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Questioning meaning to live more authentically 

In an age of globalization, our heterogeneous cultures are increasingly replaced by Western ideals based 

on capitalistic values, consumer driven desires, individualism, competition, and the specious assurance of 

‘progress.’ We are taught to be unquestionably future oriented… looking toward a tomorrow that will 

promise achievement, success, and ‘happiness.’ These values seep into nearly every aspect of human life, 

affecting our perceptions of self-worth, our sense of purpose and meaning, and even our definition of what it 

means to live a ‘good life.’ In the western world, for example, meaning is primarily attained through material 

possession and a process of consumption that is determined by a shifting array of culturally-defined objects 

that quickly go out of fashion, maintaining the never-ending desire to acquire more; all of this is based on 

the implicit assumption that following this program makes you a meaningful human being and will eventually 

lead to your happiness. Most of us will buy into these assumptions – our culture more-or-less demands it. 

We live our lives as actors on the pre-set stage of our symbolic societies. In this environment it becomes 

exceedingly difficult to separate truth from illusion. 

    

Clinical psychology has made a profession out of deconstructing human myths and illusions. But our 

training programs subscribe to cultural values that place psychopathology on the level of the individual, 

while keeping us blind to forms of cultural sickness. Psychologists are taught to help people develop 

themselves within the constraints of Western definitions of success, productivity, and happiness. We risk 

becoming co-conspirators of Western modernity… fulfilling consumerist demands for quick fixes and instant 

cures, while unknowingly assisting our patients to carry on in their lives with a minimal level of functioning, 

and without need for deeper self-exploration or personal growth. 

It is so hard not to question our cultural assumptions since we are born into that cultural reality and because 

those assumptions are usually involved in providing us with sources of meaning and self-esteem. To 

question them, is to put oneself in the uncomfortable position of asking: “What else is this life is for?” “What 

should I be doing?” “What is really important to me?” But as difficult as it may be to answer these kinds of 

questions, it allows us to see our present life situation for what it is – to challenge our cultural assumptions, 
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to take the mundane and superficial things in life with a grain of salt, to choose the things that we will be 

important to us, instead of our culture forcing it on us without our conscious awareness. Rather than blindly 

follow down a path of comfortable illusion, it allows us to seek more authentic ways of attaining meaning – 

even though this might necessitate our having to create it for ourselves. 

   

Socrates said that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” What he meant by this is that just blindly living, 

without questioning why we should, involves neglecting or denying the most important part of what it means 

to be human – our capacity to make some things more valuable than just our day-to-day physical survival – it 

involves our capacity to put some values above our even our own lives. To neglect this part of what it is to be 

human would otherwise mean that we are not so different from a dog, a cow, or a fish. Hence, Rollo May can 

say that “loving life for its own sake is a dehumanization of the human being.” Not questioning the meaning 

we attribute to our lives also means that we are likely to fall slave to cultural illusions and traditions without 

question – sometimes this can be harmful; not only for the individual, in the sense of restricting their capacity 

to think, feel, and act in the world, but also for the larger culture as well. So take some time to think about 

your life and what it means. There may not be easy answers, but the process of questioning is often 

rewarding in and of itself.  

 


