development an individual becomes increasingly inde-
pendent from the society by discovering a personal di-
mension. As a result, an individual’s dialogue with the world
is not completely determined by his or her biological needs
and social roles anymore. As a result the dialogue develops
into an inner dialogue aside to the outer, The phenomenology
of this dialogue is described in existential analysis (Lingle
2004; 2005; 2008).

On this level, alienation can be seen as an individual’s
inability to establish contact with the personal dimension, so
that interaction with the world remains guided by biological
needs and social norms, rather than by the individual’s per-
sonal values and aspirations. In terms of existential analysis,
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an alicnated person is unable 1o perceive the questions that
life asks him/her, because these questions arc asked in the
language of values that do not have a personal meaning for
him/her: the dialogue with the inner world is ruptured, and
the dialogue with the outside world is impoverished. This
understanding of alicnation fits quite well with the existing
Marxist and cxistential traditions (Fromm 1955; 1961).

Within psychology, the notion of alicnation was at the
peak of its popularity during the 1960s and the 1970s.
Numerous empirical instruments (Sceman 1991) were devised
to measure different aspects of alicnation, such as power-
lessness, normlessness (anomie), social and cultural alic-
nation, meaninglessness, social distrust, and a wide range of
empirical studies were undertaken. However, at present one
can say that alienation has remained a philosophical and
sociological concept that did not make it into mainsiream
psychology because of numerous, often incompatible inter-
pretations attributed to it by different authors (Schacht 1971)
and for the lack of correspondence between numerous
empirical constructs in which it wag operationalized (ec.g.
Brookings, Dana, Bolton 1981).

The fact that the general notion of alicnation has fallen
into relative disuse (not counting the more concrcte concepts,
such as social alicnation and parental alienation) does not
imply that it has been proven useless for psychologists. The
phenomenon of ‘a certain blindness’” of human beings to
values that make life meaningful, observed by James {1899)
and discussed by cxistentialist and Marxist authors, has not
become less widespread nowadays, especially in countries
like Russia, that have experienced a period of transition from
onc value system to another, which led to an increase in exis-
tential vacuum. It is true, though, that in order to be viable as
a psychological concept alienation requires a psychological
theoretical framework that would bridge the gap between
the philosophical works (of Marx and Fromm, on the onc
hand, and Heidegger and Sartre, on the other hand) and the
much more mundanc matter of cmpirical rescarch.

The present paper presents a brief outling of our empirical
rescarch findings using a psychometric tool developed on
the basis of Maddi’s theoretical approach to alicnation.

Maddi’s theory of existential neurosis

An attempt at creating such a psychological thcory of
alicnation was made by Maddi (1967; 1998). Drawing upon
Sartre’s existential philosophy and Fromm’s understanding
of alicnation, Maddi proposed the concept of ‘cxistential
neurosis’. The symptoms of existential neurosis are meaning-
lessness, or ‘the chronic inability to believe in the truth,
importance, usefulness, or interest value of any of the things
one is engaged in or can imagine doing” (Maddi 1967, 313),
‘blandness and boredom’ (Ibid.) of affective tone, and low
to moderate levels of activity associated with low sclectivity
therein, Apathy instead of sadness makes existential neurosis

different from depression, which it resembles, and absence
of lack of cnergy symptoms distinguishes it from
neurasthenia. A person suffering from existential neurosis is
alienated both from the self and from the socicty (other
people); an example of existential neurosis can be provided
by Mersault, the character of Camus’ (1946) The Stranger.

According to Maddi (1967; 1998), the precursor to exis-
tential neurosis is a conformistic lifestyle, when a person acts
as nothing more than a player of social roles and an embo-
diment of biological needs. Conformism is formed as a result
of lack of cxistential courage (hardiness) needed in order to
cope with existential anxicty, which necessarily arises
whenever one makes an original, authentic choice that adds
to the meaning of one’s life. Under stressful circumstances
conformism may turn into existential neurosis that can take
four different forms: vegetativeness (inability to see anything
as interesting or worthwhile), powerlessness (perceived
inability to reach one’s goals), nihilism (adoption of anti-
meaning, cynicism), and adventurousness (sensation-secking
in order to overcome meaninglessness).

In addition to their theory of existential neurosis, Maddi
and his colleagues have developed the Alicnation test (Maddi,
Kobasa, Hoover 1979), a psychometric tool measuring
subjective attitudes that correspond to cach of the four forms
of cxistential ncurosis (vegetativeness, powerlessness, nihilism
and adventurousness) in relation to five different spheres of
life: work, society, relationships (other people), family and
sclf. Each of the 60 items taps into attitudes that correspond to
onc form of existential neurosis in one life sphere. Respondents
are instructed to indicate the extent of their agreement to cach
itermn using a 101-point percent seale (0 to 100).

Sample items:

¢ No matter how hard you work, you never seem to reach
your goals (Work, Powerlessness).

* Most of life is wasted in meaningless activity (Self,
Nihilism).

This test is probably the most comprehensive, and at the
same time psychometrically sound measure of alicnation
among the existing ones (Seeman 1991), and on this grounds
it was chosen for the research presented below.

Development of the Subjective Alienation
Questionnaires (SAQ)

All the rescarch presented below was done in Russian
language. The original 60 items of the Alicnation test were
translated into Russian and supplemented with additional 60
items. The resulting 120-item pool was reviewed in a group
discussion with two other experts, after which it wag
administered in a series of research studies.

The test was then administered online and advertised on
scveral psychology-related servers, yiclding an Internet

EXISTENZANALYSE 26/1/2009 9






