


	  

 
 

BEING DISILLUSIONED AS EXEMPLIFIED BY ADULTS 
IN RELIGION, MARRIAGE OR CAREER: 
AN EMPIRICAL PHENOMENOLOGICAL 

INVESTIGATION 
 

A Doctoral Dissertation 
Submitted to the Faculty of the 

Department of Psychology 
of Duquesne University 

 

 
In partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for 
the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 
by 

Vernon A. Holtz, O.S.B. 
 

September 15, 1984 
 

Committee: 
D. Smith, C.S.Sp., Ph.D. (Director) 

W. Fischer, Ph.D. 
C. Maes, Ph.D 

 
 



	  

Sotina Publishing 
 
Copyright © 1984 by Vernon Holtz 
 
Sotina Publishing and the Author have made this edition for free to the public. 
 
Check out Sotina Publishing on the web at: 
www.sotinapublishing.com 

 



	  

Abstract 
 

Topic: 
 

Being Disillusioned: 
An Empirical Phenomenological Study 

 
Given the unstable condition of the contemporary economy (loss of jobs), the 

increasing dissolution of marriage (high divorce and separation rates), and the large 
exodus of believers from the institutional church, being disillusioned, which emerges 
within these situations, appears to be a phenomenon worthy of human scientific research. 

The research that had been done previously on this phenomenon was based 
essentially on a natural scientific understanding of the human person; however, this 
research was undertaken in an attempt to comprehend the phenomenon as it is 
experienced in the life-world, in three particular situations: religion, marriage and career. 
To achieve this comprehension, a phenomenological method of investigation was used, 
which was an adaptation of the methods of empirical phenomenological research that 
have been developed by members of the Department of Psychology at Duquesne 
University. 

The findings of this research are discussed in terms of constituents and profiles, 
which are not available through traditional psychology's understanding of the 
phenomenon. The findings particularly highlight the stages, styles and positive 
transformative possibilities, which may emerge when being disillusioned is seen as a 
movement toward greater maturity. To be disillusioned means the shattering loss of 
unquestioned, rigidly-lived-beliefs present within a crucial-identity-oriented relationship, 
as well as to live toward the transformed future either more positively, in a critical and 
wise manner, or negatively, in an unforgiving, deterministic manner. 

The broader implications of this research for psychology are discussed. It is 
suggested that these findings could assist those who prepare persons planning to marry, 
those who want to understand mature religious belief, and those who want to prevent 
debilitating effects of their career. 

The investigation suggests that further descriptive studies would be beneficial, 
especially concerning being disillusioned as experienced in early, middle or late stages of 
adulthood. 
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The less realistic our life expectations, the greater the disillusion. The fruit of disillusion 
can be "de-idolization." 

(Van Kaam, 1979, p. 31). 
 
 

Disillusionment is the desire to remain disappointed. 
(Socarides, 1977, p. 553). 

 
 

[Successive life portraits] would show maturity as disillusionment into wisdom. 
Becker in Keen, Voices and Visions (1970, p. 195). 
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Introduction 
 
Although disillusionment is a constant theme which is found in contemporary 

plays and novels (Corrigan, 1969; Eble, 1963; Hingley, 1967; Mann, 1936; Miller, 1981) 
or is alluded to, implied and experienced by individuals in all walks of life (Becker, 1973; 
Gelb, 1962; May, 1953), it has been given very little attention in either academic, 
research or professional (therapeutic) spheres of psychology. In fact, a search through the 
Psychological Abstracts covering the last ten years reveals no research articles on 
disillusionment per se. It is surprising that a phenomenon of such importance and 
significance has somehow failed to be studied systematically or extensively within the 
field of traditional psychology. 

Only within the last few years has this phenomenon begun to receive some 
warranted attention, if only indirectly. This has come about through its importance in 
understanding two related phenomena: One, commonly called "Burnout" (Edelwich, 
1980), and the other, referred to as the mid-life transition ("crisis") period (Levinson, 
1978; Osherson, 1980; Sheehy, 1976; Vaillant, 1977). The researcher's provisional 
understanding of disillusionment (besides his own unclear personal experience of it) 
developed from his interest in this literature which he used for a class on the Psychology 
of Adult Development. 

More specifically, the purpose of this research is to study systematically and come 
to an initial understanding, from an existential-phenomenological perspective, of what it 
means to be disillusioned in three concrete, everyday situations: (a) religion, (b) 
marriage, (c) career. Thus, the focus of this study is to show how the phenomenon of 
being disillusioned can be approached descriptively, i.e., to describe what the essential 
constituents of being disillusioned are as they reveal themselves (not as they are seen 
through a particular biased theoretical position), such that it is this phenomenon and no 
other. 

In order to achieve this purpose and focus, a phenomenological method of 
investigation was used. Following the guidelines developed by Fischer (1974) and Giorgi 
(1971, 1975, 1980), this researcher's method utilizes the meaning-unit approach to data 
and the written protocol/ interview method of data collection. The method follows 
through on several levels of qualitative description and reflection and ends in a general 
structure. 

The following essential dimensions of research are found within this dissertation: 
(a) review of how traditional schools of psychology have approached the phenomenon of 
disillusionment; (b) a presentation of the existential-phenomenological approach and 
method as used by this researcher; (c) a brief presentation of the application of the 
method; (d) a general structural description of the phenomenon of being disillusioned and 
its essential constituents; (e) a discussion of how the existential-phenomenological 
method enabled this researcher to see the phenomenon differently from other traditional 
methods; (f) a critique of traditional theories of disillusionment when seen in light of the 
structural analysis of the phenomenon; (g) the contributions of this study to the field of 
psychology and implications for further research. Finally, there is included a summary, a 
comprehensive reference list, and an appendix of all the raw data. 

 



	  

I.	  Approach	  to	  the	  Phenomenon	  
 

A.	  	  Contextualizing	  the	  Phenomenon	  
 
Disillusionment appears to be a phenomenon experienced by many and is 

frequently reported in a variety of newspapers and contemporary journals (Pittsburgh 
Post Gazette, 26 August, 23 December, 1983; New York Times, 26 December, 1982): 
disillusionment as found in the followers of Aquino after his death, in the film The Big 
Chill, and in the Argentineans when they lost the war to England. It is also included 
within the central themes of poets, playwrights and novelists (Fitzgerald's The Great 
Gatsby; Miller's The Price or The Death of a Salesman; Chekhov's The Seagull); 
however, psychologists have failed to study it in any systematic or significant manner. 
Also, given the unstable condition of the contemporary economy (loss of jobs [Riegle, 
1982]), the increasing dissolution of marriage (high divorce and separation rate [Bell, 
1979]), and the large exodus of believers from the institutional church (Greeley, 1979), 
being disillusioned, which emerges within these situations (Coleman, 1976; Levinson, 
1978), struck this researcher as a truly significant phenomenon worthy of further 
psychological research and clarification. 

For the most part, the research which has been done on disillusionment is 
fragmented and quite limited by its traditional natural scientific biases. These biases 
emerge from presuppositions which dichotomize person and world and which prevent the 
natural scientist from coming to a holistic, human understanding of what it means to be 
disillusioned as it is lived in concrete everyday situations. Also, confusion and lack of 
clarification surround the phenomenon when traditional writers discuss it, for they do not 
always refer directly to the term disillusionment as such. At times they speak of the 
phenomenon as couched under different labels, interchangeably using disenchantment 
(Boelen, 1978; Coleman, 1976; May, 1953); de-illusioning (Levinson, 1978; Sheehy, 
1976); loss of illusion or dream (Gould, 1978); disappointment (Jacobson, 1946; 
Tarachow, 1963) or, from within an existential-phenomenological orientation, stylistic 
disappointment (Schur, 1978) and de-idolization (Van Kaam, 1979). 

In trying to tease disillusionment out of its hiddenness, the burden fell upon this 
researcher to account for what has been missed or what has been present in the past 
research while being couched in other terms. Occasionally this may bring about less than 
the desired precise circumspection, but such is one of the initial obstacles which is 
present when one is studying a meagerly researched phenomenon. 

Being disillusioned, which deals with beliefs/ expectations and a hoped-for-world, 
appeared to be a phenomenon particularly well suited to be studied with the use of the 
phenomenological method. It points toward an area which Giorgi addressed when he 
asked why future-oriented temporality, such as anticipations, expectations and intentions, 
is one of the least studied. He stated: 

 
Researchers do not know how to go about studying expectations or anticipations 
empirically…  Anticipations, it is true, may seem difficult to study, but by the same 
token, if someone succeeds, he may have a genuine breakthrough in our 



	  

under standing of temporally dependent activities (Giorei 1976, p. 307). 
 
Given this context and line of development, the need appeared rather strongly for 

a more descriptive* holistic, empirical research which would synthesize the 
understanding in this area of a temporally dependent phenomenon. 

 

B.	  	  Overview	  of	  Traditional	  Psychological	  Literature	  	  

 

1.	  	  General	  Psychological	  Literature	  

 
The general psychological literature does not bring out very well the human, lived 

aspect of the phenomenon. In dealing with disillusionment the writers refer to it under 
different labels. May (1953) writes about the disenchantment (disillusionment) process in 
our culture which began back in the seventeenth century when Descartes philosophically 
separated the mind and the body. He says this contributes to the emptiness and void we 
find in our contemporary lives, brought about through the dichotomizing of human 
experience. Fromm (1962) talks of how the abolition of religion, as the illusory happiness 
of the people, is required for their real happiness; one must be disillusioned from 
distorted religious beliefs if one is to be truly happy. Coleman (1976) speaks about 
people differing markedly in their ability to give and receive love: "Intimate relationships 
do represent a major source of need fulfillment… however such relationships can also 
result in disenchantment, hurt and trauma" (p. 169). 

More recently there has been a growing attention directed toward the experience 
of disillusionment in the literature concerning mid-life transition issues. In a popular vein 
Gail Sheehy (1976) writes that the "same disillusionment seizes everybody, steam fitter 
or top brass, and that is crucial to remember if you are to save yourself from wallowing in 
self pity" (p. 356). Harrington (1973) talked of his own "disassembling." He is speaking 
of his middle-age disillusionment experience (nervous breakdown in his case) which 
transformed his approach to life. Harrington came to realize that it is not disassembling or 
renewal; it becomes both. We may expand through disassembling (being disillusioned). 

Some authors speak of the role that illusions play in helping people live 
meaningfully. Lazarus (1979), Masserman (1953), Maurois (1968) and May (1969) write 
about the importance of illusions (unexamined beliefs) and how people choose 
appropriate illusions to screen out undesirable reality. A person never perceives the 
images of the surrounding world without investing them with some of his or her own 
understanding. Lazarus' (1979) research on how people actually deal with life crises has 
brought him to the theory that illusions and self-deception can have positive value in a 
person's psychological economy. "The paradox is that illusions can be a sign of 
pathology, or they can make life worth living" (p. 47). One person's beliefs can be 
another's delusions. 

Becker (1973), Masserman (1953), Nouwen (1975), Tilley (1978) discuss how 
illusions or distorted beliefs about such things as God, immortality and society eventually 
lead one to become disillusioned. They point out how the images with which we often fill 
our unfulfilled desires remind us how quickly we substitute one idol for another. Becker 



	  

(1973) acknowledges that the disillusioned person loses one belief only to substitute it 
quickly with another, possibly equally distorted. Fellman (1973), Jacques (1965), and 
Terkel (1972) write about the deception and disillusionment found in middle-American 
society and industry. Fellman shows how Americans believe certain false assumptions 
(all citizens are equal politically; the government is neutral). However, in lived reality 
these are not true. This is an example of illusory beliefs maintaining behavior 
unrealistically. 

Thus, we see from this brief survey of the general psychological literature that 
disillusionment is dealt with in a variety of ways. For the most part, it is considered as a 
condition, a distorted belief or assumption, a state, something inside or outside of the 
person which has to be dealt with or eradicated if possible. However, one senses its 
relational, interpersonal and affective qualities, although these are not seen very clearly. 
The terms, being disillusioned, disenchantment, disassembling, loss of illusions, and 
disillusionment are used interchangeably and confusedly. The general psychological 
literature reflects here how one is searching for an existence that has meaning, and in the 
process, one questions the role that illusions play in life. Much is written about the fact 
that one has illusions or distorted beliefs, that one is deceived by society or by him/ 
herself, but little is written about the meaning of being disillusioned. Let us turn now to 
several of the more disciplined approaches in psychology to see how they understand this 
complex phenomenon and its related manifestations. 

 

2.	  	  Psychoanalytic	  Approach	  

 
Within the traditional psychoanalytic approach (Freud, 1915, 1916, 1927, 1930, 

1933, 1939) disillusionment is understood as the loss of an illusion which was based on 
some form of idealization. To protect a person from a sense of despair and futility, 
idealizations and illusions are formed initially in childhood and are continued throughout 
life. The pre-conditions of disillusionment and their origins (those aspects which dispose 
one to be disillusioned) are emphasized in this school of literature. 

The psychoanalytic tradition considers the early childhood situation as being of 
primary importance and endows this period with causal power; i.e., the essential 
foundations of the understanding of behavior result from a dialectic between idealization 
(illusions) and reality through the repetition of infantile experiences. The psychoanalytic 
approach emphasizes the intrapsychic understanding of a person with the interpretation of 
behavior being based essentially on transference. This approach gives a highly specific 
(limited) perspective with the emphasis being on a world-less-subject who struggles to 
invest in new objects. 

Freud (1915), shortly after World War I broke out, wrote that the war had brought 
"disillusionment:" 

 
Our mortification and our painful disillusionment on account of the uncivilized 
behavior of our fellow-citizens of the world during this war were unjustified. They 
were based on an illusion to which we had given way. In reality our fellow 
citizens have not sunk so low as we feared, because they had never risen so high 
as we believed (p. 285). 



	  

 
Freud's solution to disillusionment was his belief that we should "much more 

easily endure the disappointment if our demands were more modest" (1915, p. 287). We 
see here Freud and the people at that time as possessing unrealistic hoped-for 
expectations (illusions) of others; thus they became disillusioned. 

Freud, besides being so critical of the negative effects of illusions, also pointed 
out their positive value. He showed that illusions "spare us unpleasurable feelings and 
enable us to enjoy satisfactions instead" (1915, p. 280). He suggested one should not 
complain if sometimes one's illusions collide with some portion of reality, even if this 
may bring about disillusionment. Freud's concern with these themes is reflected in many 
of his works during the remaining fifteen years of his life (1927, 1930, 1933, 1939). 

Thus we see Freud deals with the unrealistic expectations that bring about 
disillusionment, as well as the process by which one eliminates or modifies one's 
illusions. He emphasizes that an essential dimension of disillusionment has its basis in 
wish fulfillment, belief, rather than in fact: "The war in which we had refused to believe 
broke out, [because we believed in the dignity of man] and it brought—disillusionment" 
(1915, p. 278). In other words, that which we refuse to face (avoid) realistically will 
eventually bring disillusionment. The psychoanalytic technique tries to bring one's 
illusions into better contact with reality; it helps one let go of beliefs and expectations 
that aren't well grounded or in touch with everyday reality (as understood from a 
mechanistic perspective). 

We now turn to some of the other leading contemporary authors who have 
focused more specifically on disillusionment from within a psychoanalytic frame of 
reference: Gould (1978)» Jacob son (1946, 1964), Levinson (1978), Rycroft (1955), 
Socarides (1977), et alia. 

Socarides (1977), who wrote the most systematically about the issue, defines 
disillusionment as: 

 
a complex emotional state derived from fear and pain in which there is a 
disappointment in things as they are not as one had imagined and hoped. This is 
coupled with a continuing loss of ability to find value and interest in the external 
world as it actually is (p. 564). 
 
He sees as essential to understanding disillusionment, the desire of the person to 

remain being disappointed. For him, disappointment is definitely a mode of being 
disillusioned, but it is one which prompts the person to cling to the object of the past 
disappointing experience. For Socarides there are three essential factors to his description 
of disillusionment: (a) the presence of a previously imagined and hoped-for expectation; 
(b) a loss or disappointment relating to this hope or expectation; (c) a subsequent loss of 
ability to find value and interest in things as they actually are... (p. 564). According to 
Socarides, the disillusioned person, in experiencing loss and frustration, responds with 
envy, bitterness, fear, rage and depression, as well as other affects. The basic stance of 
the disillusioned is reflected in their gestures, bearing and demeanor. They say in effect: 
So that is what life is all about. This is all one can expect. One can only be deceived, 
disappointed and hurt. 

Unrelieved disillusionment, according to Socarides (1977), results in cold 
boredom, and overriding discontent, an aversion to life, as well as feelings of rage. There 



	  

is eventually the loss of identity and a mounting sense of despair and meaninglessness. 
The disillusioned person feels a loss of purpose and motivation. All of these, if not eased, 
will probably contribute significantly in time to varying degrees of pathological 
disillusionment. 

For Socarides the sources of disillusionment are found in the realization that love 
may be unrequited or that evil may not be magically eradicated by good. Also one may 
be disillusioned when one realizes he/ she can love and hate the same person, that beauty 
fades and that things do not last forever. Socarides points out that disillusionment 
depends much on the life stage in which persons find themselves. Children may be 
disillusioned when they realize their parents have their own personal interests above and 
beyond their own. Middle age and old age also bring their unique disillusionments, 
especially to those who have not fulfilled their own earlier ambitions. In middle age, even 
if you have achieved or fulfilled your childhood wishes, there is often a gnawing feeling 
on the part of the adult that the cost to gain them has been too high; it involved too much 
of a sacrifice. 

It appears that hope is also an issue in disillusionment according to Socarides. 
Disillusionment is used defensively by those who cannot allow themselves hope because 
of their inability to bear frustration. It defends against mourning; one remains 
disillusioned instead of experiencing the more acutely painful affect of depression. 
Disillusionment maintains a tie to the lost love object. It clings to the old and the past. 

A major question in researching disillusionment is whether or not it is an affect, 
an emotion, a sentiment, or a life style. Socarides (1977) sees disillusionment as an 
affect, as a powerful resistance. This affect for him can be a normal phenomenon, or a 
pathological one. The solution to the pathological disillusionment, the desire to remain 
disappointed, according to Socarides, is renunciation and reinvestment or recathexis of 
objects as Freud suggests (1916). This renunciation of established interpersonal 
dependencies, of long-term habits, and of cherished illusions, constitutes the voluntary 
discarding of formerly cathected objects. However, to scrutinize voluntarily entrenched 
but unhealthy relationships, prized but unattainable ambitions, previously unquestioned 
techniques and solutions, realizing their non-adaptive nature, achieving their 
renunciation, is a powerful advance in mature integration and acceptance of reality. 
Unless a free conscious choice is made and renunciation achieved, life is faulted, and 
most of the doors to creativity are shut (Socarides, 1977, p. 574). 

Socarides sees being disillusioned as emerging from fear and pain; one expects a 
certain imagined satisfaction but is disappointed when reality doesn't match the image. 
One then finds it almost impossible to believe in anything, and he becomes cynical, 
depressed, and disappointed. He assures others to expect nothing from anyone, especially 
himself, and he remains disillusioned until he can choose to renounce established patterns 
and let go of his past object of disappointment. 

Another key psychoanalyst, Rycroft (1955), sees disillusionment as the "collapse 
of a secondary construction" (a humanly created image), which was based on illusion and 
idealization. This was maintained as a defense against a "sense of despair and futility" (p. 
84). From his psychoanalytic perspective, we can see how a cathected illusion is an 
essential part of reality as is the inevitable withdrawal (disillusionment) of this cathexis. 
He shows how idealizations and illusions are needed but also how they can become 
pathological. 



	  

Rycroft, along with Winnicott (1945) and Milner (1952), suggest how illusions 
are formed within the matrix of the infant's first emotional relationship with external 
reality, i.e., in its early relationship with its mother: 

 
At the moment of consummation of a wish there should be a convergence and 
merging of this hallucinated image (and its cathexis) with the image of the 
available external object, not a shift of cathexis from one image to the other… 
Successful fusion… leads to freedom from the belief that the desire and reality are 
in inevitable opposition to one another (p. 85). 
 
The illusion, in psychoanalytic thinking, develops from the mechanism of 

idealization. Rycroft is speaking about early, primary relations when he states the 
necessity of cathexis from external reality on to the hallucinatory image. This shift of 
cathexis leads to the creation of ideal and idealized internal objects, which are cathected 
at the expense of external object-relationships. Reprojection of the internal objects 
represent an attempt to recover the capacity for object-relationships without having to 
deal with the difficulties that would develop in original external object-relationships. He 
says the purpose of idealization would seem to be enabling the ego (a) to deny feelings of 
hopelessness and emptiness which have arisen as a result of a withdrawal of cathexis 
from external objects, and (b) to evade the necessity of recognizing and resolving the 
ambivalence which would have to be faced if available, real, external objects were ever 
to be re-cathected (1955, p. 84). 

Normal and pathological illusions and normal and pathological disillusionment. 
How the process of normal and pathological illusion formation and normal and 
pathological disillusionment in the child takes place is described in detail by Rycroft 
(1955) with further reference to the thinking of Winnicott (1945) and Milner (1952). He 
writes: 

 
From the infant's point of view,… it will develop the illusion... that it has created 
its objects... [it] will be spared for a while the awareness that its objects… have 
not been created omnipotently by its own desires. Though this illusion will require 
an eventual disillusion, the disillusionment will be confined to its belief in its 
omnipotent control of reality, not to reality itself. The healthy child's hero 
worship of its parents and its belief in their omnipotence is to be as a normal 
process of idealization which tides it over this period of disillusion until such time 
as it can rely on its own powers and discovers itself as an individual, potent but 
not omnipotent (p. 86). 
 
Rycroft, Milner and Winnicott maintain that an illusion can be seen as an 

essential part of the cathexis of reality, and that withdrawal of cathexis is, in an entirely 
uncynical sense, a process of disillusion. In this perspective, disillusionment can be seen 
then as a normal process, when illusion in children is limited to their belief in their own 
omnipotence that they created the objects in their reality by their own desire and not to 
reality itself. Thus illusions need not be understood as necessarily bad in the formation of 
one's experience of reality, at least from Rycroft's psychoanalytic point of view. Rycroft 
sees how illusions then can have their origin in the idealization process which becomes 
necessary for the child as a defense against a sense of despair and futility. He and Becker 



	  

(1975) emphasized how necessary illusions become; i.e., they prevent a person from 
facing the stark fact of reality, that he/ she ultimately stands alone. 

Likewise Kris (1975) pointed out that the capacity for appropriate illusion 
formation is found in one of the earliest stages which he calls neutralization (the relevant 
energy transformations in the creative activity). This process, which prepares the way for 
identification, predominantly depends on the interaction between mother and child. In a 
similar vein, Sperling (1949) observed in many patients an impoverished ego which he 
felt prevented them from forming healthy illusions. Without illusions, Sperling doubted 
one could live a very colorful or rich life. General depression and disillusionment, and 
possibly what Sperling called a collapse of the whole moral system, result when illusions 
cannot be sustained. As a resolution of this, Sperling believes that controlled illusions 
may be a safe compromise between the reality principle and the pleasure principle. 

Jacobson (1946), another psychoanalytic thinker, discussed "normal" 
disappointment as a mode of disillusionment: 

 
Disappointment is an experience which comes about when promises and 
expectations of gratification from an object are not fulfilled... The German word 
for disappointment differs in its etymological derivation from the English term. 
Disappointment equals entauschung which in English means disillusion... .The 
concept of the disappointing object turns out to be false, illusory (p. 37). 
 
Here Jacobson sees how the disillusioned person necessarily experiences being 

disappointed because certain expectations are not fulfilled, i.e., the concept of the 
disappointing object is illusory. When the illusion is stripped away and dies, one becomes 
aware of the distorted dimension of his expectations; he becomes disappointed and if it 
persists, disillusioned. 

Pathological illusion formation and pathological disillusionment develop, 
according to Jacobson (1964), when the early environment fails to supply sufficient 
satisfaction for the person. Therefore, the impulses lack firm attachment to the images of 
real, external objects, and external reality will be subjectively experienced as enticing and 
bad. When this happens, the basis for pathological illusion formation and consequently 
pathological disillusionment occurs. Jacobson (1964) observes that "cynic" type 
personality, with predominantly infantile ego ideals, may result from disheartening 
experiences of the child. She describes the child: 

 
The total effect of his disheartening experience is a disillusionment... when 
disillusionment is experienced before the child is ready to fight his hostile 
devaluation of the parents with the support of idealizations, it may arrest the 
advance of object relations and interfere with normal ego-ideal and superego 
formation, which depend on the child's admiration and respect for his parents 
(pp. 104-105). 
 
Thus, Jacobson feels that if the boundaries between the self and objects are still 

indistinct, as they are in children, libidinal forces can move freely back and forth between 
the self and object images. This brings about disappointment and devaluation of objects 
because there is the loss of belief and trust in external objects as being good and 
gratifying (narcissistic injuries induce disappointment and devaluation of objects). This 



	  

prevents the building up of unambivalent object relations, stable identification in 
childhood; it weakens the child's self-esteem as well as his belief that he can love in the 
future. Disillusionment, this dissatisfaction with the external world, is found in this 
devaluation of love objects and disappointment in them. 

Other psychoanalytic authors, Shor and Sanville (1978), show how 
disillusionment manifests itself in marriage and psychotherapy. In speaking about 
marriage, they indicate how, from a clinical point of view, it is not difficult to see why 
disillusionment develops: 

 
In the past we projected on the institution of marriage all our dreams of self-
repair... We looked to marriage as to a healer; it was to be our salvation. With 
such high hopes and elaborate expectations, it is no wonder that we set ourselves 
up for the inevitable fall (p. 9). 
 
Shor and Sanville show us that persons are being disillusioned with marriages in 

which they had placed such high hopes and elaborate expectations. These unreal 
expectations set one up for the inevitable fall and disappointment in relationships. Our 
parents seemingly reared us so imperfectly, that we were left with mistrusts, doubts and 
shames, angers and guilts. We expect to find in marriage and the chosen spouse the 
sources of goodness and restoration capable of rendering us whole and sound. However, 
they too, like our parents, still leave us feeling bad, flawed, and disillusioned. 

As people have been disillusioned in marriage so they have been disillusioned 
with psychotherapy. Shor and Sanville (1978) show that many have turned to the mental 
health professionals for repair, "endowing them with omnipotence and omniscience" 
(1978, p. 10). The bias in the patient's expectation is that he only has to be a "good 
patient" and the cure will follow. He becomes disillusioned when he complains, "I have 
done what you told me, but you have not delivered what I asked." As in marriage, 
likewise in the disillusionment with psychotherapy, we see the presence of an unrealized 
expectation and a giving over (unrealistically) to another powers which result in the sense 
of disappointment, loss of meaning and eventual disillusionment. Shor and Sanville 
address the problem of being disillusioned through what they call the "primary illusion." 
In spite of individuals being disillusioned with marriage, there is much evidence that 
indicated it is still being sought after; also in spite of people being disillusioned with 
psychoanalysis, there are indications that it is still seen as the therapy of therapies. Shor 
and Sanville ask why? Their basic position is that each human being has indeed had an 
experience of "blissful fusion." The infant begins life where he experiences an illusion of 
oneness with the mother (the state of primary illusion). In first occasions of primary 
gratification, he experiences a global state of paradise, free of pain or strain in an 
idealized image of existence, i.e., an illusion. The individual then, according to Shor and 
Sanville, searches unceasingly throughout life (by getting married, going to 
psychoanalysis) to recapture this idealistic experience that he has lost. 

However, others think that Shor and Sanville's approach just increases 
disillusionment. Erikson (1959) and Klein (1957) speak negatively of the primary, core 
illusion that Shor and Sanville attempt to reawaken and use as impetus for development 
in individuals. Erikson demanded that the paradise of early childhood has to be 
abandoned. This is a fact, according to Erikson, that most people have not learned to 
accept. Klein doesn't work to liberate primary illusion experiences. She aims to 



	  

discourage any renewal of that magical closeness. However, according to Shor and 
Sanville, the formation of an early, primary illusion disposes a person to sense later the 
loss of an original experience. This keeps one searching continually for it throughout life, 
never fully experiencing it in either marriage or psychotherapy; one is disillusioned. 

Tarachow (1963) discussed disappointment as being tantamount to 
disillusionment. He wrote that patients "do not want to run the risk of the therapist 
replacing the illusion because they might be disappointed" (p. 245). Rather than face the 
pain of losing one's illusion, one prefers to retain it as a protection against disappointment 
and depression. This coincides with Socarides' analysis where he sees a person who is 
disillusioned as one who refuses to move through being disappointed; i.e., he prefers to 
remain disappointed as a protection against depression.  

 

3.	  	  Neo-‐Freudian	  Approach.	  
 

Disillusionment as a significant experience in the mid-life transition period of 
middle age (between the ages of thirty-five and forty-five) has recently received much 
research attention. Fried (1976), Gould (1978), Jacques (1965), Levinson (1978) 
Neugarten (1964), Vaillant (1977) are some of the more prominent writers dealing with 
middle age and the mid-life transition period in particular. This literature helps us to 
understand better the cognitive aspect of being disillusioned that Socarides talks about, 
that is, the moment of recognition that a belief or a truth no longer is as it was understood 
before. It also addresses the question of disillusionment as being a process where it is 
possible to "work through" the initial disillusionment. 

Levinson (1978) and Gould (1978) in a scholarly fashion and Gail Sheehy (1976) 
in a more popular approach, have indicated that confronting and experiencing one's 
illusions during the middle age period is both necessary and helpful, if one is to live the 
second half of his/ her life meaningfully. According to Levinson, during middle age, 
"man's greatest challenge is to confront his illusions" (1978, p. 248). He speaks about the 
de-illusioning process which is characteristic of the reappraising that goes on in mid-life. 
Specifically, that is "the reduction of illusions, a recognition that long-held assumptions 
and beliefs about self and world are not true...the loss of illusions is thus a desirable and 
normal result of maturity" (1978, pp. 192, 193). The reduction of illusions brings the 
painful experience of being disillusioned in which one is "stripped of his most cherished 
beliefs and values;... one becomes cynical, estranged and unable to believe in anything" 
(p. 193). Although this is painful, Levinson suggests that it may also liberate the person 
to develop more flexible values and to enter into relationships in a more genuine, less 
falsely idealized way. According to Levinson the crisis in mid-life transition period 
reveals itself seemingly in four major situations: (a) love (marriage); (b) work (career); 
(c) self (body); (d) death (God). It appears that within these spheres of our lives, we 
become significantly aware of how our work, love, self arid religion have been motivated 
by idealized, illusory beliefs and values which need to be repeatedly modified according 
to one's everyday lived reality. 

Gould (1978) treats being disillusioned in middle age as the dying (loss) of a 
protective illusion, as that of the parent protecting a child. For Gould an illusion is a 
childhood assumption, not as found in a debate or an explanatory conversation, but more 
like a "wish." This "wish" leads to unrealistic expectations and disappointments and 



	  

keeps us tied to our childhood consciousness. The illusion protects us from the full 
realization that this life is really our own life. He says the "dream" is constructed in one's 
childhood. This enables us to prefigure our future experiences and to expect future joy. 
However, experiencing the goal (marriage, job) carries with it realities never initially 
imagined; it has a meaning which our young minds had no way of knowing. Gould writes 
that we feel depressed when we achieve the goal, because something dies; it is no longer 
so; we are disillusioned. It is only after the illusion dies that we recognize that it was 
present. He says we know we lived by an illusion after we experience being sad—the 
ideal never matches reality. The ideal dissolves when achieved; it doesn't endure. It has a 
strong basis in a wish—an emotional expectation. Thus pain and discomfort are 
inevitable in every growth step; to be disillusioned, according to Gould, is expected and 
normal, to ignore this process is to not grow. The following are a few illusions (false 
assumptions) that we live, take for granted, only to be disillusioned with them (Gould, 
1978): (a) doing things our parents' way, with will power and perseverance, will bring 
results; rewards will come automatically if we do what we are supposed to do; our loved 
ones can do for us what we haven't been able to do for ourselves; (d) work is an illusory 
protective device against whatever we fear most. 

Both Levinson and Gould, besides clarifying the discrepancies that exist in one's 
middle-aged expectations and illusions, point out ways that the middle-aged person 
moves into being disillusioned, as well as how he can move out of it. Otherwise, he gets 
"stuck" there. To become disillusioned, the ideal must have played an important part in 
the life of the person; he is gripped by his ideal. He begins to re-evaluate the basic 
meanings in his life. He is stopped or shocked in his everyday approach to life by poor 
health, death of others, loss of job or dissatisfaction with success, etc. To get out of being 
disillusioned, they suggest that one has to abandon old conspiracies and correct distorted 
misinterpretations and misunderstandings which have prevented him from being an 
authentic person. One needs to acknowledge the aspirational gap and "let go." One 
should reduce the tyranny of the ideal. Success can become less essential to a person, 
failure less disastrous. One can continue to seek excellence but now he/ she gains more 
intrinsic enjoyment in his/ her work. One accepts, surrenders, chooses, recommits. 
However, persons remain "stuck" if they deny that they are really their own authority or 
if they deny the new reality of their adulthood and decline total responsibility for 
themselves. 

Thus, we see how disillusionment, according to Levinson and Gould, is radically 
evident in mid-life as the illusions (distorted beliefs and unchallenged assumptions) of 
persons' previous understanding of themselves, others and the world emerge and need to 
be confronted. 

Returning to other theorists on disillusionment, we see that in Campbell's book 
Portable Jung (1971) he points out how Jung as an Analytic theorist showed that a new 
effort of individuation begins at mid-life. In speaking about the discrepancy one 
experiences between the meaningful and self-assured experience of one's youth, as 
compared to the middle-age experience of doubt and disillusionment, Jung was one of the 
first to propose that between the ages of thirty -five and forty a significant change in 
perspective emerges in individuals: "... an important change in the human psyche is in 
preparation. At first it is not a conscious and striking change. It is rather a matter of 
indirect signs" (1971, pp. 12, 13). This change in perception comes about painfully as one 



	  

attempts to overcome the internal dominance of the more youthful vision or values which 
so strongly influenced his behavior up to this point in life. From this changed perception 
the individual forms a more integrated self during the mid-life transition; this is 
experienced to be in greater agreement with the reality of that period. 

Indirectly, Homey (1950) addresses disillusionment from a neo-Freudian 
perspective. Homey speaks of this phenomenon although she does not write about being 
disillusioned by using that term. She speaks about the keen sense of "alienation from the 
most alive center of ourselves"—from the real self. "Alienation from self is the 
remoteness of the neurotic from his own feelings, wishes, beliefs and energies. It is the 
loss of the feeling of being an active determining force in his own life" (p. 157). 

This alienation from the self comes about in a person through a distorted 
imagination which creates an idealized image of oneself. Each person builds up his 
image. In the neurotic, the idealized image becomes the idealized self while the real self 
becomes indistinct. 

Alienation from the real self, through an exaggerated idealized self (loss of the 
feeling of identity), disposes the person to the possibilities of being disillusioned. "The 
more injurious work of imagination concerns the subtle and comprehensive distortions of 
reality... For the actualization of the idealized self the person must put in an incessant 
labor by way of falsifying reality" (Homey, 1950, p. 33). 

The exaggerated idealization of self almost invariably inclines one to eventual 
conflict with concrete reality in which the experience of being disillusioned would appear 
to be inevitable; i.e., one is bound to be disappointed in things, for they are not as one 
imagined. The well-functioning person needs both the vision of possibilities and the 
realization of the concrete. 

Erikson (1959) as an ego psychologist, addresses this phenomenon through his 
understanding of the issues of Identity vs. Role Diffusion (adolescence) and Generativity 
vs. Stagnation (middle age). According to Erikson the key problem of identity is "the 
capacity of the ego to sustain sameness and continuity in the face of changed fate" (1964, 
p. 96). As in Levinson, disillusionment can be seen here as an identity problem. One 
questions who he is; he wonders if anything has meaning. However, adolescent identity 
struggles appear to differ from middle-age identity struggles. The latter are magnified 
through disillusionment of a key issue, time. The adolescent, who is rejecting many of his 
introjected parental and societal values in searching for who he is, has a future of 
seemingly endless possibilities open to him. Through Erikson, we can see the 
disillusionment of middle-age identity as becoming more of who I am in light of who I 
have been and what I have done with my life up to now. One realizes that the future is 
not full of unlimited possibilities for him. 

Disillusionment - the loss of illusions. If, as the literature and descriptions 
suggest, there is a loss of, a letting go of an illusion, a belief, or idealization in the 
experiences of being disillusioned, it is appropriate that some effort be made at clarifying 
more specifically what the literature says constitutes the illusion which is lost. 

The word "illusion" has been defined in quite contrary ways; it derives from the 
Latin "in ludere" which can be translated either as "in play" or "against play." Webster's 
New Collegiate Dictionary defines illusion as illudere, to mock, to play; the action of 
deceiving; the state of being intellectually deceived or misled; misapprehension—an 
instance of deception, a misleading image presented to the vision. In a popular vein, 



	  

illusion carries primarily pejorative meanings, such as error, fallacy of vision, even 
delusion. The meaning or connotation of illusion is as varied as those who write about it; 
the following are examples of this. 

Freud (1927) said, "We call a belief an illusion when a wish fulfillment is a 
prominent factor in its motivation, and in doing so we disregard its relation to reality, just 
as the illusion itself sets no store by verification" (p. 31). Freud suggested that in light of 
the ongoing evolution in science and the uncontrolled imperfections in scientific methods 
much confusion over beliefs (illusions) still prevailed. This is not to suggest that Freud 
approved of illusions. On the contrary, according to Rieff (1970), the normality of 
disillusion and a controlling sense of resignation was what Freud acknowledged to be the 
outcome of therapy; i.e., therapy was to disillusion a person, put him back in touch with 
"reality." Becker (1973) says man needs illusions; he needs a "second world," a world of 
humanly created meaning of new reality that he can live by, dramatize, and nourish 
himself. For Becker, illusion means creative play at its highest level; creative illusions are 
ideals which are meant to lead men on. Many of Becker's ideals have been developed 
from 0. Rank. By illusion, Rank (1936) does not mean falsity or self-deception. He refers 
rather to a level of play, which permits us to make reality our own, a creativity of 
everyday living. Shor and Sanville (1978) define illusion as a "mental representation 
which generalizes the qualities of flowing ease and harmony into an idealized image of 
existence" (p. 120). This primary vision or image imprints a model of perfect fulfillment 
(global state of paradise) in the child. It is this idealized experience, which the adult has 
lost during adolescence, that he tries to revive and re-experience in his adulthood. 
Levinson (1978) calls an illusion a long-held assumption, pertaining to one's most 
cherished beliefs of self and the world, which is not true. He intertwines the word dream 
or vision with illusion. They contain an imagined self which has a variety of goals, 
aspirations and values pursuing a quest within a certain kind of world (p. 246). Illusions 
give the dream its intensity and its inspirational qualities; but, according to Levinson, 
illusions also contribute to the "tyranny" of the dream. The task is not to get rid of the 
dream altogether, but to reduce its excessive control. Gould (1978) speaks about illusions 
as "protective devices" which connect a child with its parents. It is only after an illusion 
dies that one recognizes its silent presence. Gould calls these illusions "childhood 
assumptions," wishes, which lead to unrealistic expectations and disappointment. For 
Gould, illusions are rules, fantasies, irrationalities, false assumptions, that allow us to 
believe on a nonrational, emotional level (p. 11). Kocklemans said that illusions are 
commonly understood as "that which appears real but is not genuinely real" (1967, p. 
150). 

Thus it can be seen that the word illusion carries with it many different meanings. 
The focus of this research is on the psychological meaning of illusion as expressed in the 
experience of being disillusioned. That which is lost or changed in this experience 
appears to vary from a belief, a value, an expectation, an idealization, to a truth or an 
assumption. In whatever way illusion is experienced, it seems to vary in intensity and 
significance with the way the person lived the illusion beforehand. It appears that the 
illusion which is lost or changed in being disillusioned is essentially a distorted belief, 
ideal, or assumption which has a strong wish or emotional (affective) basis as one of its 
essential motivating constituents. The belief or assumption is anticipated or expected to 
be true as understood by the person and lived as such. 



	  

Briefly then, in conclusion of this review of psychoanalytic and neo-analytic 
literature, it is evident for the most part that the illusions and idealizations which were 
formed in early childhood are nurtured unrealistically at times and leave us with certain 
expectations which must be modified as one becomes an adult. These pre-conditions and 
idealizations need to be dialogued with the everyday situation of being disillusioned as to 
aid maturation not hinder it. Disillusionment is seen here more as a state, a condition, and 
the psychoanalytic schools do not deal directly with what it means to be disillusioned as 
lived.  

 

4.	  	  Psychospiritual	  Approach	  
 

Psychospiritual literature is pertinent here in two ways. First, some of its authors, 
Bamberger (1966), Becker (1973), Heaney (1973), Tracy (1975), van Kaam (1963, 
1979), point out how a person almost inevitably sets oneself up (predisposes oneself) for 
disillusionment. One does this through one's need for transcendence, which is always in 
search of an object; one projects absolutes, in an illusory manner, toward other humans, 
parents and friends and this opens one to the possibility of becoming disillusioned. 
Second, this group of writers, Berger (1969), Kraft (1974), Rieff (1966, 1970), Schutz 
(1962, 1973), Van den Berg (1971), address what traditional literature suggests is one of 
the consequences of disillusionment, that is, the inability to believe in many other values 
that one formerly held to be so true. 

The spiritual aspect may emerge significantly in a crisis of being disillusioned 
when a person's taken-for-granted world falls apart, as found, for example, in Schutz's 
"fundamental anxiety" and Berger's "anomie" situations. It is at this point, the experience 
of meaninglessness, the inability to believe in anything, which, according to traditional 
literature, is characteristic of the experience of being disillusioned, that the 
psychospiritual research contributes to our understanding of this phenomenon. More 
specifically, the question of illusions, idealizations, hopes, beliefs and values, as 
understood from this perspective, appear to be significant in better understanding the 
phenomenon of being disillusioned. 

Van Kaam (1979) discusses the possible positive contribution and consequences 
of a person's becoming disillusioned. When writing about the spiritual crisis which often 
prevails during middle age, he shows how childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood 
stages of one's life give rise to many ideals. These ideals are formed more or less 
abstractly and imaginatively during a time when the demands of daily reality are light. 
Especially in early adulthood there is a natural tendency to idolize certain people, 
institutions, positions and occupations. In middle age these ideals (idols) are tested out in 
daily functioning and are found to be wanting. The usually not totally attained ideals of 
the past bring disenchantment with one's present ideals. Thus, the "less realistic one's life 
expectations are the greater the disillusion" (p. 31). Van Kaam sees a positive result 
which can come from being disillusioned. 

He calls this "de-idolization." He states: 
 
De-idolization does not deny the kernel of truth contained in former ideals. It 
purifies our ideals from exaltation; it liberates them from what is fallible and 
vulnerable... Idealizing is due not only to our lack of contact with reality but also 



	  

to our need for transcendence—a need which is always in search of an object. 
This explains our urge to idolize our ideals (1979, p. 32). 
 
Thus we see again that in disillusionment, according to Van Kaam, there is the 

loss of, or getting rid of false ideals and false idols. When one's ideals are not in touch 
with reality, one appears prone to be disillusioned. Van Kaam does not suggest we should 
disregard totally the essential truth found in our distorted ideals, but temper and purify 
them with reality. According to Van Kaam, one's need for transcendence disposes or 
inclines one to attach his/ her ideal to an object (reification). When one is disillusioned, 
these objects have not brought the anticipated satisfaction the person expected, yet one 
initially tends to cling to their support. 

Likewise, Heaney (1973), following the thinking of Victor White, O.P. and M. 
Blondel, points to the almost inevitable disillusionment which results from false 
projection of absolutes onto models or close friends. In contrast to Freud's interpretation 
of God, he states: 

 
God is not the substitute for the father, but the father (or the mother) is the first 
substitute for God. Man has a tendency to try to embody or incarnate the Absolute 
by projecting the Absolute into the people he is drawn to. This is one reason for 
disillusionment with parents, friends, loves or causes (p. 249). 
 
Heaney, as does Van Kaam, points out that humans tend to be idol-making 

organisms. Thus, even after burning their other idols, they will begin to set up new idols 
which they prepare for their own continued growth. "The necessary consequences [of 
this] according to Blondel's theory, are disillusionment and perhaps destruction, for man 
seeks more than he can find" (1973, p. 249). 

As Blondel and Van Kaam suggest, disillusionment almost necessarily follows 
man's idolmaking; likewise A. Schutz (1962, p. xxxviii), writes that since "all projects are 
seldom achieved in the pure form in which they are projected," disappointment can 
almost be said to be an inherent feature of projecting. Especially in marginal situations 
where "fundamental anxiety" emerges, Schutz sees where the taken-for-granted collapses 
and that which previously gave meaning is questioned or in some cases rejected, as is 
characteristic of being disillusioned. Becker (1973) also picks up on this same theme but 
gives it a slightly different twist. He argues that humans need and want to focus their love 
on an absolute measure of power and value; they want to experience the marvelous, the 
omnipotent. However, psychology deprives them of this and the only omnipotent thing 
that remains is the man [the psychiatrist] who explained it away (p. 195). Becker sees a 
value in religious illusions (secondary construction—humanly created images) that fulfill 
this need for transcendence in people's lives. When one is disillusioned he/ she is 
reworking and rechoosing the secondary constructions which guide his/ her life. 

The contribution of religion to one's becoming disillusioned is seen in sharply 
contrasting ways. Freud (1930) is very critical of a person depending too much on the 
divine or transcendent in his/ her search for meaning. He feels religion is an illusion and, 
consequently, should have no claims on a person's faith: 

 
The whole thing is so potently infantile, so incongruous with reality that... it is 
painful to think that the great majority of mortals will never rise above this view 



	  

of life (p. 358). 
 
However, Bamberger (1966) suggests that Freud gave a misleading definition to 

the word illusion. "A belief is an illusion when wish fulfillment is a prominent factor in 
its motivation" (Freud, 1927, p. 54). For Freud, an illusion may be in actual fact true, or 
will become true, but it need not be true; however, for the most part, it appears that Freud 
practiced in his therapy as if illusions in fact were not true. Bamberger criticizes Freud 
for defining illusion as having a disregard for reality, but reality for Freud meant only 
concrete, material reality (positivism). For Bamberger, the universal desire for 
immortality and a personal destiny strongly suggest that belief in eternal life is not an 
illusion, but that there exists an eternal and a personal Absolute Being. The person whose 
religious and spiritual values are falsely or incorrectly grounded in childhood wishes may 
dispose him/ herself to disillusioning experiences as an adult. However, as one matures, 
one loses the illusory dimension of one's beliefs and ideals in one's search for a 
meaningful existence and in the process he/ she likewise may have to reject some of the 
truths that were couched in these illusions. Van Kaam (1963) discusses what this state of 
loss in the disillusioned believer implies, and what leads to this loss: "The world of 
meaning is not given him... the world is pregnant with possibilities" (p. 6). The person 
who is disillusioned with religion appears to be one who is closed off from this world of 
possible meanings. However, religion need not necessarily eradicate or lessen one's 
immediate experience of meanings; properly understood, it could add a new value to a 
situation to which the disillusioned one is closed. 

Jacobi (1971) refers to how Jung speaks of the disillusioning crisis in middle age 
when he points out that we step into the second half of life with the false assumption that 
our truths and ideals will serve us as they did the first half. He writes: "We cannot live the 
afternoon of life according to the programme of life's morning: for what in the morning 
was true will at evening have become a lie" (p. 137). Thus Jung sees how the truths and 
beliefs which we hold in the first half of life need to change and are not viable in the 
same way for the second half of life. In the transition of understanding this, one may 
experience disillusionment. 

Berger (1969), Kraft (1974), O'Collins (1978), Rieff (1966, 1970), Van den Berg 
(1971) and others have written about the value of experiencing the spiritual or religious 
dimension of oneself when one finds him/ herself in the meaningless, anomie mode 
referred to in traditional literature on the experience of being disillusioned. In some cases 
the anomie has come from the loss of the illusion, the ideal, the absence of that which 
was imagined or hoped for. Conversely, at other times the ideal, the belief, may be the 
very dimension which enables the disillusioned to cope with his/ her situation. Van den 
Berg (1971) doesn't speak about the loss of illusions as such, but he speaks about the loss 
of the spiritual values in persons as well as the loss of meaning which traditional 
literature suggests is one dimension of being disillusioned. For Van den Berg this is 
characterized by anomie, the loss, the non-acceptance of the spiritual dimension of one's 
life. He sees a person's loss of or rejection of spiritual values as the origin of one's loss of 
meaning in his/ her life as well as the basis for what he calls sociosis. 

Rieff (1970) writes that our culture lacks meaning because the prophets of 
unrepression simply do not understand human nature. They view a person as living in a 
Utopia with perfect freedom from inner constraint and outer freedom. Rieff says that a 
person needs some points of support in the endless flux of nature. "Abstractions will 



	  

never do. God-terms have to be exemplified… .Men crave their principles in enact-able 
characters, actual selective mediators, between themselves and the polytheism of 
experience" (1970, pp. 33-34). Thus Rieff sees that the disillusioned person lacks 
meaning because he/ she has lost traditional points of reference from which he/ she can 
depart; i.e., a person cannot stand endless flux; one needs concrete principles to guide 
him/ herself. Persons without realistic ideals will destroy themselves. 

The preceding references were to point the way toward a better understanding of 
being disillusioned from a psychospiritual frame of reference. This psychospiritual 
literature helps us understand in particular the disillusionment found in situations of 
religion or marriage. When one is disillusioned in this perspective, one may have 
invested absolute values in a contingent being or situation. This may have emerged out of 
one's need for transcendence which cries out for an object to which it can attach itself. 
This almost necessarily brings about a loss or change in one's beliefs as one matures, for 
these beliefs pertaining to religion or marriage may have been originally too illusory. 
Finally, because one doubts certain values he/ she thought to be absolute, one may lose 
his/ her ability to believe or love anything. This literature prompts us to consider more 
closely the role that illusions play in contributing to or avoiding disillusionment and how 
their loss is experienced in everyday situations, particularly religion and marriage.  

 

5.	  	  Behavioral-‐Experimental	  Approaches	  
 

Behavioral	  
 
The experience of being disillusioned, as a human experience, is not directly 

addressed in its entirety by the behaviorists. However, the behavioral-experimental 
literature, in its limited perspective, speaks in behavioral terms about one of the 
dimensions that Socarides (1977) says is present in disillusionment, that is, the 
disappointment which results in some form of withdrawal. This withdrawal comes about 
when expectations are unfulfilled or from the loss of an anticipated goal. 

Behaviorists usually dismiss private events, experiences as being too "subjective," 
not "public" and therefore not empirically repeatable or verifiable. However, B. F. 
Skinner, a leading behaviorist, does stress the public aspect of private experience, 
although he insists on the operant conditioning paradigm. In this model he sees whole 
activity as a sum of sequences of responses. In this reinforcement theory, responses are 
assumed to be derived from other causes. He posits mediating structures between people; 
relationships are not seen as direct and immediate. One is in contact with another through 
a complex series of stimuli and reinforcements (rewards). 

In so far as being disillusioned is concerned, or at least the one dimension with 
which the behaviorists deal, that of being disappointed because of some loss, it is seen by 
them as an emotion or an affect. This disappointment aspect is considered as an 
interruption of established sequence of responses which has been previously positively 
reinforced by the social environment. According to Skinner, the only access we have to 
the emotion of another person is through his behavior (motoric, verbal or physiological). 
He, therefore, defines emotion as "a pattern of behavior" (1953, p. 168). To Skinner, as 
found in Wann (1964), a feeling is a reaction to a stimulus: 



	  

 
The stimuli we feel in peace or sorrow may not closely resemble those we feel in 
sandpaper or satin. But this does not mean they differ in physical status (p. 86). 
 
Disappointment is considered by the behaviorist as an emotional effect of non-

reinforcement, an experience of non-reward" (Skinner, 1971, p. 140). It is comparable to 
extinction in the behavioral paradigm. The loss in disillusionment would be considered 
behaviorally as the disappearance of a signal. Expectations are considered as promises of 
rewards. Behaviorists are concerned more with differences and deviations in behavior, 
rather than the unifying form or the total significance of the activity. 

As mentioned earlier, being disillusioned is considered by Socarides to be the 
"desire to remain disappointed." Behaviorally, Schur shows how Mower (1960) addresses 
this mode of being disappointed through the concepts of learning. Neutral stimuli in the 
environment, through their association with a specific drive state, acquire the capacity to 
elicit non-specific affective states of tension. The stimulus becomes known as either a 
"safety" or a "danger" signal which can be turned "on" or "off." The disappointment 
dimension of being disillusioned would then be the result of the appearance and 
subsequent disappearance (loss) of a safety signal of hope (hope is defined here as the 
promise of relief from discomfort, i.e., a safety-signal turned on). 

Likewise, Feather (1966, 1967) sees being disappointed within the context of an 
expectancy theory. Here, being disappointed, as an aspect of being disillusioned, 
becomes motivational disappointment (a secondary concept), defined in terms of hope 
motivation: 

 
Motivational disappointment is spoken of as the amount of reduction in hope 
motivation, mediated by change in expectation, that occurs following non-
confirmation or partial confirmation of an expectation or reward (p. 215). 
 
Another perspective within the behavioral approach which may be applicable here 

is Bandler and Grinder (1975) who speak to the possibility of how the disillusioned 
person may become "stuck" in his/ her effort to surpass being disillusioned. In their 
analyses of discourse, they show how persons may understand their world and their 
relation to it as finished and completed. One of the ways clients represent their 
experience is through "distortion," that is, they turn an ongoing process of life into a 
finished event (to decide is expressed as a decision). By doing this, clients avoid 
confronting some ongoing process and thus become immobilized. This literature speaks 
as to how the person who may become "stuck" in his experience of being disillusioned 
understands his world and his relation to it as finished and completed. 

Thus disappointment, when considered in traditional literature as a dimension of 
disillusionment, is understood behaviorally in terms of the conditions that evoke it, not in 
terms of subjective relationships. Meanings for the most part are not understood from the 
subject's frame of reference but rather from the external observer's point of view. The 
behavioral approach to the experience considers a person as an organism which passively 
receives stimuli from the environment. The meaning of the loss to the person is absent in 
the behavioral approach. This approach presents the behavior as a series of either-or 
possibilities, through the appearance or disappearance of signals; losses are either 
temporary or final. However, human experience is not so simple or clean cut. These 



	  

predetermined alternatives do not allow for variations and ambiguity of the human 
situation; this narrows the possibilities of how one can talk of the experience. It freezes 
the experience to a state; the relational dimension is lost. Skinner explicitly denies 
intentionality of the behavioral and conscious aspects of man's relation to the world. This 
leaves the study of any human experience to be very mechanistic, one which has 
precision in its dissecting of behavior into elements, but excludes the complexity and 
value introduced by human needs, intentions and desires. 

 

Experimental	  
 
The experimental literature also does not deal specifically with the phenomenon 

of being disillusioned as this research approaches it. It does deal with physical, 
geometrical illusions (of extent and of shape and of direction, etc.) which present a sense 
of distortion of what one thinks he/ she perceives. Several of the more commonly known 
geometrical illusions are: the Muller-Lyer illusion, the Ponzo illusion (illusions of 
extent), and the Orbison illusion (illusion of shape and direction). These are mentioned 
here to help get a broader perspective of the illusions which are lost in disillusionment. It 
may also help us to see that what happens in the visual sense with illusions (or with our 
distorted perceptions) may be analogous in a cognitive - affective sense to what happens 
with our distorted or unchallenged beliefs which are found in the experience of being 
disillusioned. 

Experimentalists, in treating a person as an entity, an object, in a very mechanistic 
and physicalistic perspective, appear to capture only a portion of the totality of a human 
perceiving person. Their focus is on what can be measured and quantified. This fails to 
approach the question of what the phenomenon means to the person in a more holistic 
sense. Social psychologists have experimented with the influence of expectations on 
perception of objects and events but still this is within a Cartesian duality, and thus the 
richness of the total contextualized situation is lost. Many factors influence our 
perception expectations such as: hunger drives, McClelland and Atkinson (1948); 
motives of desire to achieve or to be accepted, McClelland and Liberman (1949); and 
emotions of anger or fear, interests and values, Postman and Brunner (1948). Likewise 
Asch (1958) in his work on perceptual discrimination and Milgram's (1974) studies on 
conformity, reflect a social psychologist's approach to cognitive perception of a situation, 
i.e., things and situations are more than they appear to be. This is also reflected in the 
classic experiment by Bruner and Goodman (1947) where they investigated the influence 
of motivation not only on what stimuli are selected for attention but also how motivation 
affects the manner in which the stimuli is perceived (object value and perceived size 
interaction). Through these experiments we see how "set" operates to affect perceptual 
selection. For a more comprehensive review of various aspects of this literature one could 
examine Dember (1979). In sum, we tend to perceive what we expect to perceive and 
these experiments demonstrated "that we tend to perceive what we would like to perceive 
at the moment or what in general we value most highly" (Dember, 1979, p. 258). 

Rock (1975), a prominent contemporary perceptionist, writes about illusions: 
 
An illusion is a sensory impression or perception that is false or incorrect. By 
incorrect is meant that what we see (or hear or feel) does not correspond with the 



	  

objective situation that can be determined by other means, e.g., measurement (p. 
390). 
 
Again, here we have the determination and limitation of what an illusion is from a 

physicalistic, quantified sense only; that is one which is only determined by 
measurement. 

In an analogous sense, this research suggests that illusory phenomena or, for 
example, distorted beliefs, perceptions of God, love, career, marriage, others, the world, 
etc., contain the possibilities, some intrinsic characteristics that emerge later in situations 
as further revelations of the truth of the phenomena. This truth, or the more complete 
profile of the particular phenomenon, was originally inherent in the structure of the 
phenomenon, but is only perceived more fully by the person at a later time in life—as for 
example, when one is reappraising his goals and beliefs or is in a crisis, i.e., when one is 
disillusioned. 

Thus the physical and geometrical illusions portray in a concrete way the 
possibility of distortion, variation, and change which can take place in our perception 
within the world. However, what is missing in the physical portrayal of illusions is the 
absence, the diminishment of meaning and significance for the person of that which is 
perceived. One aspect of this research attempts to deal not with the change or loss of 
physical illusions, but with what it means for a person to lose or change an understanding, 
a belief, a value, as it is experienced in being disillusioned. The physicalistic 
understanding of cognitive illusions does not capture the totality of the situation; i.e., it 
doesn't go beyond the physical to the human meaning. As in the Muller-Lyer illusion, 
likewise in belief or expectation, the relation between ambiguity and rigidity presents 
itself. What is given, believed to be true at one moment may not be so at another 
moment. To be disillusioned is a possibility of our existence.  

 

6.	  	  Cognitive	  
 
The cognitive approach may speak to the experience of being disillusioned in 

terms of cognitive dissonance. This approach tends to view any experience as an internal 
process within the individual and not "in between" the person and the environment as an 
affective state. This perspective would view being disillusioned only as a "form of 
cognition." Being disillusioned would be understood as a learned cognitive evaluation 
that has been acquired through the acquisition of language and the process of 
socialization. Granted there are cognitive aspects of expectation in being disillusioned, 
the cognitive psychologist's perspective is limited, for it excludes possibilities of the 
affective dimension of the experience. 

Although cognitive dissonance is not identical to the experience of being 
disillusioned, it may be similar insofar as it is a condition in which one has a belief or 
knowledge in seeming opposition to each other or one's behavior. When such dissonance 
emerges, the person is motivated through changes in his behavior or cognition. 
Festinger's (1957, 1959) point is that frequently people have "cognitive elements" which 
deviate markedly from reality. When reality impinges upon a person, there is a pressure 
exerted in the direction of bringing the elements into line, which is somewhat similar to 
being disillusioned. The more the elements are valued by the person, the greater the 



	  

magnitude of dissonance or disillusionment. Thus, we briefly see how the cognitive 
literature can speak to that initial moment of recognition when one is disillusioned, as 
well as how the conditions before the experience of being disillusioned dispose one to 
become disillusioned.  

 

7.	  	  Humanistic	  
 
Briefly, this literature, as the psychospiritual and phenomenological, also 

contributes to our understanding of other dimensions of disillusionment, which traditional 
writers suggest are present in this experience, that is, the withdrawal or forgoing of 
individual responsibility for one's life. 

The humanistic approach views a person from a holistic frame of reference. It 
focuses attention on the theme of person-as-potential and indicates that a person is most 
oneself when one is following the dictates of his/ her own spontaneous directiveness. All 
projective being must come from within one's own life and not from another. This view 
points out the problematic of not working through childhood introjected values (God, 
authority, sexual morels) as well as what happens to persons who accept values or beliefs 
that were imposed on them without their integrating them. This results in a discrepancy, 
an incongruity between self and experience, which may lead to being maladjusted or 
disillusioned. 

Rogers (1951) and Fromm (1962) speak within this paradigm to the "true self," 
and the "alienated man." The disillusioned person is one who has lost the ability to find 
interest or meaning in life. From Rogers' position being disillusioned could be viewed in 
terms of the incongruity that is experienced between the real self and the ideal self. When 
one is disillusioned, it reflects that the person may have been following the dictates of 
others, not living from his own "continuing organismic valuing process" (Rogers, 1951, 
p. 522). In being disillusioned, one may disregard introjected values and develop new 
ones or integrate old ones. As one moves from his false illusions to a more realistic 
understanding of life, he becomes more in touch with his own source of responsibility for 
his life rather than others being so. This movement is characteristically found in the 
disillusioned person.  

 

8.	  	  Existential-‐Phenomenological	  

 
Being-in-the-world is simply man's concrete behavior in the world, his mode of 
relating to things and man. Behavior is no mere indicator of an inner state, man 
is his behavior to the world (Kvale and Grenness, 1975, p. 42). 
 
There are not many references to being disillusioned as such in existential-

phenomenological literature, although there are references to being disappointed (a 
possible mode or dimension of being disillusioned). A few speak about being 
disillusioned directly: Becker (1973), Keen (1983), Macomber (1967), Schur (1978), 
Solomon (-1977), and van Kaam (1979). Others have addressed the phenomenon while 
using different terms (anomie, nothingness, fragmented consciousness, fundamental 



	  

anxiety) when they deal with what traditional literature says is one dimension of the 
experience of disillusionment; that is, the inability to find meaning in all things within 
life (Berger, 1969; Frankl, 1978; Kraft, 1974; Merleau-Ponty, 1963 and 1975; Sartre, 
1948 and 1956; Schutz, 1962) Spillman (1974). 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, Socarides (1977) and Rycroft (1955) wrote 
strongly that disillusionment is an affect, a resistance to change, a reaction to the 
situations of danger (p. 553). They both suggest that affect can be problematic in its 
resistance to change. This is one of the perspectives from which the existential-
phenomenological literature could relate to the experience of being disillusioned, that is, 
if the experience is considered to be an emotion or an affect. 

For Sartre (1956) an emotion is a certain way of grasping the world; he talks of 
"emotional behavior." Kvale and Grenness (1975), in dialogue with Sartre's thought, say 
"that in emotions the body changes its relation to the world and the world changes its 
qualities to the bodily behaving subject" (p. 43). 

Being disillusioned could be seen phenomenologically, not as existing "in" a 
person, but rather as a way the body and the world changes its qualities to the bodily 
behaving subject. The person who experiences being disillusioned is a subject acting in 
the world who is his affect. Behavior (experience) is no mere indicator of an inner state; 
one is his/ her behavior to the word; i.e., behavior is one's relatedness to a situation. If 
being disillusioned is a resistant affect, an emotion, the phenomenologist could 
understand this behavior in noncausal terms, i.e., in terms of the structure of 
consciousness. 

Merleau-Ponty (1963) describes affective resistance (which is similar to but not 
identical to a complex, or repressed feelings) as "the possibility of a fragmented life of 
consciousness which does not possess a unique significance at all times" (p. 178). It is 
partial conduct which has an apparent autonomy. Rather than explaining emotions or 
affect causally, Merleau-Ponty speaks about the "inadequate structurations accomplished 
by the subject" (1963, p. 179). He distinguishes the difference in growth which is 
accomplished only by word as compared to growth accomplished by reality. He is critical 
of people in art and religion who believe they are transcending the vital and social 
dialectic, when actually they are distracting themselves. False solutions to reality can be 
recognized when the being of the person does not coincide with what he/ she says, thinks, 
or does. 

From this perspective, disillusioned persons can be seen as those whose being 
doesn't coincide with what they say, think, or do. They don't believe or understand their 
taken-for-granted beliefs or truths in the same way as they did. They express a 
fragmented life of consciousness. The world doesn't signify what it once did. They lose 
the understanding of their place in the world which they thought was fixed, but isn't. 
They experience an incongruity between what they knew and know now. They cling to 
the past with which they are disappointed while they confusedly try to understand the 
present. 

Merleau-Ponty (1975) shows that for Marx (society) and for Freud (conduct) it is 
essential to consciousness to deceive itself (p. 12). He himself said of consciousness in 
the same context, "The consciousness which we have of the child, of other men, of all 
that happens, is by nature, deceptive" (p. 13). Freud would see deceptive consciousness 
as being caused by the unconscious; for Freud, the meaning of human conduct is hidden. 



	  

"Things are never as they seem to be" (Merleau-Ponty, 1975, p. 14). For Marx, it is 
natural for our consciousness to ignore the social and economic relationship out of which 
we speak; i.e., it is natural to conceive man in the image of man of our class (Merleau-
Ponty, 1975, p. 14). 

Given this hiddenness, ambiguity, and the fragmented possibilities of 
consciousness, one can see phenomenologically the experience of being disillusioned as 
an incomplete structure of consciousness. In other words, that which appears real or true 
to an individual is not necessarily the real or the true; it is a perspective of truth. It has 
within its structure the possibility of unfolding more of reality and truth. Merleau-Ponty 
adds: "I face truth not with its negation but with a state of non-truth or ambiguity, the 
actual opacity of my existence" (1962, p. 295). 

Also, the phenomenologists extend, go beyond, the behavioral understanding of a 
person. They dismiss the mechanical conception of behavior and give behavior an 
intentional interpretation. Our meaningful world, "Lebenswelt," appears through our 
practical actions within our natural attitude toward the world. Merleau-Ponty stressed 
how he called "existence" what Watson called behavior. To him behavior is seen in its 
unity: 

 
It [in realism] is not seen that, from the moment behavior is considered 'in its 
unity' and in its human meaning, one is no longer dealing with a material reality 
nor moreover with a mental reality, but with a significative whole or structure 
which properly belongs neither to the external world nor to the internal life 
(1963, p. 182). 
 
Whereas Husserl emphasized intentionality of consciousness, Merleau-Ponty and 

Sartre stress the intentionality of behavior, that is, man's basic relatedness to the world. 
The mental, which previously was encapsulated in a mind or a body, has now become a 
relation, namely the body's relationship to the world, expressed through intentional 
behavior. Behavior for a phenomenologist is meaningful action. Searching is always 
"searching for." Behavior is a relation between person and the world. Thus, being 
disillusioned from a phenomenological perspective can be seen as searching for meaning; 
it appears to involve intentionality. It is not just the absence of a stimulus or an absence 
of an expectation which is not fulfilled. 

Macomber (1967) in his work The Anatomy of Disillusion speaks to a 
fundamental philosophical problem inherent in understanding the disillusioned person. 
He distinguishes between two notions of truth: (a) the traditional distinction between 
subject and object, intellect and thing; (b) the phenomenological notion which regards 
knowledge as derivative of human knowledge and assumes the world belongs to the 
being of Dasein. The traditional notion of truth has come to replace the original 
experiential truth. The history of philosophy has been an illusion, but an illusion from 
which truth is never wholly absent, of which, in fact, it is the vital moving force. 
Macomber says that Heidegger called this the "reigning presence of the mystery in 
illusion" (p. 209). Error and illusion have their origin in truth. Truth seen 
phenomenologically is revelation, not correspondence; i.e., truth continues to reveal 
itself. It is part of the structure of truth (consciousness) to change; thus the disillusioned 
person has to see his/ her truths as containing the possibility of being modified by one's 
changing world and experience. To see truth, an ideal, a belief, as not changing or to not 



	  

see them in a different way over a period of time, is to dispose oneself to become 
disillusioned. 

Schur's (1978) empirical phenomenological research on being disappointed can 
also be helpful in better understanding the structure of being disillusioned. It appears that 
being disappointed is considered by some as a mode of being disillusioned (Jacobson, 
1946; Socarides 1977; Tarachow, 1963). Schur's research indicated that discussions on 
disappointment can be understood in two different senses of the phenomenon. The first 
he calls "situational disappointment" which is directed toward concrete, highly situated 
disappointment. The second dimension, which he calls "stylistic 
disappointment"(disillusionment), is also directed towards disappointment but as "an 
abiding attitude, a general readiness to become disappointed" (1978, p. 45). Socarides 
(1977) as Schur, also considered disillusionment as similar to stylistic disappointment: 

 
His disillusionment with life and with all things constituted a severe block in 
therapy. He [the patient] continuously engaged in a denunciation of the world... 
So this is what life is all about. One can only be deceived, disappointed and hurt... 
I don't know what I want... who I am (p. 5660). 
 
Disillusionment here is seen as a general attitude, style or approach to the world 

which later becomes a chronic attitude of bitterness and defeat. Being disappointed, seen 
as a mode of being disillusioned, enables us to continue Schur's research for further 
understanding of both phenomena. Schur indicated that being disappointed was an affect; 
the person is affected (deprived by the power of the world). He also affirmed that being 
disappointed was a feeling, in that people more or less thematically were affected by a 
particular face of the world. 

Being disillusioned, considered as a desire to remain disappointed, a reluctance to 
move on to other projects (a clinging to the past lost world), is not clearly seen yet as an 
instance of emotional consciousness. If being disillusioned is accepted as the creation of 
a "magical emotional world to replace a difficult instrumental one" (Sartre, 1948,pp. 61-
70), then it may be a form of emotional consciousness. 

Another phenomenologically oriented writer, Marcel (1951), did not address the 
phenomenon of being disillusioned directly either, but he did offer some insights into the 
question of hope, which is intertwined with being disillusioned. Socarides has said the 
disillusioned persons forego hope so that they do not have to experience the depression 
they would experience if they faced the pain of the situation. What is the place of hope 
then in the experience of being disillusioned? 

Marcel (1951) distinguishes two kinds of hope. The first type of hope is a weak 
hope, because it is not well grounded. Here the reasons for hoping are outside of oneself, 
i.e., "far from having their roots in the very depths of what I am" (p. 29). The second style 
of hoping is more intense and is grounded in waiting; it is more genuine than that found 
in a mere desire. Desire tends toward being possessive and egocentric. Genuine hope is 
not egocentric, for to hope is always to hope for others. In disillusionment there may be a 
sense of expecting or counting on the other for something to happen. Marcel sees a 
degradation of hope when it includes a demand on the world, an obligation. The 
disillusioned person may be expressing an inauthentic rendering of hope; i.e., he wants 
the outcome of things on his own terms. 

In refining these issues further, reference can be also made to Gratton (1975) 



	  

where she presents the phenomenologically derived constituents of interpersonal trust. 
Further research may clarify what the relationship is between hope, trust, and being 
disillusioned. If disappointment is a mode of being disillusioned, and if disillusionment is 
the desire to remain being disappointed, it does appear that hope or trust may be 
necessary to assist one through disillusionment as well as be the occasion by which one 
could avoid facing the depression of stark reality. 

Other phenomenologically oriented writers (Berger, 1969; Frankl, 1978) address 
the sense of meaninglessness that traditional literature suggests is part of disillusionment. 
Berger (1969) speaks about the experience of meaninglessness which prevails in one's 
life when a taken-for-granted belief has been shattered. The confrontation with death is 
probably the most marginal situation. Death radically challenges all socially objectivated 
definitions of reality—of the world, of others, and of self. Everything in that world 
becomes dubious (different from what one used to think, unreal). Frankl (1978) speaks 
about man's search for meaning. Students suffer from meaninglessness of life; they 
experience a loss of traditional values and beliefs. All of this brings about feelings of 
futility and emptiness which Frankl termed the "existential vacuum." Frankl's 
logotherapy speaks to the disillusioned person's inability to find interest and meaning in 
his life after the loss of a fundamental belief or value. 

Solomon (1977) in his book The Passions addresses the dimension of 
meaninglessness of the disillusioned person. He states: 

 
The problem of the 'meaning of life'... as it is usually posed... is unanswerable... 
meaning of life is not to be found in those lofty heights [philosophy] but in the 
supposedly sub-philosophical swamps of our passion (p. 23). 
 
Solomon suggests that the passionate dissatisfaction and disillusionment with our 

world and with ourselves emerge from people "learning to despise what is best in 
themselves, to admire and even worship the very impotence that is the source of their 
self-contempt" (p. 24). The problem for the disillusioned person, according to Solomon, 
is not that life lacks meaning, but that certain meanings are demeaning. He suggests that 
one get rid of the supposed "meaninglessness of life" by examining those expressed 
passions that provide a variety of concrete meanings in our lives. (The person in love 
doesn't see life as meaningless, only the depressed person does). Solomon suggests we 
strive to realize the harmonious union and strength of the whole person (reason and 
passion), and thus go beyond the absurd. 

W. Kraft (1974) refers to that aspect of the experience of being disillusioned, 
which according to Socarides and Rycroft is involved in the loss of meaning. According 
to Kraft, in one's experience of the loss of meaning one senses a rupture of conventional 
living. Not only has one lost a belief or value, but he/ she also now has difficulty in 
finding meaning in almost everything. The taken-for-granted is challenged; one doubts if 
anything makes sense. Kraft discusses this experience as "nothingness." It appears to be 
comparable to that aspect of being disillusioned that Socarides talks about where one is 
unable to believe in anything since a fundamental belief has changed or he/ she found out 
it wasn't true. Kraft writes about how the dependable world of meaning now becomes 
uncertain and how one's body feels the heaviness of the struggle. The persons feel left 
alone with themselves. They are in the foreground; others recede to the background. 
Their past is beyond their grasp; the future seems impossible. Others are more present in 



	  

their absence. They are isolated. Being alone can lead them to self-discovery and 
eventually to self-surrender. If they don't surrender to new insights, they may become 
angry, bored, apathetic, indifferent... disillusioned. 

Phenomenologically then, the disillusioned person is seen as one who perceives, 
believes or experiences his/ her relationships to self, world and others to be different from 
what he/ she had originally perceived or understood them to be; i.e., they don't signify 
what they once did. For example, the meaning of God changes; the meaning of one's 
work, one's marriage changes; achieving of goals changes their meaningfulness; i.e., 
oneself, the world, and persons are perceived differently at a later time in life than they 
were earlier. One realizes now that the world he/ she took to be fixed is not so. This 
change, this loss, this alteration in one's belief, or in one's unchallenged assumptions, is 
inherent in the structure of a situation. As Merleau-Ponty indicated, "it is essential to 
consciousness to deceive itself" (1975, p. 13); meanings are hidden. As objects reveal 
themselves, one must dialogue with co-constituted reality in order to keep one's illusions, 
assumptions, beliefs or distorted truths in touch with one's lived experience. Otherwise, 
one will experience disillusionment, that is, a general disappointment from the loss of 
that which was expected, and also meaninglessness. 

As we close this literature review we see that the traditional approaches to the 
experience of being disillusioned develop out of a natural scientific conception of a 
person. The psychoanalytic writers attempt to reduce all reality to mechanics and material 
forces. They represent the psychic processes of idealization and disillusionment as 
movements on the level of quotas of energy (cathexis and anticathexis of imagos). Their 
emphasis on the cognitive and transferential dimensions is acknowledged, but the 
experience means more than this. The behaviorists separate the situation and the 
response, the subject and the object, the interior and the exterior. They see whole activity 
as a sum of sequences of responses; they overlook intentionality and significance of the 
experience. The behaviorists diminish the human, the affective, the meaning of the 
experience. The humanists and psychospiritual writers attempt to integrate intentionality 
and meaning into the understanding of being disillusioned, but this does not adequately 
address the bodily and affective dimension of the lived experience. 

The approach in this dissertation is to take the contributions from each of the 
schools of psychology, as they address usually only one dimension of the experience of 
disillusionment, and contrast, compare and extend these with the existential-
phenomenological literature and empirical data. In this way the researcher is able to 
present a more systematic, holistic and human understanding of the phenomenon of being 
disillusioned as understood from an existential-phenomenological perspective. In other 
words the effort is made to combine the data from the study's findings with the 
behaviorists1 understanding of loss and disappointment, the psychoanalytic and 
psychospiritual insights concerning the preconditions of being disillusioned, and finally 
the humanistic and existential-phenomenological understanding of meaninglessness. 
While considering the divergent and convergent movements between the traditional and 
existential-phenomenological approaches to the experience of being disillusioned, the 
effort is to see the phenomenon in a new way, one which will extend and deepen the 
traditional understanding by allowing the data itself to reveal more of what the 
experience of being disillusioned means. 

 



	  

C.	  	  An	  Existential-‐Phenomenological	  Approach	  
 
Philosophically, the existential-phenomenological approach as used here grows 

out of the philosophical anthropology of the existential-phenomenology propounded by 
such authors as E. Husserl (1970), M. Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1963, 1975), J. P. Sartre 
(1948, 1956) and A. Schutz (1962) among others. Within this orientation a person is 
understood as a being-in-the-world, not a dichotomized body/ mind as found in the 
natural science approach. Here, person/ world are co-constituted; each is dialectically 
related within a primordially unfolding unity. 

Psychologically, existential-phenomenology seeks to understand the meaning 
phenomena have for a person who is always a situated being; a person is not a "thing" or 
a separate entity from his/ her world. What constitutes the phenomenological approach is 
the articulation of the specific structure of being-in-a-situation. This is done by 
bracketing one's theoretical presuppositions so as to allow the phenomenon to reveal 
itself in its situated concreteness. 

This empirical investigation is an example of human science research. It studies 
the phenomenon as it reveals itself prior to biased preconceptualizations as is 
characteristic of the natural scientific approach. The focus is on being disillusioned and 
how the phenomenon shows itself in everyday situations, not as found in maladaptive 
situations. The priority was given to the significance the experience had for the subject, 
not the observer. It was within this approach that the following empirical method of 
research was developed. 

 

II.	  Method	  

 

A.	  	  Collection	  of	  Data.	  	  

 

General	  
 
The method used in this study combines description with reflection. Description 

is primary, but reflection deepens the insights which emerge from the descriptions. The 
movement from the data found in the protocols to the reflections and analysis is 
dialectical rather than linear. This enables the researcher to generate and analyze data in 
such a way as to remain close to the phenomenon as it is lived by the subject. 

 

Specific	  
 
More specifically, the method used basically follows the guidelines developed by 

Fischer (1974) and Giorgi (1971, 1975, 1980). This phenomenological method utilizes 
the meaning-unit approach to data and the written protocol/ interview method of data 
collection. It can be seen from that which follows that the method involves several levels 



	  

of qualitative description and analysis and results in a general structure. The following 
dimensions are included in this method: 

 
1.  The Written Protocol 
2.  Initial Reflections Upon The Written Protocol for Interview Purposes 
3.  Collaborative Interview 
4.  Edited Synthesis 
5.  Designation of Natural Meaning Units 
6.  Transformation of Meaning Units Into Psychological Language (Interrogation 
of meaning units for their psychological relevance to being disillusioned) 
7.  Formulation of Situated Structure 
8.  Formulation of General Structure 
 
The following flow chart is a step-by-step explanation of each aspect found in the 

collection and analysis of the data of this phenomenon. 
 
 





	  

B.	   	   Explanation	  of	   the	   Flow	  Chart	   for	   the	  Method	  of	   Collecting	   and	  Analyzing	  
Data	  

 

Collection	  of	  Data	  
 

Step	  1:	  	  Choice	  of	  Subjects	  
	  

Volunteer descriptions were gathered from the following available sources: 
 
(a) students from the researcher's undergraduate classes, 
(b) co-participants in mid-life and unemployment workshops, 
(c) former clients from the researcher's own private practice. 
 
No S at the time of his/ her participation in this research was involved in 

psychotherapy, although two of the subjects obtained some counseling at one point 
during their disillusioning experience. 

 

Step	  2:	  	  Obtaining	  Written	  Retrospective	  Protocols	  
 
The means of access to the phenomenon were retrospective written descriptions 

from subjects who said they had an experience which they called being disillusioned in 
one of the following three situations: marriage, (b) religion, or (c) career. To help subjects 
reveal in an unbiased manner what it meant to be disillusioned and how the experience 
was concretely lived by them, the researcher (through questions) asked each volunteer to 
respond in writing to the following directions: Please describe as fully as you can one of 
the following situations in which you experienced being disillusioned: (a) marriage, 
religion, (c) career. Within your description would you please describe as fully as you 
can: (a) How you got into the experience of being disillusioned? (b) Also, how you got 
out of it (resolved it), if you did? 

 

Step	  3:	  Initial	  Reflections	  Upon	  the	  Written	  Protocol	  for	  Interview	  Purposes	  
 
Throughout the re-readings of the initial written descriptions, the researcher jotted 

down questions, impressions or intuitions upon which he further reflected. The intention 
here was to prepare and direct the researcher's questions for use in the next step where he 
clarifies deficiencies found in the original protocol. 

 

Step	  4:	  Arrangement	  for	  Collaborative	  Interview	  
 
The researcher arranged a face-to-face taped interview with the subjects within a 

time span which varied from two weeks to one year, depending upon the availability of 
the subject. Each subject was given a typed copy of his/ her original description. He/ she 



	  

was asked to read it initially (thoughtfully) to him self/ hers elf and then a second time 
 aloud to the researcher. The researcher intervened at points to ask for clarification or 
elaboration of his/ her description as based on his reflections found in Step 3. The 
researcher attempted to refer the subject back into the original disillusioning situation and 
have him/ her describe more fully that experience. 

 

Analysis	  of	  Data	  
 

Step	  1:	  Integration	  of	  Collaborative	  Interview	  With	  Original	  Protocol	  	  
 

The researcher integrated the original written protocol with the subject's responses 
to his questions from the collaborative interview. In doing this, he distinguished the latter 
(with an asterisk) from the former. The result of this became the Edited Synthesis. This 
constitutes the researcher's perception of the subject's elaborated recollection of his/ her 
experience. It attempts to give a more chronological reorganization of the subjects' 
expression of the phenomenon, rather than simply how it was described and elaborated in 
the original protocol and collaborative interview. Given the lengthy period of time over 
which some of the subjects' experience of being disillusioned extended (in some cases 
five to ten years), the researcher took the S's description in the order of presentation and 
rearranged it chronologically only where its original presentation greatly deviated from 
an ordinarily understood before, leading up to, during and after unfolding of the 
phenomenon. This reorganization effort of the S's factual description of the sequence of 
events is only an intermediary step in the movement toward a more psychological 
essentiality of the phenomenon which is found later in the situated and general structures. 
In order to facilitate the phenomenological method being used and to insure appropriate 
confidentiality and anonymity of the subjects, the Edited Synthesis, while retaining the 
original words and meanings, was modified in the following non-essential ways: 

 
(a) Personal pronouns were changed from first and second person to third person. 
In particular, "I" was converted to S. 
(b) The researcher's questions were deleted. 
(c) Some awkward repetitions, redundancies and irrelevant phrases were dropped 
where they did not affect the meaning of the whole situation. 
(d) Incomplete or fragmented sentences were edited in such a way as to 
approximate the apparent intended meaning. 
(e) Personal and institutional names were changed or deleted. 
(f) Geographical or social events or other identifying information such as subject's 
career, agency, etc., were converted to similar designations of equal significance. 
 

Step	  2:	  Indication	  of	  Natural	  Meaning	  Units	  
 
The researcher read through the entire Edited Synthesis many times in order to 

get a sense of the whole. He then indicated the perceived natural meaning units. These 
were natural gestalts that stood out for him. That is, trusting his spontaneous yet 
disciplined perception, the researcher, with the set of a psychologist, responded to 



	  

relevant distinctions or shifts in meaning within the description and then divided the text 
into natural meaning units according to these initial perceptions. Each meaning unit was 
written from the perspective of the whole in which it participates not from the perspective 
of any isolated part. In doing this, the researcher continued to distinguish (with an 
asterisk*) the taped, clarifying data (gathered in the collaborative interview) from the 
original written protocol. 

 

Step	   3:	   Integration	   and	   Transformation	   of	  Natural	  Meaning	  Units	   Into	   Psychological	  
Understanding	  of	  the	  Phenomenon	  

 
The researcher here states as simply as possible the psychological significance of 

the theme that dominates the natural meaning unit in terms of this specific study; i.e., 
what is being disillusioned for this subject (in this situation) and how did it come about. 
In other words, in this step, the researcher interrogates the idea with a specific set or 
attitude: what does this statement tell him as a psychologist about the meaning of being 
disillusioned? He asks what is the theme of this meaning unit that is revelatory of the 
phenomenon. The intention here is to interrogate and transform the meaning units into a 
psychological thematic understanding relevant to the phenomenon of being disillusioned. 

 

Step	  4:	  Formulation	  of	  Situated	  Structure	  
 
The researcher attempts to tie together into descriptive statements the essential 

non-redundant themes for their ideographic value. This level of analysis includes the 
concreteness and specifics of the actual research situation. The intention here is to 
describe the basic reality of this phenomenon in a deeper way rather than how it was 
understood as lived by each subject. Here the order of relations at an essential level is 
different than at an actual lived level. The effort is to penetrate the factual order, and to 
express and comprehend a more essential understanding of the known relationships 
among constituents found in this situation for this subject. Some units dropped out while 
others became more significant in order to comprehend the psychological temporality and 
meaning of the description in a deeper way rather than just revealing the factual 
unfolding found in actual time. The emphasis here is not on the facts alone, but the 
meaning beyond the facts, the intended structure of the facts. 

The numbers included in the Situated Structure refer to the concrete data, the 
transformed meaning units found in the meaning-unit Tables, from which the situated 
structures emerge. 

 

Step	  5:	  Formulation	  of	  General	  Structure	  
 
Through a dialogue among all the situated structures, the researcher develops a 

statement (a general structure) that leaves out the particulars of the nine specific 
situations, and focuses on the transituational dimensions of the phenomenon of being 
disillusioned for their nomothetic value. The researcher's effort here is to show 
meaningful relationships among the interrelated constituents of all nine of the involved 
disillusioning situations, i.e., to discover what was essential to the phenomenon in its 



	  

generality. The researcher does this in order to deepen the understanding of what it means 
foundationally to be disillusioned, i.e., to show the inter dependency of the relationship 
of the constituents at a more essential level. 

 

Ethical	  Principles	  in	  the	  Conduct	  of	  Research	  With	  Human	  Participants	  
 
To protect the researcher and the subjects from unethical procedures while doing 

research with humans, he followed the guidelines given in Ethical Principles of 
Psychologists (1981) and The Ethical Principles in the Conduct of Research with Human 
Participants (1973). This outlines among other principles: (a) the need for informed 
consent to participate, (b) the absence of coercion, (c) assurance of confidentiality, etc, 

 

C.	  Characteristics	  of	  the	  Subjects	  

 
While trying to control or allow for contamination from unintended biases, the 

following additional characteristics of the subjects were considered: 
 
1.  Sex: male/ female - open to both. 
2.  Race: white/ black - open to both. 
3. Age: limited according to that which is appropriate for predetermined 
situations. 
4. Verbal: S must be able to describe in writing or at least verbalize the 
experience. 
5.  Level of Education: sufficient to articulate the experience even though one 
may not label it as such. 
6.  Occupation: no limit. 
7.  Interval of time between the initial experience and the written protocol. This 
varied from 6 months to 10 years. 
8. Number of Interviews: 1 or 2, whichever was necessary to obtain a full 
description of the experience. 
 
 





	  

III.	  Exemplification	  of	  Method	  

The following is an exemplification of the phenomenological method used by the 
researcher in this empirical investigation. The effort here is to give concrete examples of 
the data which were gathered, thus indicating that the phenomenological method has an 
empirical aspect to it; i.e., it is not just a philosophical/ theoretical exercise in the 
understanding of the behavior of humans. The results section and discussion of results are 
empirically tied to the data as it was described (lived) not as theoretically preconceived 
by the researcher. 

The analysis presented here is grounded in the original data from subject #1(R). 
She was one of three subjects who experienced what she described as being disillusioned 
with religion. 

The step-by-step procedure follows the flow chart which is presented on page 54. 
Because of the length of the collaborative interview and the transformed meaning units, 
only excerpts of these are presented for the sake of space. However, the reader may refer 
to the Appendix for the entire presentation of these in order to appreciate more fully their 
detailed development. 

The capital letter in brackets which follows the subjects' number indicates in what 
situation they were disillusioned. For example, SS. #1, 2, 3 (R) were disillusioned with 
religion; SS #4, 5, 6 (M) were disillusioned in marriage; SS #7, 8, 9 (C) were 
disillusioned in their careers. 

 
Subject #1 
Religious Disillusionment 

The	  Written	  Protocol	  

I was raised as a Roman Catholic in a family of eight children. We all attended 
CCD classes until we graduated from high school, at which time my mother thought 
going to a Catholic college was the best decision I've ever made. 

But what is the Catholic religion and who is this God I've been told about, led to 
depend on and then abandoned by? My CCD teachers would say, God is everywhere, 
omniscient, omnipotent, and yet He didn't hear me screaming out to Him for help. I 
believed in a God who would protect me and answer my prayers, as long as I believed in 
Him and tried to follow the moral code He handed down. 

This year, however, my boyfriend was rejected from medical school after I prayed 
for nearly a year for his acceptance. "Please, dear God, please, let Stephen be accepted to 
medical school." Every Mass I went to, every extra bit of effort or concentration, in any 
activity, was devoted to God as appeasement, if He would only answer my prayer. 

The night I heard that Stephen was rejected from medical school I abandoned my 
belief - that God is a wonderful Father and friend who answers all your prayers. I swore 
that "son of a bitch is not a part of my everyday life. He doesn't know what the hell I'm 
doing down here. How could He care? How could He know me or Stephen, for this is all 
we wanted: medical school." 

Catholicism, my parents, and close friends taught me to put all my trust in God, to 



	  

believe in the Supreme Being as I would a dearest friend. That "friend" slammed a door 
cruelly in my face. I no longer wanted a part of that friendship. What a myth I had 
believed in for so long a time. The teachings of all those nuns and priests were washed 
away by reality, harsh, unfair reality. Accusations of religion as escapism rang true in my 
ears and I began to strike out at the believers for their naïveté. 

Now I want to learn a true religion. One which will teach me about self-
responsibility, not dependence upon a God for all my wants and needs. God doesn't 
answer prayers with a swift, effortless intervention. I work for what I want and I alone 
am to credit or blame for what I achieve or do not achieve. 

Initial	  Reflections	  Upon	  Written	  Protocol	  For	  Interview	  Purposes	  

I was raised as a Roman Catholic in a family of eight children. We all attended 
CCD class until we graduated from high school, at which time my mother thought going 
to a Catholic college was the best decision I've ever made. 

I want to know more about what S means by being raised a Catholic. How did this 
influence the way the S thought and believed initially? Interestingly, S said her mother 
thought going to a Catholic college was the best decision she ever made. What did S 
herself think of it? 

But what is the Catholic religion and who is this God I've been told about, led to 
depend on and then abandoned by? My CCD teachers would say, God is everywhere, 
omniscient, omnipotent, and yet He didn't hear me screaming out to Him for help. I 
believed in Him and tried to follow the moral code He handed down. 

I wonder how S depended on God, what did that mean for her? How did S see 
God as a protector - over everything? I need to know more about S's understanding that 
by following the moral code God would protect her. Did God not fulfill her expectations? 

Collaborative	  Interview	  

R. I would like you to read your description quietly to yourself and then re-read it 
out loud. During this time I'll interrupt you at points where you could clarify for me more 
specifically what you mean by your statements, o.k. ? 

S. I was raised as a Roman Catholic in a family of eight children. 
We all attended CCD class until we graduated from high school at which time my 

mother thought going to a Catholic college was the best decision I've ever made. 
R. O.K. Could you tell me what it meant to you to be raised in a Catholic family 

at this time? 
S. Authority was the key idea of Catholicism in our house. My mother looks to 

authority of the church, and we look to that authority, as well as to the authority of my 
father. That is a big thing. If you had a problem, if you couldn't find something, you 
prayed to Saint Anthony. There was always something to turn to, some other vital 
authority that was going to straighten things out. 

R. Could you tell me a little more about how you lived as a child and adolescent? 
S. When I was a child, I would turn to another as a kind of an authority. I always 

prayed for things to get done the way I wanted them to get done and I prayed that God 
would help me do that. When I went to college, I couldn't divorce myself totally from 
home. I wanted to develop myself. I played both ends. I tried to maintain the old and 
develop the new. 



	  

 
Subject No. 1 
Religion Disillusionment 

Edited	  Synthesis	  

S was raised as a Roman Catholic in a family of eight children. They all attended 
C.C.D. class until they graduated from high school at which time S's mother thought 
going to a Catholic college was the best decision S ever made. *Authority was the key 
idea of Catholicism in S's home. Her mother looked to authority of the church and S 
looked to that authority as well as to the authority of her father. That was the big thing. If 
S had a problem, if she couldn't find something, she prayed to St. Anthony. There was 
always something to turn to, some other vital authority that was going to straighten things 
out. When S was a child, she prayed for things to get done the way she wanted them to 
get done and S prayed that God would help her do that. When S went to college she 
couldn't divorce herself totally from home. She played both ends; she wanted to develop 
herself while maintaining the old and developing the new. 

S questions what is the Catholic religion and who is this God she has been told 
about, led to depend on and then abandoned by? S's C.C.D. teachers would say God is 
everywhere, omniscient, omnipotent, and yet He didn't hear her screaming out to Him for 
help. S believed in a God who would protect her and answer her prayers, as long as she 
believed in Him and tried to follow the moral code He handed down. *S believed in a 
God that was a magician. If S played by His rules (follow the moral code, no premarital 
sex, obey her parents) then she would get what she asked for. If S did her part, she got 
rewarded. If she didn't do what was right she felt guilty. It was ok to ask because S was 
keeping her end of the bargain. S thought for sure that in some way it was going to work 
out because she believed in God and God was going to provide. If S didn't do anything to 
make Him angry at her, then He would provide. There was no reason why He wouldn't… 
that was His end of the deal. *For S God was everywhere and she meant everywhere. S 
felt His presence was always there, not that S felt any transcendent presence but more 
like a big brother looking over her. There was nothing S could do that God didn't know 
about. S felt she really had to watch her end of the deal. *S was taught by a few nuns and 
for some reason she got this maternal figure. It played on S's understanding of God, for 
the nuns always took care of what one was going to do, just like God. S was also told by 
priests that if she lived a good life, things would work out for her. 

*In S's friendships she demands a lot of people and she expects a lot from them. 
She does things for them and S expects the same from them. It is the same with S's 
relationship to God. S will do this for Him (obey her parents, live a good life) in the same 
way, He reciprocates in what He can do for her. Catholicism, S's parents and close friends 
taught her to put all her trust in God, to believe in the Supreme Being as she would a 
dearest friend. That friend slammed a door cruelly in S's face. She no longer wanted a 
part of that friendship. What a myth S had believed in for so long a time. The teachings 
of all those nuns and priests were washed away by reality, harsh unfair reality. 

This year S's boyfriend was rejected from medical school after S prayed for nearly 
a year for his acceptance: "Please, dear God, please let Stephen be accepted to medical 
school." Every Mass S went to, every extra bit of effort or concentration in any activity 
was devoted to God as appeasement, if He would only answer S's prayer. *For example, 



	  

S would go jogging. She would run the extra mile (four instead of three). S would say, 
"Show Him you really want it." S would go the extra mile or would practice tennis an 
extra hour in the middle of a hot summer day; in relationships, S would bite her tongue 
instead of saying anything. *When S would go to church, she would try to be really 
attentive at Mass and to what the priest would be saying. S would try to open herself up 
to what God was going to tell her at that time. She was looking for some indication of 
whether she was holding up her end of the bargain and where He was going to deliver on 
his end. After S's living a whole year devoting so much activity to this friend, it was a 
personal kind of thing. It was a real motivating force. Then all of a sudden there wasn't 
this motivation, this friend, this object of all love activity, prayers, hopes, and beliefs. In 
doing this appeasement thing before Stephen was rejected, S's search was very intense. 
This really involved every part of her life. S really set herself up for a big letdown. 
Everything led up to eventual disillusionment. It was all well intended. S was a perfect 
angel for a while. 

The night Stephen was rejected from medical school S abandoned her belief—that 
God is a wonderful Father and friend who answers all her prayers. S swore that "son of a 
bitch is not a part of my everyday life. He doesn't know what the hell I am doing down 
here. How could He care? How could He know me or Stephen, for this is all we wanted: 
medical school?" *S really felt disillusioned. Everything just fell through that night. S 
just could not understand or believe any more: first that Stephen was rejected and second, 
that, all of a sudden, all that activity, all that belief, all that tradition and praying... all that 
was worthless. S angrily swore out at God at that moment. What S had believed in, wasn't 
true any more. When reality became harsh enough, S couldn't maintain her belief in God 
any more. S felt she misunderstood herself. All of a sudden she was somebody new. S 
was thinking differently. That is when S realized, "Oh, jeez, I may have been fooling 
myself; have all of these people contributed to my deception?" S thinks it was a deception 
on the part of others, too; it wasn't just on her own. 

It is funny that S even should mention God at that moment for she felt, "Oh! He is 
not around. He is not here. He hasn't been here. All that time wasted." S shouldn't even 
say she felt abandoned because at that moment S realized He wasn't there so He couldn't 
abandon her. Up to that point S really thought that He was there. S really believed that He 
was there. It wasn't that she knew or understood... she guesses, she just hoped He was. S 
felt she wasn't supported any more by His physical presence. It was all on her end. It was 
an illusion for S to believe in this figure. S made it up with a lot of help from parents and 
educators. S built up her own set of dreams, hopes and expectations; and then the whole 
beautiful picture was blown to pieces. Reality really smashed this vision. It was very 
disillusioning for S. 

*S found out about Stephen's rejection around midnight. She had a friend with 
her, but she was of no help. They always had seemed to communicate well. But that night 
she was off on a whole different understanding of what happened. S was trying to tell her 
friend of her anger at God and that there was no way God could be a part of this world, 
no way that He could have let this happen. S could have prayed to Him; if He were a part 
of this world, He would have answered. So He is not. But her friend was off on a whole 
different tangent. She couldn't understand where S was—she couldn't reach S. S yelled at 
her. S was upset; her friend left, she was alone. S cried; she felt the darkness of the room; 
she wallowed in her anger, alone in the dark. S thinks the whole idea of disillusionment 



	  

puts one alone. Religion pulls in all the people. Everybody is supported and everybody is 
in God's world together. When that falls apart, one is alone. This is the result of the whole 
experience. Well—now S is responsible for her own life. 

After being disillusioned, S was all tied up with the rejection from medical 
school. S had to worry about the future which wasn't there. What was the future going to 
be without medical school? S spent a lot of time alone. *The disillusioning experience 
was a pretty sudden thing because the next day S ran out in the field and dared God once 
again to come alive, be here and He wasn't. S sat on top of this fence; she remembered 
something she read, something existential— about God not being (Sartre she thinks). S 
doesn't know if she questioned the existence of God; she guesses she said, "Well, I guess 
it doesn't apply that way." When S says that, she means that she no longer talks to God 
any more and expects an answer. S doesn't know how long it took to move from this; she 
doesn't think very long. The next day S sat in the field angry as hell—questioning. S was 
still battling with the whole idea of what was true and what she thought was true. S dared 
God to be what He was. She said, "Come on, at least make a bird sing; I am really feeling 
bad." S felt out of it sitting there so defiantly. S went running again, but she didn't run the 
extra mile; she barely made it to where she wanted to go. S would go to church to just sit, 
listen and see what the priest was saying, to see what she was getting all along, to see 
whether she was deceived or whether she deceived herself or she would ask, "Are they 
saying the truth?" When S goes to church, the priest reads the Gospel and gives the 
sermon. S can listen to it in many different ways. Before S's disillusionment she heard the 
priest say: God will provide—you have to live a good life to get the reward in Heaven or 
whatever. All kinds of "if themes." Now S can listen to the same sermon and hear: "Look, 
you are responsible for your life." It was partly their fault and partly the way S perceived 
religion. It is God's plan if they don't want to assume responsibility for their own life— 
God will take care of it for them. 

*S thinks that intellectually she was ready to move beyond the experience but her 
faith clouded over all her understanding. S had read a lot of Sartre and existential 
thought, so she means it didn't take her very long to realize that she just doesn't talk to 
God and expect an answer. *S had a hard time dealing with not having her prayers 
answered. S could accept Stephen not being accepted into medical school but not 
rejection of her prayers. It didn't take long; it was a total sweep. 

Now S wants to learn a true religion. One which will teach her about self 
responsibility, not dependence upon a God for all she wants and needs. God doesn't 
answer prayers with a swift effortless intervention. S works for what she wants and S 
alone is to credit or blame for what she achieves or does not achieve. *Before (her 
disillusionment) S would just let God take care of things. Now S has to make things work 
out. If S is bad she accepts the consequences of her actions. If S does good for others, it 
doesn't mean she is going to get into University; that just doesn't work any more. It is like 
studying in a way. There is a real change in the way Sstudies, too (this comes from 
reading Sartre on freedom and responsibility). Now S does things for herself. S studies 
and learns things so that she understands them, not so much for the grade or for the 
teacher. S used to "brownie" for grades. *So this was much more than this one experience 
of disillusionment—it was in every aspect of S's understanding of people and authority. S 
used to look to authority for rewards, not only to God. S thinks she moved through more 
than one experience, not only with God. It could also be the result of the God experience. 



	  

*S can't any more go yelling at God—swear at Him. Whatever S does or whatever 
happens, S is responsible for that action. S is also the one to credit when it works out. S 
can't go looking for a scapegoat any more and she can't go looking for a magical 
person—one who is going to wave a wand—to look over her. This is frightfully difficult. 
In a way it is an aloneness. In another way it is developing S by opening her up to seeing 
others as not just ways of getting rewards or whatever. S doesn't express this well for she 
is right there now. The biggest word right now is responsibility. Being free to do what S 
wants is assuming responsibility for her action and she can look at others differently. As 
a matter of fact, S just had a run-in with a nun—she was ready to tell her off—but she 
didn't, out of respect (but that is going back to the authority figure). She had no right to 
say what she said to S or what she expected of S, so S said, "Look lady, too bad." 
Whereas before, S would have broken her back to please her. 

*Now S's thoughts of God are still confused. S can't find God in the world 
because she was always waiting for God to hit her over the head with a 2-x-4 and say, 
"Here I am, this is what I am going to do for you." Now S has to change her whole 
outlook about God. S has to figure out a belief or faith in something which she really 
doesn't know. S can't or doesn't know God. How is she going to know what to believe. S 
doesn't know but there has to be a Faith. S doesn't know if she has the Faith, because she 
needs something. S can't have something rational. S thinks that it is going to end up 
somehow that God is within her when she is doing what she feels is best or what is right 
for her. Not just in an egocentric way. It is a feeling that S is all right. S's thesis work 
shows that others experience God as being within (self-awareness, peacefulness, love of 
others) but as evident in nature. S is looking. She has her eyes open. 

*S doesn't want to put all her eggs into one basket again. Now S is more cautious, 
downright skeptical. But S can't go wrong as long as she stays true to herself. That is 
really where S is now. S just wants to keep hold of what she believes in and what she is 
getting out of life. S thinks it will become evident if she just is open and aware of herself. 
It has to come from within her. She can't listen to many priests or nuns any more. They 
have some good ideas, but S has to validate them from her own experience. S can't go 
blindly jumping into something any more. Before, S did what they said was good for her. 
Now it has to be translated through her life experiences. The hardest point for S now is 
praying. S doesn't know what prayer is supposed to be. S always thought of prayer as a 
petition for something; S doesn't know what it is now. And S doesn't really know if God 
is a part of her life or not. Maybe He just made the watch get started ticking and then we 
take over. S really doesn't know. 

*S realizes she has to look into her own experience, but the problem is going 
beyond. This whole experience just wiped away her Faith. All her intellectualizing isn't 
going to get her Faith back. All her reading, understanding, questioning is not going to 
get that Faith back. The question whether there is something to believe in has been 
undermined by S's whole past. It is very difficult, even though she had this experience of 
disillusionment to wipe away the concept - well -of having a Supreme Being - that is 
benevolent. S still has that hope that there still is. But now S has to think of it differently. 
S has to have Faith in a different kind of understanding of that Being, one that really 
affirms her responsibility, her experience, her existence. That Faith is the hardest part, for 
Faith is all tied up with illusion. In Faith it is not something that is tangible; the illusion is 
just as intangible as Faith. S thinks illusion is more in the realm of Faith, not reason. 



	  

Expectations are reasons to S; that puts it more on a rational level. 
*Now S doesn't consider herself as being disillusioned because she has a different 

(new) set of values. S can't say that she has resolved the thing. As S sits here now, she 
still can say she doesn't know what to believe yet. S is still questioning and is skeptical 
about what to believe. The anger is gone; that was short-lived. S's anger was actually tied 
up with her disillusionment. As S said before, with her understanding of God, she can't be 
angry with God any more. She can't be expecting anything from God any way. It is all 
herself. So at some point, S just abandoned the idea of God being there. S realized there 
was only herself. S's anger sort of just dissipated into cynicism, which is still a part of 
her. S recalls other people, born-again types. They felt bad that Stephen wasn't accepted 
into medical school. S said, "Get out of here with your God. I don't know how you expect 
your prayers to be answered." That was anger, downright. S began to strike out at 
believers for their naïveté. S blew up at them. 

*S considers herself a skeptic or a cynic now. When she is in a conversation with 
people who believe in a God that she believed in, she is cynical and questioning. S tries 
to put them on the spot; she tries to make them see the reality that she saw, which they 
don't. So that is still very much a part of S. For S, disillusionment is a short-lived, angry 
feeling which has a lot of consequences and ramifications that come from it. There is 
anger, cynicism; it changes. The moment of disillusionment didn't last very long for her, 
but she doesn't think she can separate it very easily. It is anger, skepticism; it is a change 
of beliefs. They all come together. After being disillusioned, everything took a very 
serious turn. Everything. All S's studies became searches for this new kind of God. That 
is when S started on her thesis. S was reading Marcel, Sartre, a lot of questioning books. 
S was also so cautious about everything because she was so wiped out, reserved, except 
when the topic came up about God. S would get boisterous. When someone tried to talk 
to her, as if they were going to reach her and understand her, be empathetic, S would say, 
"Forget it." There is no way they could do it. S was closed off to them. She experienced 
something which they could never touch. It was her own. It was a feeling of being very 
solitary. Accusations of religion as an escapism rang true in S's ears. 

*S could handle the rejection from medical school; it was the disillusionment and 
anger that bothered her. It was the importance of the belief in God that she had. To have 
this wiped out was much more important than Stephen's being rejected from medical 
school, much more important. This belief in God was the only thing on S's mind. It was 
always on her mind. Every discussion she had, S could remember she tried to turn it 
around and she would ask, "Why talk about all of this, if there isn't any God?" First get 
this straight. S couldn't do anything—no, seriously, that is the truth. S would ask people, 
"What do you believe about God? When you pray, how do you pray?" That was the big 
question, how do you pray? S then took a course in Psychology of Religion. S wanted to 
know what is it that is more genuine to believe. Without this belief nothing meant 
anything to S. This takes on more power when one talks about God, for this is supposed 
to be the ultimate meaning of life, the purpose, the direction to life. S realized she wanted 
to get squared away, S really thinks it was disillusionment. 

Meaning	  Units	  
	  

The following is an example of meaning units of the Edited Synthesis and their 
transformed meanings insofar as they are revelatory of the structure of being disillusioned 



	  

for S #1(R): 
 
The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
14. For example, S would go jogging. She would run the extra mile (4 instead of 
3). S would say, "Show Him you really want it." S would go the extra mile or 
would practice tennis an extra hour in the middle of a hot summer day; in 
relationships, S would bite her tongue instead of saying anything. *When S 
would go to church, she would try to be really attentive at Mass and to what the 
priest would be saying. S would try to open herself up to what God was going to 
tell her at that time. She was looking for some indication of whether she was 
holding up her end of the bargain and where He was going to deliver on His end. 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned, 
14. Through extra appeasing efforts, S rigidly attempted to assure herself of 
receiving reciprocation in her bargain with Assumptive Other, i.e., for Him to 
reward her for her good behavior just as she anticipated.  
 
The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
15. *After S's living a whole year devoting so much activity to this friend, it was 
a personal kind of thing. It was a real motivating force. Then all of sudden there 
wasn't this motivation, this friend, this object of all love activity, prayers, hopes, 
beliefs. 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned, 
15. All of a sudden, after a year of extra appeasing activity, S experiences loss of 
this object, this personal, friendly, loving motivation force (Assumptive Other). 
 
The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
 

16. *In doing this appeasement thing before Stephen was rejected, S's search was 
very intense. This really involved every part of her life. S really set herself up for 
a big letdown. Everything led up to eventual disillusionment. It was all well 
intended. S was a perfect angel for a while. 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned. 
16. Before not being rewarded, well-intentioned S intensely and exclusively 
pursued appeasement activity which contributed to the possibility of her eventual 
disillusionment and letdown. 
 
The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
 

17. The night Stephen was rejected from medical school S abandoned her belief—
that God is a wonderful Father and friend who answers all her prayers. 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned. 
17. When S's important and personally anticipated reward was not forthcoming, 
she abandoned her belief in a friendly Assumptive Other who would fulfill her 
expectations/ beliefs as anticipated. 
 



	  

The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
18. S swore that "son of a bitch is not a part of my everyday life." He doesn't 
know what the hell I am doing down here. How could He care? How could He 
know me or Stephen? 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned. 
18. Angrily, S swears out at her Assumptive Other for not automatically fulfilling 
her beliefs/ expectations. 
 
The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
19. *S really felt disillusioned. Everything just fell through that night. S just could 
not understand or believe any more: first that Stephen was rejected and second, 
that, all of a sudden, all that activity, all that belief, all that tradition and 
praying… all that was worthless. 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned. 
19. That night S felt disillusioned; everything seemed to fall through when she 
realized she couldn't understand or believe anymore in all of her traditional beliefs 
and appeasement activity. 
 
The meaning units of the Edited Synthesis. 
20. S angrily swore out at God at that moment. What S had believed in, wasn't 
true any more. When reality became harsh enough, S couldn't maintain her belief 
in God any more. 
Constituents (central themes) of the meaning units as revelatory of the structure of 
being disillusioned. 
20. In the rupture of reality, the disillusionment (falling through situation), S 
angrily swears out and suddenly realizes that her previous belief in Assumptive 
Other to be not true any more. 
 
 

S #1 (R) 

Situated	  Structure	  
	  

The possibility of becoming and being disillusioned emerged for this S in this 
situation when she, having a bargaining and excessively dependent relationship with her 
Assumptive Other (God), was confronted with a discrepant experience that suddenly 
shattered her taken-for-granted, unquestioned and rigidly assumed belief/ expectation. S 
had constituted Assumptive Other such as to receive a reward, a response for her belief/ 
expectation, for her correct moral behavior, rather than just assume personal 
responsibility for the consequences of her own behavior (1, 5, 6, 7). 

Contributing to the possibility of becoming disillusioned was S's being grounded 
in an insular religious world in which she was taught by expert others to trust and believe 
in an Assumptive Other as she would trust and believe in a dearest friend. As S attempted 
to please each, she constituted them so that she anticipated commensurate reciprocation 
from each (1, 10, 11). The possibility of becoming disillusioned was increased by S 



	  

confidently trusting that Assumptive Other would be physically present to her while 
protecting her and fulfilling her expectations/ beliefs only in the manner she anticipated 
(11, 6, 5, 9, 8). 

Also contributing to the possibility of becoming disillusioned were S's well-
intentioned, extra appeasing efforts by which she constituted Assumptive Other such as 
to assure her of a reward from Him. This failed not only to bring the anticipated reward 
but also ironically left S more open to the possibility of being disillusioned (13, 14, 16). 

Initially, being disillusioned meant for this S feeling physically abandoned by her 
Assumptive Other when she realized that the outcomes of her belief/ expectations were 
not forthcoming as she had constituted them (2, 3, 4, 16). When abandoned by 
Assumptive Other and not rewarded as anticipated, being disillusioned further meant that 
S started to question not only the value of Assumptive Other but also her changed 
relationship to Him (4). 

All of a sudden, after these many previous appeasing efforts, S experienced being 
disillusioned in the absence, the loss of her personal, friendly loving, motivating force of 
Assumptive Other. She realized at that moment that she was alone (16). He apparently 
had not been present to her as she previously constituted her belief in Him (22). Up to 
that moment S had lived as true her taken-for-granted belief that He supported her and 
was physically present to her. 

Being disillusioned came to mean for this S feeling angry, misunderstood, 
deceived and alone (26). At that time, when Assumptive Other failed to reward or fulfill 
S's vitally important beliefs/ expectations, the rigidly believed teachings of religious-
expert-others were lost, extinguished (12, 17, 13). 

When S became disillusioned, everything fell through as she realized she could no 
longer understand or believe in all of her traditional beliefs or appeasement efforts (19). S 
angrily swore out at Assumptive Other for not fulfilling her important personal belief / 
expectations. S suddenly realized that her previous belief in Assumptive Other was not 
true anymore (20). S felt misunderstood, confusedly deceived by self or others and she 
began to understand herself differently (21). S recognized the discrepancy (lack of 
confirmation) between her previous unexamined beliefs and expectations which were 
learned (introjected from expert others) and her present lived experience of the absence 
of the presence of a supporting Assumptive Other (24). 

Being disillusioned now meant that S, after initially withdrawing momentarily to 
be alone, futilely tried to reactivate (hang on to) her lost previously felt physical presence 
of Assumptive Other. S withdrew from her physical appeasement activity, although she 
continued efforts to clarify whether she was deceived by her self or others (29, 31, 32, 
33). S came to realize that her being deceived meant it developed from both expert others 
and her own incorrect perception of her beliefs and assumptions, i.e., that she would be 
automatically rewarded and cared for by Assumptive Other (35). Before being 
disillusioned S constituted Assumptive Other such that He would automatically reward 
her for good behavior. Now in being disillusioned this means for her that she understands 
this relationship differently. She now has responsibility for her own behavior; authority 
has to be grounded in self not in Assumptive Other (34). For this S being disillusioned 
continued to be that she realized, through existential readings, that she was intellectually 
ready to move beyond her magical, bargaining relationship with Assumptive Other, but 
her rigidly held view of faith hindered her from doing so (36). S could accept not being 



	  

rewarded for previous expectations, but reluctantly accepted the quick total restructuring 
required of her lost past belief system and her relationship with Assumptive Other (37). 

Now for this S being disillusioned means being less angry with Assumptive Other 
through her constituting a new relationship with Assumptive Other (42). S wants to learn 
a true belief system which teaches her to assume responsibility (although it is painfully 
difficult) for her behavior and needs, and not depend on or expect Assumptive Other to 
reward her for good behavior (55, 42, 43, 39). Through existential reading S also 
differently understands her motivation now to be self rewarding rather than to be one 
which expects rewards for pleasing others. S also sees others now as less a means of 
reward for her (44, 40). 

For this S being disillusioned came to be a cautious and skeptical questioning, 
hanging on to the possibility of openly searching for an empirically evident, benevolent 
Assumptive Other (49, 45, 47, 46, 48, 54), S strives to distinguish between a belief 
constituted on Faith, (47, 46, 53) which transcends intellectualizing, and one just 
constituted on reason (47, 46, 53). Now S sees belief in God as being internally 
grounded, evident through altruistic behavior of self and others (48) and not grounded in 
authority of external, expert others (50, 48). S still holds on to a Faith belief that affirms 
her responsibility and existence yet goes beyond reason (52). Concurrently, S 
experienced loss of her previous certitude that Assumptive Other was present in her life 
and she questioned His role in her life, for she now only cautiously and skeptically 
constitutes a relationship (non-totalized) with Him (50, 52). After being disillusioned, S's 
search became serious, intense, not joyful. The wiped-out, reserved, cautious S became 
boisterous if questioned about her belief (64). S was closed off and hostile toward naive 
others (64) who believed as she did previously (63). 

For this S being disillusioned ceased to be a thematic actuality in the face of her 
newly assumed responsible personal values. S doesn't see herself as being disillusioned 
but rather as being skeptical toward those who naively believe as she formerly did (61). S 
still is skeptically unresolved in her questioning and knowing what to believe. S now 
doesn't automatically expect anything from others only from herself (58). There is still a 
lot of reverberation throughout her life from the disillusionment. This all came together 
in anger, skepticism and change of beliefs (62). 

S grieved the lost value of her belief/ system (65) as she searched for clarification 
for the ultimate meaning of her life (67). All other activities appeared to be unimportant 
until S took a college course to gain further clarification of what and how to believe 
differently in Assumptive Other than she did in the past (66). 

 

IV.	  Results	  

 
In an effort to arrive empirically at a general structure of being disillusioned, this 

researcher dialogued with the situated structures and the transformed central themes of 
each protocol. On the way towards the articulation of a general structure of being 
disillusioned, certain essential and interrelated meanings of the phenomenon emerged as 
significant. These meanings showed themselves when the researcher asked the following 



	  

questions of the data, which enabled him to obtain certain specific profiles and ultimately 
a general structure of the phenomenon: 

 
(a) What are the essential constituents of the phenomenon? 
(b) What is the temporality of the phenomenon? 
(c) How did the persons live through or take up the experience of being 
disillusioned? 
(d) How did the persons resolve being disillusioned, if they did? 
 
In the following section an attempt is made to respond to these questions in light 

of how the data appears to this researcher. 
 

A.	  Essential	  Constituents	  of	  Being	  Disillusioned	  
 
In reference to the first of the previously mentioned questions, the following were 

found to be the essential constituents of being disillusioned: 
 
(a) The unquestioning, anticipatory stance toward the outcome of a relationship 
with the significant other as constituted by one's expectations/ beliefs. 
(b) The confrontive, disconfirming manner by which one comes to realize one is 
disillusioned. 
(c) The crucial commitment to that situation over which one is disillusioned. 
(d) The illusory, distorted way of constituting one's relationship with significant 
others through one's expectations or beliefs. 
(e) The manner of understanding the crucial loss, and its reverberations to the rest 
of the person's world of meaning. 
(f) The "ironic twist" which is present. 
(g) The inauthentic manner in which one hoped. 
 

1.	  The	  Unquestioning	  Anticipatory	  Stance	  Toward	  Possible	  Outcomes	  of	  a	  Significant	  
Relationship	  As	  Constituted	  By	  One's	  Expectations/	  Beliefs.	  

 
One of the most significant empirical constituents of being disillusioned which 

emerged in this research was the subjects' essentially unquestioning, anticipatory stance 
toward the future outcome of their situations, i.e., of the outcome of their expectations/ 
beliefs which were possibilities to be achieved or realized in the context of religion, 
marriage or career relationships. 

It was found that all of these subjects, in their relationships, had lived towards the 
hoped-for-world and significant others with envisioned possibilities (unfulfilled 
expectations/ beliefs) essentially in an unambiguous manner. That is, they lived with a 
taken-for-granted sense of certitude toward the future. They had lived in a fixed, 
uncompromising and avoiding way, without seriously or critically questioning or 
doubting that their expectations/ beliefs in these relationships would be actualized in any 
other manner than as they anticipated them to be, or that in fact they could be even lost. 
This is not to say there was absolutely no questioning or doubting, but where it was 



	  

minimally present, it wasn't a critical questioning; i.e., the persons never imagined they 
might actually lose that outcome which they took so much for granted. For example, S 
#5(M) said that his marriage "would always be" (2). [Footnote: Parentheses refer to the 
meaning units and central themes from where date originated.] S #3(R) said he "never 
questioned the church at that time—never, what the hell did he know" (11). 

Prior to becoming disillusioned these subjects also lived toward future 
possibilities of their relationships in several other significant and interrelated ways. For 
example, the majority of the subjects lived in a way which enabled them to avoid, pretend 
or deny much of their actual situation as it was unfolding before them. S #4(M) said 
about his marriage that he "unintentionally avoided emotional confrontations" (9). S 
#6(M) said it was easier to pretend...to let her [his wife] think there was hope" (34). 

If subjects didn't talk about avoiding conflicts, confrontations or responsibilities in 
their relationships, they talked about another similar aspect. They mentioned that they did 
not receive any or much "feedback" or that they were not reciprocally responding to the 
situation around them. S #6(M) spoke of not enjoying his feelings nor deriving 
satisfactions from others...; he got negative feedback constantly... (46, 51, 57). S #7(C) 
became frustrated in his career and was "not getting any feedback" (42).  

 

2.	  	  The	  Confrontive,	  Disconfirming	  Manner	  of	  Coming	  to	  Realize/ Discover	  That	  One	  is	  
Disillusioned.	  

 
All of these subjects' experiences of being disillusioned consistently emerged 

within the context of a confrontive or disconfirming relationship/ situation with 
significant others (S.O.). [Footnote: Here and in future references S.O. or Other refer to 
significant other persons or agencies, e.g. Assumptive Other (God) or Institutional 
(church or agency), Significant Other (wife, lover)]. At a particular moment, the taken-
for-granted outcome of their expectation/ belief was shattered or lost through an 
unexpected "reality rupturing" letter (S #4 M), phone call (S #1 R) or some disruptive 
behavior on the part of the significant other. Through these disconfirming confrontations 
there was experienced an incongruity between the outcome of the subject's assumed 
expectation/ belief and its actual realization. Although three subjects (1, 4, 8) were 
suddenly and shockingly confronted, the majority of subjects (2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9) went 
through several or many disconfirming experiences. 

 

3.	  	  The	  Crucial	  Commitment	  About	  Which	  One	  Is	  Disillusioned. 

 
What subjects were committed to and about which they became disillusioned was 

perceived by them to be crucial and not incidental to their project of becoming the 
persons they had hoped to be. Each subject lived toward the future possibility in his/ her 
relationship with S.O. (constituted by his/ her expectation/ belief) in what was considered 
to be a "must," not merely a "want" or desire. S #3(R) said his youthful commitment 
toward his church was "by far the most important in his life" (7). S #2(R), as a young 
pious Presbyterian, experienced her relationship to the Assumptive Other (God) as a 
"central value" in her life (1). Without this crucial commitment toward an essential 



	  

expectation/ belief in the other, persons may become disappointed, but not disillusioned. 
The importance of what was lost was evident in the subjects' almost compulsive search 
for its substitute and their great difficulty in bringing closure to the sense of loss. 

 

4.	  	  The	  Illusory,	  Distorted	  Manner	  of	  Constituting	  The	  Outcome	  of	  Relationships	  with	  
Others	  and	  One's	  Expectations/	  Beliefs.	  

 
This constituent speaks of how the disillusioned persons characteristically 

constituted their expectations/ belief s in Others (Significant, Assumptive or Institutional 
Other) in two unique but somewhat illusory or distorted ways: (a) They placed essential 
control or authority for their lives not so much in themselves but rather in the Other. S 
#1(R) said that she always looked to the church's authority; there was always some other 
vital authority that was going to straighten things out (4 ) .  Also, S #3(R) said that in his 
youth he gave the institutional church total authority, control and responsibility over his 
life. Two subjects who had not located authority for their lives in the Other, however, 
talked of not having control over their lives; their life was "doomed" or "fate" controlled 
them, (b) They ground their identity more in the Other than in themselves. These subjects 
distortedly "fused" or "over-identified" with the Other. S #4(M) spoke about losing 
himself in the (marriage) relationship; his identity was no longer singular but plural (2). 
Subjects #7(C) and 9(C) over-identified with their students' needs. The subjects lived as if 
they had control over the subjectivity of the Other. They put expectations and demands 
(concerning authority and control or self-identity) on the Other in such a way that when 
the Other responded differently than constituted by them, the subjects' assumptions about 
themselves were shattered and they became disillusioned. 

 

5.	  	  The	  Manner	  of	  Understanding	  What	  Was	  Lost	  and	  Its	  Reverberations,	  

 
What was lost when one became disillusioned was not only some particular job, 

promotion, spouse or God. Rather, it was the loss of a value, a belief, a relationship, 
which was constituted (through one's expectations/ beliefs in S.O.) to have a crucial 
meaning for their self-understanding. What was lost was carrying the burden of one's 
identity. Without this, one's project of "being" was shattered. For example, after being 
fired S #8(C) talked about her morbid feelings of the loss of her self-worth and self-
confidence. She felt like a non-person (33). More specifically, what was lost was the 
fundamental continuity of the interpretation of essential assumptions of oneself, others or 
the world which previously was unquestioned and taken for granted by the subject. S 
#5(M), for example, realized he lost an understanding of himself which he believed he 
always possessed, that of being "totally autonomous," in overcoming life's problems (20). 
This loss required an immediate or at least a gradual but intensive restructuring of a 
whole world of meaning. Also, this loss reverberated from the subject's personal self-
understanding to many other less important meanings (values, relationships) within the 
subjects* major world of meaning. They began questioning the meaning of many other 
situations or events in their world which previously were never questioned. As S #1(R) 
emphatically stated, "Get this straight, I couldn't do anything…; without this belief in 



	  

God nothing meant anything to me" (67). 
In face of the seeming unfairness and injustice, there was a clear range of 

expressions from the loss, as found in the initial questioning, anger, resentment, protest, 
complaints, to an obsessive search for a new value, all within the context of withdrawing 
at times or even being immobilized. The loss in three of the subjects was so great that it 
took ten to fifteen years to bring the experience to some closure. There was a search for a 
new value or belief which was to be grounded in the present and within the context of a 
more skeptical, cautious and less naive attitude toward the future. They pursued many 
other avenues in an effort to resolve the lost understanding. These will be discussed in a 
later section on Modes of Resolution. In conclusion it can be said that several issues 
emerged around the loss of that which was crucial to the realization of the projects of the 
disillusioned subjects: 

 
(a) Subjects felt deprived by the Other in whom they had placed great value, 
expectation and hope, and thus the loss was felt more deeply. 
(b) Subjects tended to seek justification or explanations after the loss for what had 
happened. 
(c) It was difficult for the subjects to bring closure to the loss the more that it 
mattered to them, especially when the subjects felt that the Other could have 
behaved otherwise (not left him, not fired her, etc.). 
 

6.	  	  The	  Ironic	  Twist	  in	  Being	  Disillusioned.	  

 
In its dictionary definition, irony means the appearance of an incongruity between 

an actual result of a sequence of events and the normal or expected result. This subtle 
aspect, which the researcher calls the "ironic twist," was present among disillusioned 
subjects and their significant others. For example, SS #8(C), 1(R), 4 and 5(M) very 
clearly, before becoming disillusioned, had exerted particular extra corrective or 
"appeasing" efforts (made physical sacrifices, went for counseling, received pay raises 
for good work, altruistically helped their wives) to assure themselves of what was 
essential to their understanding of themselves and others. However, ironically, these 
well-intentioned extra efforts not only did not bring about the desired realization of the 
subjects' expectations/ beliefs, hut, on the contrary, they usually contributed to just the 
opposite outcome by giving the subjects a greater sense of false assurance that their 
expectations/ beliefs would be fulfilled only as anticipated. The disillusioned persons not 
only did not attain that which they expected to attain (a job, a love relationship, a 
rewarding God) but they lost these in their efforts. The outcome was just the opposite of 
that which was expected. 

	  

7.	  	  The	  Demanding	  Manner	  in	  Which	  One	  Hoped.	  

 
Prior to being disillusioned, these subjects appeared to have been hoping inauthentically. 

Their hope became a demand. What is striking here about the quality of hope, which was a 
background for one's expectations, is that there wasn't an openness to the ambiguity of possible 



	  

outcomes of one's beliefs. The future was constituted as the subject wanted the outcome to be: 
narrow, fixed, unambiguous, which are inauthentic ways to be toward future possibilities. S #5(M) 
hoped his marriage would last forever. S #1(R) hoped her prayers would be answered as 
requested. 

Given these preceding constituents, found in the relationships with Others and the world, we 
move on now to demonstrate other empirical expressions which can be seen from an existential-
phenomenological perspective. In particular, we will explore how these constituents are taken up 
and lived by one who is disillusioned and how the person brings the experience to a closure in some 
manner or another – if he/ she does. 

 

B.	  	  Temporality	  of	  Being	  Disillusioned.	  

 
The intention in this section is to focus more specifically on the temporality of the experience 

of being disillusioned. The emphasis here will be on what is called "lived time," not the constructed, 
linear time of natural science. Natural scientific psychology defines present, public, observable events 
through discrete, measured time intervals, with the focus being on the now, the actual. However, in 
lived time, in terras of psychological structure, persons may return to or continue to live previous 
stages of being disillusioned, while chronological time continues to move forward. 

The effort here is to see the constituents of being disillusioned in a more holistic 
rather than a fragmented perspective, and by doing so, emphasize the genuine historical 
sense of the phenomenon. This enables us to see past and future possibilities of the 
phenomenon as being co-present in the present; i.e., when living one temporal stage, the 
other two are co-present. These stages are not understood as being discrete presences or 
absences but rather are seen as being a continuous unfolding unity; i.e., the past is 
conserved while it is surpassed. Thus, for this research, the temporality of being 
disillusioned does not just mean the present, actual shattering moment of the 
disillusioning experience, but rather, it signifies that the presently embodied possibilities 
include the past and future ones. The emphasis in this existential-phenomenological 
research is placed on possibilities, for the genuine human self is the possible self, i.e., one 
that is open to possibilities, not just the actual self which focuses on the present. 

Keeping in mind the above distinctions between lived time and chronological 
time, between the natural scientific and the existential-phenomenological view of time, 
we now present five unfolding, intertwined stages or phases of being disillusioned. These 
will be followed by a brief description of the temporality of the phenomenon which 
points to how the persons experienced each stage of being disillusioned as lived time, i.e., 
where the past, present and future are co-present in each one of the interrelated stages. 
This is an attempt to demonstrate empirically the genuine historical unfolding of the 
constituents in a holistic, less fragmented sense and to come to a more human as well as 
scientifically grounded understanding of the phenomenon. 

 

1.	  	  Stages	  of	  Being	  Disillusioned.	  

 



	  

Stage	  I:	  	  Being	  Unquestioning	  (Uncritically	  Taking	  for	  Granted).	  

 
In this initial stage, where we find present the lived understandings for the 

possibility of becoming disillusioned, subjects characteristically describe the future 
outcomes of their situations as ones which they "never questioned" (S #3), "took for 
granted" (S #1), "presumed" (S #2). Their language reveals the initial stage of being 
disillusioned as one in which the subjects were living uncritically very crucial values/ 
relationships which they believed/ accepted to be realized only as unambiguously 
constituted. They lived as if they already did possess in hand the outcome of their 
relationship. 

 

Stage	  II:	  	  Being	  Assured	  (Fixed,	  Rigid,	  Pretending,	  Avoiding).	  

 
In this second stage, not only were the subjects' anticipatory unquestioned stance 

of certitude carried over from the past and lived toward the future, but the subjects 
continued to take up this stance in the present and lived it with a sense of assurance, in a 
fixed, rigid manner. S #9(C) was "unable to compromise without feeling she would lose 
her integrity" (16). Subjects 4 and 5 (M) continued to live out their marriage 
commitments as if they would "always be." Also, most of these subjects received 
reinforcing statements and supportive comments (increase in their salary, glowing 
evaluations of their work or authoritative promises of reward from God, Church, spouse) 
from significant others, which gave them justified reasons to continue to assume and not 
question whether their future would be realized other than anticipated. These reinforcing 
activities implied a favorable outcome which was not ultimately realized and which made 
all the more possible the shattering in the next stage. 

 

Stage	  III:	  Being	  Shattered	  (Rupture	  of	  Reality).	  

 
The third stage demonstrates more clearly how the anticipatory stances and 

reassuring, "appeasing" activities were carried over and lived out in the present situation. 
In this stage the subjects were confronted with disconfirming events which brought about 
a shattering of assumptions concerning their relationships with significant others. For 
some subjects the shattering moment of being disillusioned came suddenly (SS 1, 4, 8) 
and for others, gradually (SS 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9). For the former group "everything suddenly 
fell through" (S #1), all the pieces were blown apart (S #8). All of a sudden they came to 
see their relationship with the significant other differently, i.e., that it was not as they 
previously assumed it to be. For the latter group they experienced a number of repeated 
and frustrating disappointments (unrewarded prayers; unsuccessful efforts to reconcile; 
unsatisfying work) which eventually led to the shattering of their beliefs/ expectations. 

 



	  

Stage	  IV:	  	  Being	  in	  Question	  (Doubting,	  Searching,	  Struggling).	  

 
Subjects in this stage now begin to question, to doubt, to reject those very beliefs 

which they previously lived so rigidly and assuredly as being credible and true. S #5(M), 
after being separated from his wife, questions why he wasn't taught more correctly what 
love and marriage actually mean (46). S #3(R) began questioning and cynically doubting 
the irresponsible use of power by religious leaders. Now there begins a struggle for 
integration, a search (usually protracted and at times, for some, compulsive) for a 
substitute for that which was lost. Subjects continued to be preoccupied with the past (SS 
#3, 5, 8). They lived the struggle angrily while still feeling "deceived," lied to, duped. 
Subjects sought explanations and justifications for the loss. 

 

Stage	  V:	  	  Perceiving	  Differently	  (Critically.	  Cautiously).	  
 
If and when they moved through all of the previous interrelated phases of this 

phenomenon, subjects described the emergence of a different way of seeing themselves, 
others, and the world. When they brought some closure to the ambiguity of their 
situation, they were able to avoid less, have a sense of self-authority and responsibility 
for the outcomes of their relationships which were constituted through their beliefs/ 
expectations. Being disillusioned became less thematic, and future possibilities opened 
up again and appeared inviting. Others were viewed critically, skeptically (but, in most 
cases, more positively, with new insights about self/ other) and not so naively. Authority 
and identity were seen to reside more in themselves rather than in others (S #1, 55; S #3, 
74; S #4, 61; S #7, 65). The world is now seen defensively; it is able to deprive the 
disillusioned persons of their hoped-for-world (S #1, 8). The past is seen with less pain, 
but for some the "ache" never totally goes away (S #4, 6, 8). The future is now seen as 
being more ambiguous, less certain. The outcomes of relationships constituted by beliefs/ 
expectations are seen as contingent, not totally under the subjects' control and necessarily 
realized as anticipated. (Please refer to Tables 3 and 4 on pages 92 and 93 for a summary 
of these stages.) 

 

2.	  	  Lived	  Time	  

 

Before	  Being	  Disillusioned	  (Stages	  I	  and	  II	  -‐	  Unquestioning,	  Assured).	  

 
Before being shattered, most of the disillusioned subjects experienced the present 

and the future as being uncritically taken, for granted, unquestioned. The future was 
experienced as being assured; it would come to be fulfilled just as S constituted it to be J 
i.e., it would be realized just as one's beliefs/ expectations were being lived in the present. 
The past was seen as giving support, proof (through societally legitimated promises or 
commitments) to the subject of how the future would turn out. There was little 
questioning of the past; it was taken for granted that the past and the future were the 



	  

same, unchanging, assured, correct. For example, S #1(R) was taught since childhood 
that if she prayed her prayers would be rewarded. She took for granted unquestioningly 
that the future would reward her in the manner she anticipated in the past. S #3(R) never 
questioned that authority of the church; he lived toward the future such that his belief in 
the church would be fulfilled or realized as promised. SS #4 and 5 (M) lived in the 
present anticipating that the future outcome of their marriage relationship would be 
realized just as anticipated; i.e., it would be "forever," permanent, as the past indicated it 
would be. 

 

During	  (Stage	  III	  -‐	  Shattering)	  
 
During the actual shattering moments of being disillusioned subjects experienced 

the present as an absence, an emptiness, as if everything were "blown apart"; they 
experienced the loss of a previous presence. S #4(M) experienced a "shift in the center of 
gravity," S #1(R) experienced everything as having fallen through. 

The past at this time was experienced as having been lived naively, deceptively, 
gullibly, uncritically. The subjects felt betrayed, angered, duped, lied to by others or self 
in the past. SS #1 and 3 (R) experienced the past as having betrayed them; i.e., priests, 
nuns appeared to have lied to or deceived them. S #7(C) experienced the past to have 
been understood mistakenly. 

The future during this shattering moment was lived initially as closed. SS 
experienced futility toward the future outcome of their beliefs. They lived toward the 
future, as constituted by their beliefs, skeptically, cynically, more critically but eventually 
more trustingly, positively for some, but for others (S #6, M and S #3, (R) negatively, 
deterministically. S #1(R) eventually began to trust her self-responsibility and authority 
in deciding what to believe in the future. S #5(M) sees the future more positively, as 
more of a "committed permanence" (not so taken for granted), yet questioningly, i.e., not 
as unambiguously as he previously experienced it. 

 

After	  Being	  Disillusioned	  (Stages	  IV	  and	  V).	  
 
After being disillusioned the subjects experienced the present as a movement 

from acknowledgement to acceptance by surpassing the past lost understanding of self or 
significant other. SS now accepted/ owned the past as evidenced by their being able to 
"let it go," to take up new or former projects differently, i.e., less assured, more 
questioningly, yet trustingly. 

Although the past appeared to them to have been lived "naively," "gullibly," 
"deceptively," it is also now experienced as having been a learning opportunity/ occasion. 
Subjects speak of becoming more mature, wise, insightful from having been 
disillusioned. The future is experienced now more ambiguously, as uncertain but also 
promising, skeptically, but still trustingly for some (SS #1, 2, 4, 5). For others, e.g., S 
#6(M), it was seen as a repetition of the determined, "programmed" past; i.e., nothing 
would be any different in the future than what had been experienced in the past: failure, 
rejection. 

For SS #4 and 5 (M) the future opened up to new possibilities. Now they critically 



	  

question the future outcome of their marriages, but they trust the future enough to commit 
themselves to a new marriage relationship, knowing it may or may not work out as 
anticipated. The past continues to appear to have been deceptive, but it is also seen as 
having been an opportunity for subjects to learn to become different, less rigid persons 
with their beliefs; it is seen as a movement from disillusionment into maturity. (Please 
refer to Table 5 on page 94 for a summary of t h e s e  experiences). 

 
 









	  

C.	  	  Styles	  of	  Moving	  Through	  Being	  Disillusioned.	  

 
With further reflection on the transformed central themes and in dialogue with the 

situated structures, while moving toward a general structure, it also becomes empirically 
evident that several different styles of being disillusioned emerge. Styles here are meant 
to express how the subjects made efforts to live, take up, move forward and/ or to resolve 
the essential ambiguity experienced in their situation, when they became implicitly or 
explicitly aware of it. These styles were concretely manifested through the manner in 
which the subjects responded to disappointing, disconfirming events (e.g., a divorce 
letter, unanswered prayers, being fired, being viewed by others in a manner just the 
opposite as expected, etc.). This movement from acknowledgement to acceptance of the 
incongruity between the subjects' anticipated and actual outcomes of their beliefs 
illuminated the following particular styles which stood out as significant for this 
researcher. 

 

Style	   I:	   	   Sudden	   Acknowledgement	   and	   Sudden	   Acceptance	   of	   Loss/	   Discrepancy	  
(Confrontive;	  Traumatic,	  Shocking).	  

 
The first style (confrontive) of attempting to resolve the fundamental ambiguity of 

the disillusioning situations is exemplified in subjects #1(R) and 4(M). Their style of 
acknowledging the loss in their situations of religion and marriage, respectively, appeared 
to be very sudden, traumatic, shocking and unexpected. Differently from the other 
subjects, they explicitly and quickly confronted the essential ambiguity experienced in 
their situation; i.e., that the possible outcomes of their relationships with significant 
others, as constituted by their beliefs/ expectations, were contingent, not absolute and 
would not necessarily be realized as anticipated. These two subjects did not delay or 
avoid acknowledging, taking up – but not immediately surpassing – the re-structuring of 
their relationships with significant others. 

S #1(R), after painfully realizing her prayers would not be fulfilled as she 
requested, acknowledged that what she had believed concerning her relationship with 
God wasn't true anymore. All of a sudden she was thinking differently; at that moment 
she realized that God (Assumptive Other) wasn't really with her, as she had believed. 
Likewise, S #4(M) was abruptly confronted with the loss of a loving relationship with his 
wife when he received a letter indicating that she wanted a divorce. He realized quickly 
that the "center of gravity shifted." He began to think in a completely new way, "like a 
single person... unattached to his wife" (34). 

These subjects felt shattered bodily, as if "everything suddenly fell through." 
There was immediate anger, flailing of arms, crying, and a feeling of the absence and 
emptiness of a previous physical presence (S #1, 22). Others were viewed as 
"hypocritical," uncaring. The world initially appeared as empty and non-supportive; S 
#1(R) felt all alone (43). The past appeared to have been lived naively, in a gullible 
manner, uncritically and unquestioned. The future was viewed skeptically, cautiously, 
suspiciously, but with a new sense of understanding of them selves/ others; they must 



	  

now question their relationships, beliefs/ expectations and must assume responsibility for 
the outcome of these (S #1, 44, 50; S #4, 61). 

What distinguishes this first style from the others is the rapid, quick re-
structuration or re-gestalting of, but not necessarily surpassing, the subjects' 
understandings of the relationships with their significant others. Very quickly both of 
these subjects embarked along a very intense and continuous search for an explanation/ 
justification of what had happened and why. They sought to find another relationship 
which expressed their values or beliefs (a different belief in God, another woman to 
love). While searching, there was a movement from an external to an internal sense of 
where the new belief in the relationship would be grounded. 

 

Style	  II:	  	  Sudden	  Acknowledgement	  with	  Only	  Gradual	  Acceptance	  of	  Loss	  (Avoiding)	  
 
Another style was distinguishable in S #8!s (C) response to the ambiguity of her 

situation. After unexpectedly being fired, she suddenly acknowledged the loss of her 
hoped-for-world (as did the subjects in Style I); however, her style of moving toward 
acceptance of that loss was different. Rather than experiencing a sudden restructuring of 
that which was lost (assumptions about her self-understanding as related to her 
committed belief to the value of her work), she withdrew from others and was unable to 
function even in her everyday chores. S #8(C) felt numb, helpless, angry, rejected and of 
"little worth." Initially her world was experienced as having been "blown apart." It now 
appeared to be harsh, cold, insensitive, and threatening. She avoided contact with others, 
for they were seen as being insensitive, controlling, hypocritical, threatening, demanding 
(33). Therefore, rather than quickly taking up an active search for an alternate career 
belief (as SS 1 and 4 did in Style I) she avoided (by sleeping) all contacts with people, 
especially her peers, for a long time and delayed extensively any altruistic re-
commitment to others (56). She continued to experience as lost her sense of her own 
identity and self-worth, as well as a purpose for living (63). After a year she cautiously, 
skeptically began to seek a work project in a different career (teaching) while being 
determined never again to be naive, "over-identify" or "fuse" with her future employer. 

 

Style	  III:	  	  Gradual	  Acknowledgement	  and	  Gradual	  Acceptance	  of	  the	  Loss/	  Discrepancy	  
(Avoiding/	  Frustrating;	  Disappointed	  Searching).	  

 
The largest number of subjects exemplify this style of frustrated/ disappointed 

searching. Their style of responding to the experienced loss/ discrepancy was expressed 
in only a gradual acknowledgement and eventual acceptance that their envisioned 
possibilities (the outcomes of their relationships with the significant others as constituted 
through their expectation/ belief) were not going to be necessarily actualized as 
anticipated. This gradual acknowledgement was brought about only after a series of 
several or many disconfirming, disappointing and confrontive events. 

One of the significant differences between this style and Style I is the avoiding/ 
delaying manner which the subjects lived before they could accept, to some extent, the 
actual ambiguity and loss of their situation, as well as bring some closure to being 



	  

disillusioned. 
For example, S #7(C) avoided facing the essential ambiguity inherent between his 

self-understanding and his teaching situation; he always was taking a second job (23). 
That is, he sought to avoid, through his second job, the discrepancy between what he 
expected to realize through teaching and what he actually realized. The difference was 
too great, and he had to accept the distortion present in the constitution of the relationship 
between himself and his career achievements (56). S #9(C) tried to "pretend" that the 
discrepancy between what she expected and what she realized in teaching could be 
tolerated, but after two years she could no longer avoid the issue. She had to face and 
acknowledge that the discrepancy was too great, so she left teaching and took up another 
more fulfilling project, counseling (35, 37). In fleeing from confronting the essential 
ambiguity of their situation, these subjects searched, in an inauthentic manner (they 
continued to search unambiguously for an outcome of their relationship in one-
dimensional terms), for an appropriate substitute that would bring back that which was 
lost. The world was experienced as depriving, frustrating the subjects from achieving 
their one-dimensional, hoped-for-world. They were blocked, prevented from achieving a 
secure substitute (S #7, 25; S #2, 33; S #7, 41). The past was seen as having been lived 
deceptively, naively (S #5, 36). The future was seen by the subjects, only after a long 
period of time, as opening up and having new possibilities. This came about when they 
could let go of past projects and accept the loss (S #9, 50). 

This style was clearly exemplified in S #2(R) who doggedly and perseveringly 
attempted to have the outcomes of her religious beliefs be as she unambiguously 
constituted them to be. She frustratingly and disappointingly tried to attend Mass, 
participate in the choir, generate a sense of community involvement and become socially 
active (22). She avoided acknowledging the ambiguity of her beliefs over a long period 
of time by losing herself in the human potential movement, a couple of strange 
relationships, drugs, and totally "overdosing on the whole intellectual aspect of religion" 
(28, 31). After three years she eventually said "the hell with everything" and totally 
rejected her religion for five more years (33). She then began to let go of her fixed, 
distorted past beliefs and began to constitute a more ambiguous relationship/ 
understanding of herself and her religious beliefs. 

 

Style	  IV:	  	  Gradual	  Acknowledgement	  but	  Refusal	  to	  Accept	  Loss	  (Unable	  to	  Forgive).	  

 
S #3(R) also lived through many frustrating and disappointing events while 

persistently avoiding facing the essential ambiguity of the outcomes of his beliefs/ 
expectations in his religion. However, in contrast to Style III (avoiding, disappointed 
searching) he refused to forgive the church for its human shortcomings (poor counsel and 
rigidly held teachings) or to accept ultimately the ambiguous outcomes of beliefs/ 
expectations. He lived in a cynical attitude toward future outcomes of his beliefs about 
religion, i.e., that they could not be realized any differently than they were previously 
experienced. 

Initially S #3(R) persevered in his religious beliefs over a long period of time (30 
years) and through many disappointing, confrontive events: He was rejected and 
condemned in confession as a youth; he was unable to be sexually free and intimate with 



	  

his first wife; he felt he received inadequate direction and counsel from expert religious 
leaders. Given these events he was unable to accept the possibility that he unambiguously 
constituted the outcomes of his religious beliefs/ expectations, and he unforgivingly 
rejected the relationship with his previously highly valued institutional church. He 
continues to the present time to live out his past relationship with that church in a cynical, 
hostile, unresolved manner. Any reference to it still brings hostile, angry responses from 
him (54, 58, 70). 

In this style, S #3(R) could not let go of his past unambiguously constituted 
relationship with the church. When he took up a different project (being a business man 
in a "productive-citizen" model) he again rigidly constituted the outcome of his 
relationship in the same way as he did previously with the church; i.e., the outcome of 
his beliefs were to be realized only in the one-dimensional, unambiguous, successful 
manner as he anticipated them. If the outcome of his new project would not be realized as 
anticipated (successfully) he could not face life and would, in fact, commit suicide (72). 
Thus he takes up again, in a distorted, unambiguous manner, a different project, where 
his relationship to it (as constituted by his beliefs/ expectations) makes it possible for him 
to refuse to accept its inherent ambiguity. 

 

Style	   V:	   	   Refusal	   to	   Acknowledge	   and	   Refusal	   to	   Accept	   Loss/ Discrepancy	  
(Unambiguously	  Predestined	  to	  Fail).	  

 
Only one subject's style (S #6, M) of living out being disillusioned in this research 

was expressed as an absolute explicit refusal to acknowledge or to accept the ambiguity 
of the outcomes of the expectations/ beliefs by which he had constituted his marriage 
relationship. This subject constituted unambiguously his future in a "predetermined," 
"conditioned" and "programmed" way; i.e., he expected to fail in the future as he had 
done in his past relationships (1). S #6(M) refused or was unable to put forth an effort to 
constitute future possibilities in his marriage any differently than he constituted the 
outcomes of his present or past expectations/ beliefs. He continues to constitute his future 
possibilities as being self-fulfilling failures (3). 

He felt bodily tired, limp, "drained," as if someone pulled a plug from him and his 
energy was draining out (38). Others were seen as being antagonistic, depriving him of 
legitimate opportunities to succeed. His world is programmed and pre-determined to 
control his freedom, not giving him any feedback (46, 52). The past and future all look 
the same as the present; the future will be just a repetition of past failures (6, 8). He 
attempted to take up new and old projects, but he did so in the same doom-gloom, 
predetermined failing manner that he lived toward previous projects (81). (Please refer to 
Tables 6 and 7 for a summary of these styles.) 
 







	  

D.	  	  Modes	  of	  Resolving	  Being	  Disillusioned.	  
 
Intertwined with the previously discussed styles of being disillusioned are the 

various attempts by the subjects to bring a sense of closure to the thematic actuality of 
being disillusioned, i.e., to surpass the meaning of that which was lost. Subjects 
attempted to regestalt their understanding of themselves in relation to significant others 
(as it was constituted through their beliefs/ expectations) in a variety of ways and with 
different degrees of integration. Not all subjects moved through or surpassed/ 
transformed their experience with the same quality of closure. 

Being disillusioned ceases to be a thematic actuality or is transformed into 
another form of expression if and when there is some form of transformation in the 
structure of lived understandings which makes it possible to become disillusioned. This 
happens when subjects are no longer threatened by the essential ambiguity of the 
situation; i.e., when a sense of self-understanding is restored, and the subjects are able to 
accept that the outcome of their relationships with the significant other will not be 
realized necessarily or absolutely as they had previously anticipated. This resolution is a 
movement from acceptance to surpassing of the meaning of what was lost (the continuity 
of interpretation of the assumptions about self/ other relationships). 

The quality or degree of transformation/ change which was experienced in each 
subject after being disillusioned is difficult to determine precisely, since the 
transformation is more of an ongoing process, a gradual overcoming or unfolding rather 
than a discrete either/ or modification. These modes of resolution are this researcher's 
attempt to describe, as on a continuum, the gradual process of letting go past illusory 
beliefs about significant others while also moving ahead and taking up new projects. The 
data indicate that all the subjects (except S #6, M) did learn something from the 
experience, they did experience a change in their understanding of how they constituted 
their beliefs in significant others; however, one should not be led to believe that there was 
an immediate radical, total transformation which removed all doubt, question or cautious 
behavior toward future commitments to outcomes of their beliefs. On the one hand, they 
did recommit themselves to significant others by taking up new or old projects 
differently, while still experiencing being somewhat questioning, cautious, defensive, and 
even skeptical about the outcomes of their beliefs and future commitments with 
significant others in their lives. There does continue at the time of this research, to be a 
"hovering over," a "back lash" from the previous shattering disillusioning experience. 
However, on the other hand, it is important to note that the subjects are considered no 
longer disillusioned, since behaviorally they did not remain "stuck," "determined" or 
cynically limited to their past mode of constituting their beliefs in others. On the 
contrary, they did recommit themselves to significant others, through taking up old or 
new projects, but in a significantly different manner; i.e., critically, yet trustingly, half-
sure/ whole-heartedly. This may not be an ideal commitment, but it is at least a genuinely 
human, ambiguous and an adult one. 

The following initial or partial transformations are characteristic of most of those 
who were disillusioned; these were significant changes in the manner in which the 
disillusioned persons took up their projects after being disillusioned. These changes were 
particularly evident in the Mode I (partial transformation). 

 



	  

(a) Subjects re-engaged the world and others differently; i.e., they approached 
them more critically, questioningly but trustingly while taking up their projects. 
(b) Subjects continued to search for concrete alternatives to their lost 
relationships, rather than believe/ expect in the same way. They tended to become 
less idealistic or altruistic. Their zeal was tempered; they lived their relationships 
less rigidly. Now they accept the limits of relationships; i.e., the outcomes of 
their relationships could be multi-perspectival. 
(c) Subjects avoided less and confronted more. They now respect the subjectivity 
of the other, the radical freedom of the other to respond differently than 
constituted by them. 
 

Mode	  I:	  The	  Initial/	  Partial	  Transformation	  Mode	  of	  Resolution	  (Critical	  Commitment).	  

 
This mode points only to when the experience ceases to be a thematic actuality in 

the subjects' everyday experiences and there is an opening up of new insights into self/ 
world/ others. The subjects' responses to being disillusioned appear to have been 
transformed to some extent from the initial shattering of an unquestioned, taken-for-
granted, anticipatory stance into a more critical, questioning, skeptical, cautious stance 
toward their present/ future relationship and to what was lost. These subjects no longer 
constitute their relationships in a totalized manner; i.e., they now are constituted such as 
to include both success and failure, realization and non-realization, self and Other. 

In Mode I, there was the diminishment of the initial, intense angry feelings that 
one was deceived, or that one felt seriously disappointed and helpless. The primary, 
thematic quality which characterized the subjects' previous everyday existence was no 
longer one of anger, helplessness, disappointment, as it was when one was initially 
disillusioned (S #1, 62; S #4, 40). 

That which also sets Mode I apart from the other two modes of resolution is the 
presence of some positive growth-enhancing characteristics which manifest themselves in 
the subjects' more critically made commitments and taken-up projects. Subjects became 
more confrontive (S #4), committed (S #1), responsible (SS #1, 5, 7). This is more 
evident when we see how this critically committed mode of resolution is expressed in 
two dimensions: First, when the subjects took up old (former) projects in new ways and 
second, when they took up new projects in new ways. 

Taking up old (former) projects in new way. SS #1(R), 2(R), 4(M), 5(M) were 
able to "let go" of the previous ways in which they took up their projects of religion and 
marriage respectively. They believe again and love again but in a significantly different 
manner than previously; i.e., in a more open, less rigid way, not only in a one-
dimensional perspective: their beliefs/ expectations will not necessarily be realized, 
rewarded, etc. Bodily, these subjects became less anxious, angry or resentful (S #1, 58). 
The world appeared to have opened up to new possibilities. Although the past was 
experienced as painful, the future appears less so and even is invitingly attractive (S #5, 
51). Others were viewed critically, cautiously but trustingly enough for subjects to re-
engage themselves (S #4, 61). There was also a movement away from fusion and over 
identification with significant others by the subjects. Especially SS #4 and 5 speak about 
no longer over identifying with the significant other, as a new and more individuated self 



	  

emerged. 
Taking up new projects in a new way. In this second division of Mode I, SS #7, 9 

(C) experienced a sense of closure to being disillusioned in a somewhat different way 
from the first group within the partial transformation mode. These subjects eventually 
saw things differently; i.e., they confronted the essential ambiguity, usually after a long 
period of time, and then let go of their former projects and took up new projects in a new 
way. This group is distinguished from the previous subgroup by the fact that they took up 
entirely different projects. They both moved into new careers, feeling more critical, 
cautious about presuming that others (their peers, employers) thought and believed as 
they (S #7,58; S #9, 48). They now have less grandiose ideas about themselves and less 
certitude about the outcome of their expectations/ beliefs. 

 

Mode	  II:	  Questionable	  Mode	  of	  Resolution	  (Cynical,	  Extremely	  Vulnerable)	  (S	  takes	  up	  
new	  project	  in	  a	  former	  way.)	  

 
This form of resolution stood out particularly in S #3(R) through a protracted 

attitude of cynicism, arrogance and inability to forgive church leaders (which was not 
found in Mode I) for not being as believed/ expected (74, 66). S #3(R) has moved beyond 
the initial shattering experience of fifteen years ago and has taken up a new business 
project; however, his inability to let go of the past is still thematic with him; i.e., he 
retains strong anger and resentment (54, 58, 70). He appears to be exceptionally 
vulnerable to becoming disillusioned again, for he continues to constitute others 
unambiguously in his new career (as he did religious leaders previously) such that his 
career expectations must be fulfilled only as anticipated. He expects business to give him 
the assured certitude of success and agreement that he previously expected from leaders 
in religion (72). S #8(C) is a borderline between being partially transformed and being 
questionably transformed (Mode II). She has let go of her sense of anger towards her 
agency. She is not as cynical as S #3(R) (She is able to forgive those who hurt her), nor is 
she as "determined" as S #6(M) (She wants to get on with her life in a new job), but her 
sense of a meaningful world as being an inviting, meaningful place has not returned. She 
says she goes from day to day with little meaning, while being confused as-to what her 
next move will be (62, 63). 

 

Mode	  III:	  Unambiguous	  Mode	  of	  Resolution	  (Stuck,	  Futile).	  
 
S #6(M) appears to be still stuck in the past. He is unable to "let go" of how he 

has always negatively constituted his world and his relationship with others. He is 
trapped in the attitude that he is being "determined," "controlled" by others (1, 2). S 
#6(M) avoided thematic recognition of the essential ambiguity of his married 
relationship. He could see only that his marriage would fail as did all his previous 
relationships, and it did. There is no transformation in his attitude as he continues to feel 
a sense of futility toward any possible change coming about in his future relationships 
(81). (Please refer to Table 8 for a summary of these modes.) 

 
 





	  

E.	  	  General	  Structure	  of	  Being	  Disillusioned	  
 
Essentially, to be disillusioned is to have lived rigidly toward the possible 

outcomes of my beliefs/ expectations with an unquestioned, taken-for-granted sense of 
certitude. I had lived in an avoiding, pretending manner, with a distorted, demanding 
hope toward the anticipated outcome of a commitment to my beliefs/ expectations in a 
highly valued identity-oriented relationship/ situation. I disappointingly discover, 
however, through confrontive disconfirming behavior of a significant other, that the 
outcome of my relationship with the significant other, as constituted by my committed 
expectation/ belief, is in some way not realizable; in fact, ironically the opposite may 
possibly be true or believable. 

To be disillusioned is to have been affected dramatically through being deprived 
by the significant other, or the world, of the outcome of the anticipated situation which is 
lost or not forthcoming as envisioned. Through sudden/ gradual disconfirming 
experiences, I feel angry, shattered, let down, deceived, duped, of little worth and empty 
from falsely constituting the significant other such as to place authority/ control for the 
understanding of self essentially in the significant other rather than in myself. This 
expectation/ belief of self/ world/ other is lost when I suddenly/ gradually realize that the 
narrowly hoped for outcome is not going to be actualized as anticipated. I shockingly 
experience, implicitly/ explicitly, the ambiguity of the radical freedom of the significant 
other and the outcome of the expectation/ belief, through the discrepancy between what I 
rigidly anticipated and what I actually realized. I painfully become aware that I do not 
mean to the other what I believed I did. I bodily feel shattered, drained, blown apart and 
ungrounded. My world initially appears empty, less meaningful, and, for some persons, 
meaningless. To be disillusioned is to experience shockingly the limits of my present 
situation and to illuminate the past as having been lived naively, rigidly, as the uncertain, 
uninviting future initially closes before me. It is to experience suddenly/ gradually that 
the unquestioned crucial identity-oriented beliefs/ expectations and the previously done 
extra appeasing/ corrective efforts had been lived assuredly/ predictably, as if they would 
be realized only as unambiguously anticipated. It is to see my past beliefs/ expectations 
as having been narrowly constituted, for they enabled me to avoid thematically taking up 
the ambiguity of the outcome of my expectations/ beliefs. To be disillusioned is to keep 
rigidly what is lost implicitly present to myself while pursuing, through an intense critical 
search, its meaningful but less certain substitute. 

To move through being disillusioned is to acknowledge suddenly/ gradually that 
the outcome of my committed, valued relationship, as was narrowly constituted by my 
beliefs/ expectations, is lost or ended, and it is to accept suddenly/ gradually a 
transformed belief/ understanding of its possible outcomes. It is to have a very painful 
hurt/ loss gradually recede to the background while I turn cautiously, skeptically toward a 
new uncertain future. It is to live toward the transformed future openly, positively and in 
a more critically engaged way for some. However, others remain closed toward the 
future, for they either substitute beliefs/ expectations which are equally vulnerable to 
being lost again, in light of the unambiguous manner in which they are taken up, or they 
refuse to acknowledge even the possibility that the future could be any different from the 
past. 

To be disillusioned thematically no longer is to live critically, cautiously but 



	  

aggressively and positively in a world that again appears to be inviting but now in a more 
ambiguous way than in the past. It is to take up new projects of constituting/ living 
outcomes of my expectations/ beliefs, found in crucial, identity-oriented commitments/ 
values to self/ world/ other, in a hopeful way for me, but cynically, unforgivingly or 
deterministically for others. Now my past self-under standing is somewhat positively and 
meaningfully transformed. A variety of possible outcomes of beliefs/ expectations invite 
continued engagement in a more individuated way for me but not for those who are 
unable to hope toward an ambiguous future, for they unforgivingly or deterministically 
remain stuck in the past, lost beliefs/ expectations. 

 

V.	  Discussion	  of	  Results	  

 

A.	  	  Metapsychological	  Considerations	  

 
It is clear from the results of this empirical research that being disillusioned is a 

complex human phenomenon, one which can be understood psychologically only when 
seen from a holistic perspective (the interplay of physical, emotional and social factors). 
When one compares and contrasts the findings of this research with the results of 
contemporary positivistic studies, one is struck by the differences that exist between 
descriptions given by subjects in actual lived situations of being disillusioned and the few 
specific conceptualizations (theories) of disillusionment found in contemporary 
psychology. 

When evaluating the results of research data of any given phenomenon, it is not 
surprising that, at times, investigators arrive at very different even conflicting conclusions 
about the same phenomenon. The psychological conclusions reached by researchers on 
issues will differ greatly if they emerge out of contrasting/ conflicting philosophical 
anthropologies and metapsychological presuppositions. Positivistic approaches in 
psychology are grounded in natural scientific philosophical anthropologies which are 
reductionistic and empiricistic. That is, they are a reflection of Descartes' psychophysical 
dualism, which separates mind from body, subject from object. The interaction between 
subject and object is understood as being primordially extrinsic, as between two 
essentially isolated selves. Intentionality is separated from behavior. Time in these 
philosophies is seen as linear and chronological—a scientist's abstraction. 

However, existential-phenomenological approaches to a phenomenon in 
psychology are grounded in philosophical anthropologies which reject the naturalization 
of human existence. These philosophies see the intrinsic, reciprocal interrelatedness 
between mind and body, person and world. The person is co-constituted by the world and 
conversely the person participates in constituting the world. There is never a "thing in 
itself" and especially a human being is a "no thing." Human facticity is not the same as 
thing facticity. Human existence is addressed in its finitude, in its existential 
vulnerability: human meanings are not totally pre-determined by one's culture, for human 
existence is a project to be realized through embodied responsible choices which are 



	  

made in the absence of absolute certitude. 
Many existential-phenomenological thinkers contribute significantly to our 

understanding of human existence. Some whose thinking was pertinent to this study 
were: Berger (1979), Giorgi (1970), Heidegger (1962), Marcel (1951, 1965, 1967), 
Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1963), Schutz (1962) and Van Kaam (1966, 1979). In particular 
Heidegger's care structure was helpful in understanding what the meaning of human 
existence is at the most fundamental level. Heidegger „(1962) saw the central structure of 
human existence as being characterized by three modes of being: (a) facticity 
(embodiment), being already in the world (past); (b) fallenness (present), being along 
side the dimensions of our concern; (c) existentiality (future), being ahead of oneself. 
These three modes, when translated into psychological understanding, help us interpret 
the data as it reveals itself to us in this research. 

 

B.	   	   The	   Significance	   of	   an	   Existential-‐Phenomenological	   Comprehension	   of	  
Being	  Disillusioned	  

 
Keeping in mind the above distinctions between the philosophical anthropologies 

and metapsychological presuppositions which are the ground for the different 
interpretations of research in psychology, the effort in this section is to demonstrate what 
are some of the unique psychological profiles which are available to a researcher, in this 
existential-phenomenological study, that are precluded from natural scientific 
perspectives. 

If the Cartesian psychophysical dualism is carried over into psychology, as it is in 
traditional positivistic psychology, some of the most essential and fundamental aspects of 
what it means to be disillusioned are lost. In these psychologies, the emphasis is placed 
on the actual; the real self is thought to be only the actual self. Temporally, phenomena 
are treated in fragmented, discrete, artificially constructed time intervals, and there is an 
extrinsic, dichotomized relationship between the subject and object. This approach in 
psychology is working toward prediction/ control/ measurement, rather than seeking what 
it essentially means to be disillusioned. 

However, if the researcher sets aside the positivistic biases of traditional 
psychology, which inevitably emerge from the Cartesian psychophysical dualism, and 
assumes an existential-phenomenological perspective, then many other interpretations of 
the phenomenon are possible. For example, temporally speaking, the emphasis can now 
be placed on lived time not linear time; the past and future are co-present in the present. 
The real self is understood to be the possible self, not only the actual self. The subject is 
not understood to be separate from the object, but rather they are intrinsically and 
primordially interrelated. The focus is not placed necessarily only on the content of the 
phenomenon but rather also on the style of taking up, of living out being affected by the 
world in which the disillusioned persons find themselves. 

Generally speaking, the existential-phemenological perspective helps us to 
understand more clearly how we already find ourselves (through our facticity, 
embodiment) living toward the unrealized, the anticipated, in a variety of ways. The 
question becomes: How do we thematize or characterize this relationship between the 
person and the possibility, the person and the world toward which we are oriented. 



	  

We find that we already seek to realize ourselves through projects: 
 
The most rudimentary behavior must be determined in relation to the real and 
present factors which condition it and in relation to a certain object, still to come, 
which it is trying to bring into being. This is what we call the project. (Sartre, 
1965, p. 91). 
 
To realize our projects we attempt to build worlds so we can be who we are and 

become who we think we are: we live (not necessarily know)- certain worlds or we 
become engaged in and committed to certain situations, e.g. in this research: marriage, 
religion or a career. These particular situations, seen as vehicles for the realization of 
other intertwining projects (loving, believing, working) are grounded in varying levels of 
authentic or inauthentic hope which will be discussed later in this section. 

More specifically, the existential-phenomenological research can enable us to see 
being disillusioned as an intentional, affective phenomenon which is a unique mode of 
behavior/ experience in the world. It has a genuine lived history in which the past is 
conserved/ transformed and surpassed as the disillusioned person struggles toward a 
different future. The meaning of being disillusioned is understood to be co-constituted by 
the manner, the style in which the person lives the phenomenon. Being disillusioned is 
found to have a primordial structure which consists of reciprocally interrelated 
constituents that announce themselves in a relational context as genuine history. 

This particular research illuminated essential profiles of being disillusioned which 
are uniquely evident only through the existential-phenomenological approach. Summarily 
these profiles are: 

 
(a) Being disillusioned seen as an "empirical ego mode." (Significance of the 
subject's subjectivity as well as the subjectivity of significant other). 
(b) Being disillusioned seen as a style of attempting to resolve the fundamental 
ambiguity of the situation (Limits; Facticity). 
(c) Being disillusioned seen as genuine history (Temporality). 
(d) Being disillusioned seen as a possible occasion for summoning one to growth 
when one transforms the meaning of the loss. (Transformations) 
(e) Being disillusioned seen as being grounded in an inauthentic hope 
(Existentiality). 
 
The following is an amplification of these profiles. 
 

1.	   	   Being	   Disillusioned	   Seen	   as	   an	   Empirical	   Ego	   Mode.	   (The	   Significance	   of	   the	  
Subjectivity	  of	  the	  Subject	  and	  the	  Significant	  Other).	  

 

The	  Significance	  of	  the	  Subjectivity	  of	  the	  Subject.	  
 
The subjects distortedly constituted, through their expectations/ beliefs, the 

outcome of their relationship with the significant others in their situations. They took for 
granted, they didn't critically question that the outcomes of their beliefs/ expectations 



	  

would be any other than as they anticipated them. The original choice to believe or 
expect in this particular manner was a once-and-for-all totalization of a crucial, identity-
oriented commitment. The decision, the commitment to believe, to anticipate (in such an 
attitude of certainty) the outcome of a significant relationship can be seen as an 
expression of the ego mode ("fallenness") of the persons involved. The decision to 
believe was made and then lived in such a way that it brought a distorted sense of 
security, control, predictability, closure to an ambiguous future. 

More specifically, this profile demonstrates two unique characteristics. In the 
first, subjects "over-identified" or "fused" with significant others in their situations 
(religion, marriage, career). They placed their self-understanding (identity) more in the 
significant others than in themselves. For example3 S #9 (C) over-identified with the 
needs of her students. She assumed responsibility for their behavior and identified with 
their needs to the point of her own emotional exhaustion. She felt she had to quit her job 
in order not to compromise her integrity (11). Again, she experienced an absence of an 
identity separate from her work. In the second, subjects in religion (particularly SS #1 
and 3) placed almost total authority for their self-understanding more in their relationship 
with Assumptive Other (God) or religious leaders, and less or not at all in themselves. S 
#1 (R) always looked to some authority outside herself (a saint, God) to solve her 
problems (2). S #3 (R) never questioned the church's authority (11). He gave to them, in 
his youth, all essential authority over his decision-making, which when he became older, 
he angrily regained, feeling he had been deceived. These relationships were broken or 
ended when those in whom the subjects placed such total authority responded differently 
than they had been unambiguously constituted to respond.  

 

The	  Subjectivity	  of	  the	  Significant	  Other.	  
 
When the significant other responded differently than constituted by the subject, 

the self-referential significance of the other's behavior shattered the subject's self-
understanding. The disillusioned subjects came to realize that they did not mean to the 
significant other what they had believed they meant. Their self-understanding as a loved 
person, as a "good" person who should be rewarded, as a "competent person" was 
shattered. They realized that the significant other did not see them as lovable, rewardable, 
competent in the manner that the subjects assumed they were understood to be by the 
significant other. 

The subjects' identity-oriented commitment to the significant other included an 
explicit or at least an implicit personal or societal promise (presumed to be reciprocal) 
that the significant others would respond in the relationship as promised. The 
disillusioned persons1 constitution of the significant others was grounded in this implicit/ 
explicit promise or an unquestioningly assumed reciprocal commitment with significant 
others, that they would respond as the subjects anticipated or believed they would. When 
significant others responded differently or in just the opposite manner than anticipated, 
there was an unusually strong shattering of the subjects' assumptions of their self-
understanding, for they had fused or over-identified with the significant other. 

For example, S #4 (M) over-identified with his wife; it was a "couple identity" 
(4). When the relationship ended in a divorce, he consequently realized essential 
assumptions about his self-understanding were lost; i.e., he had understood himself to be 



	  

loved, to be wanted and essentially desired by his wife. However, when she left him, he 
came to realize he did not mean to her what his self-understanding presumed he had 
meant to her. Without this taken-for-granted love/ acceptance from her, his self-
understanding was shattered. S #8 (C) was found to have "fused" her love relationship 
with her work commitment. After doing this, she was fired unexpectedly and essential 
assumptions about herself (being of worth, being competent, being needed) were 
shattered. 

 

2.	   	   Being	   Disillusioned	   Seen	   As	   An	   Inauthentic	   Effort	   to	   Resolve	   the	   Essential	  
Ambiguity	  of	  a	  Situation	  

 
Closely related to and intertwined with the subjectivity of the subject and the 

subjectivity of the significant other is another profile that is not available from a 
positivistic perspective. From an existential -phenomenological perspective, being 
disillusioned can be seen as an in-authentic attempt to resolve, in general, the 
fundamental ambiguity of human existence and, in particular, the specific ambiguity of 
the outcome of relationships with significant others {in three situations: religion, 
marriage, career) as they were distortedly constituted through one's unquestioned beliefs 
and expectations. 

Through the existential-phenomenological perspective and research, one can 
address more completely how to characterize the self which is oriented toward the hoped-
for-world. This hoped-for-world is seen to be offered as an ambiguous possibility, or a 
world lying between terms of expectations/ beliefs and realization, between the ideal and 
the real, between aspirations and achievement, between presence and absence. 

We respond to ambiguous possibilities in many different ways; holding on to the 
past and present in fixed, blind, narrow ways, or at times alternately moving forward then 
backward, approaching then avoiding. We attempt to control, predict, absolutely just how 
the future will be realized. The object (outcome) of one's self/ world relationship, of one's 
project, is in a sense both present and absent simultaneously, in a way already coming 
into being but with a sense of incompleteness. Disillusioned persons lived as if they had 
the hoped-for-world, the outcome of their expectations, "already in hand" (S #3(M) never 
questioned church authority). He presumed the outcome of his beliefs would be only as 
anticipated. 

According to Merleau-Ponty, ambiguity consists in "admitting the same being 
who is good and generous can also be annoying and imperfect" (1964, p. 108). 
Ambiguity here is the possibility that the outcome of a belief/ expectation is able to be 
both realized or not realized, to be fulfilled or not fulfilled. This possibility that an object, 
a person, a belief can reveal itself in different profiles is the phenomenon of ambiguity. 
Objects, people, or beliefs do not possess univocal significance for all time. 

It is ambiguity (lived, not always known) of the outcomes of the significant 
relationships, as constituted by their expectations/ beliefs, that is one of the essential 
aspects at the heart of the disillusioning experience. These subjects, especially SS #4 and 
5 (M), now, after being disillusioned realize that their second marriages could possibly 
both succeed or fail, be happy or sad; i.e., both outcomes are possible. However, their 
first marriages were rigidly lived as only succeeding, as only being permanent. 



	  

Previously these subjects totalized, absolutized and attempted to control and predict the 
outcome of their relationship with significant others. Living one's ambiguity authentically 
is doing just the opposite of controlling the future; it is being open to the multiplicity of 
possibilities found in one's beliefs, not narrowing the possible outcomes of the hoped-for-
world.  

 

3.	  	  Being	  Disillusioned	  Seen	  As	  a	  Genuine	  History	  (Temporality)	  
 
Through the existential-phenomenological approach another profile of being 

disillusioned, a holistic one, is available to the researcher. This holistic perspective is one 
which is not readily available from the physicalistic and dichotomized perspective of 
traditional psychology, for the latter approach focuses primarily on the "actual, the now." 
It essentially is concerned with the shattering, discrete moment (in chronological time) of 
being disillusioned rather than the full, genuine history of the phenomenon. A holistic 
view sees the phenomenon as an intertwining, unfolding unity where one can understand 
the past as being conserved but also being surpassed in light of the present and the future. 

This perspective enables us to see what was lost in being disillusioned as not 
being easily categorized as a concrete, discrete object or as a discrete presence or 
absence; i.e., that which is seemingly lost or absent, from a traditional perspective, can 
still be present to the disillusioned person in a variety of ways. Merleau-Ponty (1962) 
speaks of this concerning another situation when he discusses the phantom limb as a 
former presence that "chooses not to recede into the past" (p. 85). In this research, that 
which was lost in the past was not just an object but it was a world of meaning which had 
significance to the person and continues to have significance even in the present, but now 
differently. The subjects now are not so easily misled or duped (SS #1, 5); they now are 
more cautious (SS #8, 5); they are skeptical, questioning and even cynical at times, but 
they are no longer as naive or easily deceived as previously (SS #1, 3, 8, 6). 

The existential-phenomenological perspective enables us to see that in being 
disillusioned the believing/ expecting is not just a linear succession of cognitive discrete 
calculations which culminate in the shattering loss of a concrete object, e.g. a job, a 
spouse or a God. This linearization of human temporality, as found in traditional 
psychology3 leaves little room for seeing a phenomenon as being transformed or as 
transforming the meaning of a situation in which there is a possibility for the person to 
become someone different after a shattering loss. 

However, through the existential-phenomenological perspective one can better 
see the transformative possibilities that are present in the holistic view of a phenomenon. 
In this perspective one can see how that which was lost, a world of meaning, not just a 
discrete object, continues to matter for the subject. When subjects, now looking back, 
understand their previous behavior as naive or foolish, for which they scrutinize and 
berate themselves, the true historical dimensions of the phenomenon become more 
evident. The past is still being lived in the present, but now differently. The past still 
matters to the disillusioned subjects, but after being disillusioned they can also see how 
they have changed in the situation; i.e., now they question those very aspects of their 
situation/ relationship which they never questioned before. Subjects now assume 
authority for a self-understanding which is grounded in themselves rather than in others. 
This profile enables us to see that which traditional, positivistic psychology can't see 



	  

from their approach, i.e., the re-structuration, the development which may unfold after 
the shattering moment of being disillusioned. Subjects continue to live the painful past, 
the previous world of meaning, but it gradually and over a long period of time recedes 
into the background. It is possible to see the various and possible modes of resolution that 
may emerge. There can be a transformation of the meaning of the previous world of 
meaning. 

For example, for S #4 (M) the painful loss of his first wife through divorce 
prompted him to become more confrontive, more in touch with others, which eventually 
led to his second happy marriage. S J5 returned to graduate school and re-married but 
now with a greater sense of being an individuated person. S #1 (R), experiencing the loss 
of her belief that God automatically answers her prayers, transformed her belief into 
being one which is more responsible for herself in her relationship to God. S #2 (R) 
transformed the loss of her previous idealistic religion into a more human acceptance of 
the mystery of religion. 

These transformations of what was lost reflect the movement intended by Sam 
Keen (1970) when he said, "Maturity is the movement from] disillusionment into 
wisdom" (p. 195). Likewise, this points to what Merleau-Ponty (1963) was addressing 
when he spoke about development, which he sees as: 

 
...progressive and discontinuous structuration of behavior. Normal structuration 
is one which reorganizes conduct in depth in such a way that infantile attitudes no 
longer have a place or meaning in the new attitude... (p. 175). 
 
As mentioned in the Results section, the question of the quality of transformation/ 

change which was expressed after being disillusioned is difficult to determine precisely, 
since the changes were not discrete, either/ or modifications, but rather were more 
ongoing processes which continue to unfold over a period of time. The jdata indicate 
there was a "letting go" of one's past illusory beliefs, there was a moving beyond, a 
surpassing of what was lost: the narrow, unambiguous outcomes of beliefs in significant 
other as were constituted previously by one's expectations. However, whether this change 
was a radical or partial transformation is difficult to spell out since bringing being 
disillusioned to a form of closure is seen as a gradual overcoming. 

It does appear that most subjects (with the exception of S #3 R), while letting go 
of their previously distorted constitution of the outcomes of beliefs in significant others, 
continued, to a greater or lesser extent, to be defensive, questioning, cautious, doubting or 
skeptical about the quality of their present/ future relationships or commitments to these 
beliefs in significant others. At the same time, the subjects, with the new insights they 
experienced through being disillusioned, trusted enough to recommit themselves to 
former or other projects but differently; i.e., less rigidly and unambiguously but rather 
more openly. 

There was a change, a movement; these subjects did learn something from being 
disillusioned. However, one should not be led to believe that after being disillusioned 
these subjects absolutely, in a clear-cut manner, no longer experienced the effects of 
being disillusioned. They did recommit themselves to significant others by taking up new 
or old projects differently; i.e., not so naively, uncritically, blindly. They recommitted 
but not so whole-heartedly and unreservedly, at least not immediately, as one would if 
he/ she had experienced a complete/ radical transformation which would enable him/ her 



	  

to recommit unreservedly. The change was a process, a continuous, gradual overcoming 
of what was lost. 

It is also important to note, that the subjects are considered no longer 
disillusioned, since behaviorally they did not remain stuck, determined or cynically 
limited to their past mode of taking up their beliefs. On the contrary, they took up old or 
new projects but in a significant manner; i.e., critically yet trustingly enough to commit 
themselves half-sure/ whole-heartedly, which is a sign of an adult and not a naive 
commitment. 

In this way, the disillusioning situation can be considered as a "growth" 
phenomenon; i.e., as an opportunity for a person to lose illusory beliefs about self and 
others while developing more mature, less rigid and more freeing perceptions about self 
and the world. 

 

4.	  	  Being	  Disillusioned	  Seen	  As	  Hoping	  Inauthentically	  
 
Another unique profile, which is only available through the existential-

phenomenological approach, and which is alluded to by traditional positivistic 
psychology, but which is not seen through its physicalistic perspective, is seeing being 
disillusioned as an expression of having hoped inauthentically. Positivistic psychology, if 
it does address the issue of hope at all, refers to it in its research on disappointment. Here 
it speaks of expectations as being expressed within a background of hope; however, little 
attention is given to the quality of the hope which was being lived by the believing/ 
expecting person before becoming disillusioned. It does not address the possibilities that 
one's hope in these situations may be authentic (genuine, leaving the future open to many 
possible outcomes) or it may be inauthentic (closed, limiting the future to only one, 
predetermined possible outcome of one's expectations). 

The dilemma which emerges here is how does one characterize the hoped-for-
world, that which is yet to be and toward which the person is living when he/ she 
becomes disillusioned? It is a question of showing the relationship between the person 
and the world toward which he/ she is oriented. 

A materialistic psychology with its emphasis on the actual, the now, has difficulty 
addressing that which does not yet exist, e.g., possibilities, future outcomes of beliefs/ 
expectations which constitute a significant relationship with another for one who 
becomes disillusioned. 

The future possibilities, the hoped-for-world, from the behavioral-experimental 
perspective are seen primarily as rewards; they characterize hope as behavior in light of a 
promise of a reward; this is a hope expressed either in discrete perceptual signals or 
through a general expectation of reinforcement (Skinner, 1971; Mower, 1960). From 
their perspective, the hoped-for-world is perceived as a reward for previous efforts; i.e., 
the reward follows preparation; there is a cause7effect relationship. This hoped-for-world 
is seen as a linear succession of cognitive states rather than a genuine history which 
involves an unfolding unity of the past/ present/ future. 

However, the existential-phenomenological perspective, using a different 
assumptive context and temporal framework, sees the hoped-for-world as a dialectic 
between one's horizon and the activity exerted toward that goal. The hoped-for-world is 
seen as presenting (offering) itself to one as an ambiguous possibility, as a dialectic 



	  

between the ideal and the real, the anticipated and the realized, between presence and 
absence. We find ourselves living toward the unrealized beliefs/ expectations, the 
ambiguous, in a variety of ways and with different qualities of hope. The hoped-for-
world is seen as already coming into being, as already calling forth the effort, the 
response or preparations. Schur. (1978) points out that "response equally follows the 
emerging perceptual reward as much as reward follows behavior." (p. 139). Nor is the 
hoped-for-world adequately seen as only a cognitive state or possession located in a 
person's brain. From an existential-phenomenological perspective the hoped-for-world is 
seen as an "aspect of the perceptually present situation as the virtually present terminus of 
the person's actions" (Schur, 1978, p. 140). 

For example, SS #4 and 5 (M) were not open to the possibility that their 
marriages might not work out. S #4 never expected to be without his wife, except through 
death. His efforts to maintain the marriage (making it possible for his wife to get her 
degree, going for counseling, planning the future together) were prompted by his hope of 
their future together. S #5 was not open to other possibilities either; he took for granted 
that he would be married to his wife for life, just as one is "always in a brother/ sister 
relationship regardless of what develops." His efforts to clarify his relationship with his 
wife were prompted by his unquestioned understanding of being together in the future, 
forever. S #1 (R) had hoped that her prayers would be answered but only in a one-
dimensional way, i.e., only as she anticipated them to be. 

Marcel's observations about hope can help us see the inauthentic hoping stance 
which is taken up by the person who becomes disillusioned. He points out how persons 
customarily make demands on future outcomes of situations and relationships. Hope, 
which includes a demand on the world, an obligation, is seen by Marcel as being a 
degradation of hope: 

 
It seems to me that in counting on, I have given something of my own... the event 
has failed in its obligation toward me... it has had the presumption... of somehow 
chaining reality down in advance... (1951, p. 55). 
 
Expectations/ beliefs, when seen from an existential-phenomenological 

perspective, are grounded in a hope which is open to what is. It is an acceptance of limits. 
In this perspective genuine hope is seen as an attitude lived in possibility and it sees how 
one needs to be vulnerable in order to hope authentically. Genuine hope never totalizes a 
situation so as to have just one outcome as is found in the disillusioned person. Authentic 
hope is self-transcending, continuous and indeterminate. It emerges not from the ego but 
from the self (the possibilities) in the face of one's activity (limits). Genuine hope does 
not put demands on certain outcomes, for authentic hope is to be open; it is to be "on the 
way" (it is not possessive). When subjects hoped for only one outcome, they reduced the 
openness of other possibilities into the ego mode. The ego mode controls, predicts 
outcomes. To be in control is the opposite of hope, for hope's object is in searching. 
Genuine hope is futural; one has hope by being on the way to understanding. When these 
subjects were not open to a variety of possibilities of future outcomes in their beliefs or 
expectations, they didn't hope authentically. 

 



	  

5.	  	  The	  Meaning	  of	  That	  Which	  Was	  Lost	  and	  Its	  Reverberations	  to	  Other	  Meanings.	  
 
Another important profile of being disillusioned which is more adequately seen 

from an existential-phenomenological perspective is understanding what that which is 
lost means to the person. Although the full nature of the loss in being disillusioned 
remains an area for further clarification, this profile points to the significance of the 
meaning of what was lost when seen in light of this empirical research. In moving 
through and beyond the loss experienced in being disillusioned, subjects had to grapple 
with, let go, resolve, or transform for themselves their understanding of the meaning of 
what was lost. 

The existential-phenomenological perspective more adequately helps us see the 
intrinsic unity between subject and object and shows how what was lost, which brought 
about such a shattering of one's world of meaning, could only have done so if the 
disillusioned persons had constituted what was lost to have mattered significantly to 
them; i.e., the relationship between subject and significant other is an intertwining, 
reciprocal, interrelatedness. What is lost is not only a concrete, measureable entity but a 
whole world of meaning of an anticipated outcome. 

It can be seen from this perspective that how the disillusioned persons resolve, 
transform or integrate the meaning of what was lost is influenced to a great extent by how 
they previously constituted {before they became disillusioned) the meaning of what they 
anticipated (a future possibility) but which became lost. This data reveals that these 
subjects had constituted what was lost as having been essential, crucial to their 
understanding of self/ world; i.e., that it significantly mattered to them; it was not 
incidental or unimportant. For example, S #4 (M) saw his relationship to his spouse to be 
"penultimate" next to God. S #2 (R) thought of her religion as being highly valued; S #3 
(R) also saw religion as being "everything" to him. 

The occasions which announced the loss for these disillusioned subjects were 
disconfirming and confrontive experiences. These experiences revealed the discrepancy 
(ambiguity) between the anticipated and the actual outcome of their relationship, which 
was distortedly constituted by their expectations/ beliefs. That is, there was usually an 
implicit or explicit accumulation of confrontive, discrepant experiences which suddenly, 
eventually shattered essential interpretations concerning trusted assumptions/ beliefs 
about self J others/ world. This could be clearly seen when the significant others 
responded differently than anticipated (when the boss fired S #8; when S #4's wife left 
him; when S #l's (R) fiancé was rejected from medical school). At these times the 
subjects realized that what they unquestioningly believed/ assumed they meant to 
significant others was not so. S #4 (M) lost his wife's love/ commitment which he 
presumed she had toward him; S # 2 (R) lost her taken-for-granted understanding that 
others necessarily believe and respond to things concerning religion as she. S #8 (C) 
realized her boss did not see her as competent and essential to the program as she 
assumed he did. All of these were sharply discrepant experiences which conflicted with 
the subject's understanding of self-in-the-world, i.e., who one was as a believing, loving 
or competent person as well as what the disillusioned person meant (or didn't mean) to 
the significant other. 

The loss of the unquestioned, anticipated outcome of a significant relationship, as 
distortedly constituted by one's beliefs/ expectations, brought about a discontinuity 



	  

between the sense of who the subjects were and who they would be. In the face of the 
implicit or explicit accumulation of such confrontations (being lied to, fired, rejected, not 
being rewarded) essential understandings of self-in-the-world and with others were 
shattered and/ or lost. 

It was usually the loss of a particular assumed/ believed understanding of self that 
was organized around the lost engagement/ involvements with commitments to the 
significant other. This loss of meaning forced the subjects to search for new 
interpretations of who they were and what the disillusioned person meant to the 
significant other. This search, compulsive at times, would restore the continuity of who 
they were, and would be. It helped restore a sense of meaningfulness to their lives. For 
example, S #2(R) initially turned toward drugs and human potential movements before 
believing anew. S #1(R) took courses and researched the topic of God and listened to 
sermons differently; S #3(M) went to graduate school and visited other cultures. 

The loss of the trusted assumptions or interpretations of who the person was, left 
the subject with a sense of emptiness/ unfulfillment. The subjects lost a sense of the self 
which was intertwined with how the subjects had constituted their crucial choices, 
commitments or promises made previously in their particular situation of religion, 
marriage or career. This loss was particularly significant, for most subjects had placed 
their sense of identity or authority more in the significant other and less in themselves. 
When the significant other responded contrary to what was anticipated, it shattered the 
subject's sense of identity or sense of self-authority; i.e., they had so much of their taken-
for-granted-self invested in the Other, they lost much of their self-under standing in being 
disillusioned. 

Now that we have discussed some of the particular profiles of the phenomenon 
which are uniquely available from the existential-phenomenological perspective, we can 
explore other related aspects which emerged in this research: we can show (a) how 
changes in the subjects* language expresses the different qualities of resolutions to being 
disillusioned; (b) the changing quality of the commitments and recommitments made by 
the subjects after being disillusioned; (c) finally, we can compare/ contrast how being 
disillusioned may be similar and/ or different within the three situations of religion, 
marriage and career. 

 

C.	  	  Subjects'	  Language	  Expressive	  of	  The	  Modes	  of	  Resolution.	  	  
 

Mode	  I	  (Partial	  transformation,	  new	  insights,	  critical	  commitment)	  
 
The changes/ transformations, or lack of them, found within all three modes of 

resolution, which were summarized in the Results section, can be seen particularly if we 
analyze the language expressed by the subjects before and after being disillusioned. For 
example, in Mode I, subject #1 (R) had previously spoken unquestioningly and 
convincingly in her youth about her belief in God. She put all authority in God, not in 
herself (2, 6). After being disillusioned, she talks about being less naive, more critical and 
questioning in her search for her answer to who God is (31, 60, 67). She expresses the 
need to assume her own authority and responsibility for the way things turn out in her life 
(42). She no longer puts "all her eggs into one [belief] basket;" however, she does still 



	  

continue to believe trustingly in God. 
The language of SS #4 and 5 (M) also expresses how before being disillusioned, 

they spoke of a "couple identity" (S4; 4), "of losing one's self identity" (S5; 35, 33). But 
after being disillusioned they spoke of a new individuated, "independent self" (S5; 45, 51; 
S4; 61). Also S #4 (M), before being disillusioned over the loss of his wife, described 
himself as being rational, nonconfrontive, idealistic, a non-feeling type person (7). After 
being disillusioned he talked about "coming out of the emotional closet "; he is less 
idealistic, more "autonomous" and "self-assertive" (61). He talks about recommitting 
himself to a second marriage but "differently this time." He is "more in touch with his 
feelings" (57, 61). S #5 (M) called his first marriage commitment an "ignored [assumed] 
permanent one" (45). After being disillusioned he calls it a "conscious permanent 
commitment." He exemplifies Allport's (1962) half-sure/ whole-hearted commitment. 
That is, he no longer talks about the taken-for-granted permanency of marriage; now he is 
"not sure," "uncertain," "guarded" about the outcome of his second marriage; he worries 
that it might not work (45, 52). S #2 (R) previously asked "why questions" pertaining to 
her religion (55). After being disillusioned she talked of accepting the "mystery" of her 
religion and now she asks "how" questions (54, 55).  

 

Mode	  II	  (Questionable	  transformation,	  extremely	  vulnerable)	  
 
Subject #3 (R) previously had spoken respectfully about his religious 

commitment. He said he "ate, slept, drank" the Catholic Church (7). Now after being 
disillusioned, his language reflects his inability to "forgive" his former church authorities 
(44, 54). He speaks with "anger," distaste and resentment toward that which he 
previously never questioned (52, 54). He sarcastically criticizes others who continue to 
believe as he formerly believed (64, 66). He speaks about his "love/ hate relationship" 
with his religion. This language points to much unresolved anger and hostility concerning 
his previous beliefs which weren't present before becoming disillusioned. S #8 (C) 
previously felt a deep sense of unquestioned satisfaction that she was in the right career, 
at the right time (9). Now after being disillusioned she "wonders what her next move will 
be" (62, 63). She is "distrustful," "cautious," "skeptical," "hesitant" about committing 
herself to future projects as she did in the past (44).  

 

Mode	  III	  (No	  transformation,	  stuck,	  determined)	  
 
Subject #6 (M), in whom was seen no significant transformation after being 

disillusioned, continued to talk about "being controlled," "conditioned," "determined" by 
others (1, 2). He is stuck in his past; he continues to talk about how the future will just be 
a repetition of the past, so why try? He continues to totalize his perception of his 
relationships to others and the world. "Nothing will ever change, I have •zilch1" (81). 

These examples point to how one can see within the language used by the 
subjects the changes that emerged in their lives after being disillusioned. The 
unquestioned certitude, the taken-for-granted anticipations and demands which 
characterized their situations before being disillusioned are in contrast to the ambiguity, 
critical questioning and caution which pervaded their language after being disillusioned. 



	  

They describe their recommitment to old or new projects in a different, more ambiguous, 
but trusting and hopeful manner.  

 

D.	  	  Quality	  of	  Commitment	  and	  Recommitment	  
 
Before being disillusioned subjects entered into relationships with almost 

unquestioned, presumed outcomes of their commitments to religion/ marriage/ career; 
e.g., S #1 (R) "never questioned" or doubted that God wouldn't answer her prayers, 
especially if she were a "good" moral person (6); S #3 (R) never questioned the authority 
of his church leaders (7); SS #4 and 5 (M) presumed their marriages would be "forever," 
"permanent," "only ended by death" (S #4: 2; S #5: 2). Their commitments to these 
situations were made with unambiguous certitude that the outcomes would be just as the 
subjects anticipated them to be (my spouse will always love me, God will reward me, my 
boss will always respect me, etc.). 

After being disillusioned, the quality of their commitments changed. Subjects, for 
example, 4 and 5 (M), recommitted themselves but now the outcomes were not taken for 
granted or presumed to be only as they anticipated them to be. S #5 (M) now has a 
"conscious permanent commitment" in contrast to his previously ("ignored") taken-for-
granted one (45). Now he recognizes his second marriage might not work even if he 
wants it to and tries to have it do so. He now experiences more fear/ anxiety about what 
may prevent its successful outcome (fate, choice of his second wife, etc.). He is aware of 
much more ambiguity being present in his second commitment (44). Also, S #1 (R) 
recommitted herself to believing again, but not so naively and unambiguously as she 
previously did. Now she knows she can't command God to respond automatically, 
magically as she presumed she could do before (30, 34). 

The second commitments appear to have at one and the same time the qualities 
that Allport (1962) would call "half-sure and wholehearted" (p. 378). They are not 
absolutized or totalized so that the subjects anticipate only one outcome. They are aware 
of their ambiguousness, the multiplicity of possible outcomes; a more genuine hope is 
present. They also are now aware (in particular SS 1, 4, 5, 8), that the significant others 
are free to respond differently than rigidly constituted by the subjects. The hope which 
grounds their recommitment is not so much one of demand, as was present in their first 
commitment, but is open to a variety of possible outcomes. These subjects have the 
freedom and courage to commit themselves again even though they lack their previous 
certitude; i.e., there is a blend of a tentative outlook with a firm commitment. Allport 
(1962) points out that our psychological constitution permits both this total tentativeness 
and total commitment. 

Subjects who recommitted themselves in religion, marriage, or career took up 
new or former projects differently with a sense of renewal, recovery. Although the 
subjects continue to question critically and doubt, it is important to note that they no 
longer are considered to be disillusioned, i.e., stuck, or cynically determined by their 
previous constitution and living out of their beliefs of significant others. They do, at least 
initially, continue to doubt, be cautious and even skeptical, for the transformation is a 
gradual unfolding or overcoming. However, the subjects did recommit themselves with a 
significantly different sense of trust. 

 



	  

E.	   	   Empirical	   Comparison/	   Contrast	   of	   Being	   Disillusioned	   Within	   Three	  
Situations;	  Religion,	  Marriage,	  Career	  

 
Surprisingly, at least from this researcher's perspective, according to the empirics 

of this study, there were not found to be many radically significant differences in the 
phenomenon of being disillusioned as it was lived in three different situations: religion, 
marriage or career. However, there were some distinctions which may become more 
significant with further research. The effort in this section is to compare and contrast 
these distinctions in the phenomenon of being disillusioned as it was experienced in these 
three different situations and in this way sharpen or refine our understanding of the 
phenomenon. 

As previously demonstrated, regardless of which situation was being described 
(religion, marriage or career), certain similar essential constituents of the phenomenon 
were found to emerge. These are mentioned here only summarily in order not to repeat 
extensively what has already been discussed: 

 
(a) Subjects took for granted, in an unquestioning manner, that the outcome of 
their situation, as constituted by their beliefs/ expectations, would be realized only 
as they anticipated it would be. 
(b) The commitment over which one is disillusioned is crucial to one's self-
understanding as being a believing, loving or competent person. 
(c) The confrontive, disconfirming manner in which one realizes he/ she is 
disillusioned. 
(d) The distorted constitution of the significant other. 
(e) The inauthentic manner of hoping. 
(f) The meaning of that which was lost and its reverberations to other meanings. 
(g) The "ironic twist." 
 
Given these common constituents, the following are some of the particular 

distinctions which show how these were lived out differently in the three situations. 
 

The	  Quality	  of	  the	  Unquestioned	  Anticipatory	  Stance	  
 
This unexamined, taken-for-granted anticipatory stance found in career situations 

appeared to be somewhat different from what was present in religion and marriage 
situations. Questioning the correctness of one's career choice came easier than 
questioning religion or marriage choices. Possibly the depth of the commitment/ promise 
found in the latter made it more difficult for the subjects to question. Possibly society 
condones career changes but generally seems to disapprove changes in one's marriage 
partner or religious beliefs. 

Also, the unquestioned, taken-for-grantedness found in career disillusionment (SS 
#7, 8, 9) appeared to be more grounded in personal rather than societal reinforcement. 
That is, those disillusioned in a career committed themselves to their career more by 
"chance," (S #8); "without much questioning," (S #7). There appears to be here more of a 
personal choice (or non-choice) not one necessarily legitimated by cultural plausibility/ 



	  

structures as found in religion and marriage relationships. 
 

The	  Mode	  of	  Understanding	  the	  Loss	  and	  Its	  Reverberations	  
 
Although in the majority of the subjects the loss which they experienced was 

significant, for it disrupted one's self-understanding in a relationship that mattered 
greatly, in the career disillusionment there appeared to be experienced less of a shattering 
of one's self-understanding than when one was disillusioned in religion or marriage. 
Possibly, there was less of an initial, total, life-long commitment to the outcome of the 
situation7relationship as compared to the possible outcome of the expectation/ belief in 
religion/ marriage. In fact, S #7 (C) said he felt not so much a loss but more of a "relief" 
when he finally accepted that he had to leave his profession. This lack of societal 
legitimation of a permanent, life-long commitment to a career (as found in religion and 
marriage) may leave the future more open, and one is able to change more easily. 

Also, the sense of loss was not as protracted in career. After the initial protest and 
anger, subjects were able to "let go" more quickly of that which was lost in career 
disillusionment. Likewise, there appeared to be less of a compulsive search after the loss 
in career disillusionment than was evident in marriage or religion disillusionment where 
subjects intensely searched for a substitute (a belief in God, a loving spouse). 

The reverberations to other meanings in the subjects' world were found to be 
greater in marriage and religion than in career disillusionment. The crucial, identity-
oriented loss had a way of questioning or relativizing the importance of other personal 
values (trusting or loving others, studying, getting another job); i.e., they were seen as 
being of less or of no importance. S #1 (R) felt if there weren't any God, nothing else had 
much meaning (66). S #6 (M) felt that without a meaningful relationship with his wife, 
lie ends up with "zilch" (81). It appears that the loss of a belief in God or one's spouse 
had a greater amount of reverberation than the loss of one's belief in his or her career for 
these subjects. 

 

Less	  of	  a	  Feeling	  of	  Being	  Deceived	  
 
It was found that career subjects, although lied to in one case, talked less about 

being deceived by others than did those disillusioned in religion or marriage. There 
appeared to be less institutional indoctrination, and societal legitimation concerned in 
career decision-making. S #9(C) entered the teaching career purely by chance, and 
through her own choice, so she didn't feel deceived by others when her career 
expectations were not fulfilled; i.e., she blamed no one. Likewise, S #7 (C) "took up on 
his own to live out his father's unfulfilled life." When he decided to leave his career, he 
didn't feel deceived, for he freely had chosen to take it up. 

However, subjects in marriage and religion frequently referred to having been 
"deceived by others," "duped," "misled" or "lied to." For example, SS #2 and 3 (R) felt 
deceived, "lied to" by religious leaders; they preached love and concern for others, yet 
they treated those they loved very ruthlessly, uncaringly. S #4 (M) felt deceived by his 
wife, who made plans with him for their future together, then divorced him.  

 



	  

The	  Constitution	  of	  Self	  and	  Significant	  Other	  
 
Although in all situations subjects distortedly constituted their relationships with 

significant others through their beliefs/ expectations such as not to respect fully the 
significant other's radical freedom (significant others were to respond only as subjects 
expected/ believed they would), there were still subtle differences which could be seen in 
these distorted constitutions among the three situations. These hindered a healthy 
individuation/ separation between self and others. 

Subjects in religion co-constituted significant others (priests, bishops, nuns) so as 
to give over authority/ control of their own lives and decision-making powers to them. 
This brought about a loss of personal authority. S #3 (R) gave over all his personal power 
to make moral decisions to the religious leaders of his church; S #1 (R) said there was 
always another authority (saints, pope) to look to in order to solve her problems. 

However, subjects disillusioned in marriage or career constituted significant 
others (their spouses or agencies/ institutions) so as to give over to them their identity. 
That is, these subjects saw the significant other as being essential to their self-
understanding. This brought about a fusion/ over-identification, a lack of individuation 
between the subject and the significant other. For example, S #4 (M) considered his 
relationship with his wife as being a "couple identity"; thus he suffered from the lack of 
any significant personal identity. S #5 (M) talked about him and his wife as "two 
becoming one." S #7 (C) took his "identity from his work"; he developed a sense of 
"status" by being a teacher rather than having that status emerge out of his own self-
understanding. 

The following tables summarize these comparisons and contrasts. 
 







	  

VI.	  Re-‐assessment	  of	  Existing	  Conceptualizations	  of	  Being	  
Disillusioned	  

 

A.	  	  Preliminary	  Observations.	  

 
The effort in this section is to dialogue the empirically derived results and the 

General Structure of being disillusioned with the conceptualizations and theoretical 
insights concerning the phenomenon that already exist in contemporary literature and 
research. By doing this, we are using the phenomenological method as a critical tool in 
order to better situate and contextualize the contributions and limitations of other 
approaches to the phenomenon as they are related to this research. 

In re-assessing any of the already existing conceptualizations of disillusionment, 
it is helpful to keep in mind again two previously mentioned and important aspects: (a) 
Traditional literature does not always use the term disillusionment, although it may be 
described when they use other labels such as disenchantment, disassembling, de-
idolization, de-illusioning, loss of illusions, loss of meaning, etc. Thus, the researcher is 
burdened to tease disillusionment out of its hiddenness and to try to account for what has 
been missed, or what has been present in traditional literature, while being couched in 
other terms, (b) Secondly, most major theoretical conceptualizations of disillusionment 
usually address only certain limited aspects but not the entire phenomenon. For example, 
the psychoanalytic and psycho-spiritual approaches speak primarily to the 
disappointment from the loss of the object in disillusionment or to its pre-conditions, i.e., 
illusions and idealizations; the behaviorists speak of the lost expectations, goals, affect, or 
the interruption of the sequences of responses-non-reinforcement as found in 
disappointment; the humanistic and the existential phenomenologists speak of the anomie 
or the inability to find meaning in much of life after being disillusioned. These 
fragmented approaches suggest strongly the need for a more descriptive, integrative 
understanding which synthesizes the research of this elusive but important phenomenon. 

The intention here, therefore, is to reassess the existing conceptualizations of 
disillusionment by dialoguing the differences and similarities found between the 
empirically derived structures of the actual lived situations, as expressed in the General 
Structure, and the theoretically conceived insights concerning the phenomenon as found 
in Behavioral, Psychospiritual, Humanistic, Cognitive and Existential - 
Phenomenological approaches. By seeing other/ different dimensions of the phenomenon 
than those which are seen in contemporary psychology, some of which are affirmed, 
disconfirmed or amplified by this research, we hope to broaden and deepen our 
understanding of what it means to be disillusioned. 

 

B.	  	  Existential-‐Phenomenological	  Conceptualizations	  
 



	  

In general, the existential-phenomenological approach enables us to view the 
phenomenon without the pre-determined conceptualizations of traditional assumptions. It 
advocates a return to the primacy of the life world and lets the data reveal what the 
experience of being disillusioned means in concrete situations. Behavior (or experience), 
as understood by the existential-phenomenologists, goes beyond the behaviorists' 
understanding of the human situation. Phenomenologists dismiss the mechanical 
conception of behavior and see behavior as being intentional. One's meaningful world, 
"Lebenswelt", appears through one's practical actions within one's natural attitude toward 

the world. What Watson called behavior is called "existence" by Merleau-Ponty. 
To him behavior is seen as a unity not a material or mental reality: 

 
From the moment behavior is considered "in its unity" and in its human meaning, 
one is no longer dealing with a material reality nor moreover with a mental 
reality, but with a significative whole or structure which properly belongs neither 
to the external world nor to the eternal life (.1.963 p. 182). 
 
Whereas Husserl emphasized intentionality of consciousness, Merleau-Ponty and 

Sartre stress the intentionality of behavior, that is, man's basic relatedness to the world. 
The mental, which previously was encapsulated in a mind or a body, has now become a 
relation, namely the body's relationship to the world, expressed through intentional 
behavior. 

Behavior for a phenomenologist is meaningful action. Searching is always 
"searching for." Being disillusioned from a phenomenological perspective is searching 
for the realization of an anticipated outcome of one's belief/ expectation only to 
experience the shattering of that realization and then to search for the meaning of what 
was lost. It is not just the absence of a stimulus or a signal of hope turned off. 

No authors in the existential-phenomenological school of thought have 
empirically articulated a structural comprehension of the phenomenon of being 
disillusioned, although some have discussed the phenomenon theoretically (Boelen, 
1978; Keen, 1970, 1975, 1983; Macomber, 1967; Van Kaam, 1979). However, other 
existential-phenomenological writers have addressed important interrelated aspects of the 
phenomenon while using different terms: marginal situation, fundamental anxiety, 
stylistic disappointment, fragmented consciousness, anomie, nothingness, etc. (Becker, 
1973; Berger, 1969, 1979; Frankl, 1978; Kraft, 1974; Macomber, 1967; Marcel, 1951; 
Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1963, 1975; Sartre, 1948, 1956; Schur, 1978; Schutz, 1962; 
Spillman, 1974) 

The existential-phenomenological writers speak indirectly about being 
disillusioned when they consider how emotions or affects are lived. In this approach an 
emotion can be understood as a certain way of grasping the world. Sartre (1956) talks of 
"emotional behavior": "In emotions the body changes its relation to the world and the 
world changes its qualities to the bodily behaving subject" (Kvale & Grenness, 1975, p. 
43). The General Structure reveals being disillusioned as an emotion, as a certain way of 
grasping the world. Subjects lived their crucial identity-oriented relationships, as 
constituted by their beliefs/ expectations, unquestioningly, unambiguously, rigidly and 
with a sense of certitude, only to be eventually shattered when these are not realized. This 
way of grasping the world demonstrates how being disillusioned is understood as a way 
the body and the world change their qualities to the behaving subject. Emotional behavior 



	  

is not just the disruption of a homeostatic balance, as some positivistic psychology says it 
is; i.e., behavior is a person's relatedness to a situation. 

The perennial question about the distinctions between emotion, affect and feeling 
emerged in this study. Although the focus of this research was not essentially to pursue 
the subtle distinctions among the three, the following is a brief effort to address some of 
these differences. 

Wolman (1973) considers emotions behaviorally as temporary disturbances in a 
person's normal state of mind and body induced by the representation of particular 
situations as desirable or undesirable and accompanied by a certain tendency either to 
seek or avoid those situations through appropriate action (p. 118). 

Behavioral theories of emotions differ, depending on which of these component 
aspects are thought to be essential features of emotion: The "bodily upset" theories 
emphasize the agitation of the organism and consider that emotions consist in the very 
awareness of that agitated state. The "motivational" theories view emotions as prompters 
of action based on some kind of value estimation or utility calculus. The "feeling" 
theories emphasize the immediacy and spontaneity of emotions (Samay, 1983, p. 7). 

Influenced by a certain organic interpretation of homeostasis, most psychological 
theories consider emotions to be impermanent affairs, as opposed to attitudinal or 
dispositional states, which are more stable and permanent. Emotions are typically human 
ways of responding to a temporary homeostatic disequilibrium between the person and 
the environment and of triggering the process of return to a steady state. Emotions are 
considered to be particular and specific reactions to imbalance, even when overt behavior 
or physiological research can disclose no pattern that would be characteristic of say 
"embarrassment" as distinct from "shame" (Samay, 1983, p. 7). 

Behaviorally, emotions are thought to be conditioned, or at least triggered, by 
some form of perception, idea or intuition, in short, by some type of cognitive 
representation. Perception is seen as the cause of emotion, "cause" being understood here 
in the sense that most positive scientists use the term, namely, as an "antecedent state" 
which strictly determines the subsequent event in question. In fact, it has been suggested 
by some experimenters that "the same state of physiological arousal could be labeled 'joy' 
or 'fury' or 'jealousy' or any of a great diversity of emotional labels depending on the 
cognitive aspect of the situation" (Schachter, 1962). This means that cognition not only 
occasions the occurrence of an emotion but also determines its identity and meaning 
(Samay, 1983, p. 8). 

Phenomenologically, Raam (1979) suggested that "the relationship between being 
emotional, being affected and feeling could be described as follows: feeling is a 
primordial mode of discovering that one has been affected while it, at the same time, 
antedates and constitutes the ground for becoming emotional" (p. 110). 

The knowledge revealed through feeling seems to become the ground for the 
disillusioned person's becoming emotional in the sense that he/ she attempts to resolve 
the ambiguity of his/ her situation, i.e., that the outcome of his/ her beliefs/ expectations 
is not absolutely assured to be only as anticipated. In this sense, the feeling involved in 
being disillusioned seems to parallel Ricouer's insight that "the significance of feeling 
appears to be in the reciprocal genesis of knowing and feeling (Ricoeur, 1978, p. 126). 

Perhaps one can view being emotional as Schur (1978) did, in the everyday sense 
of the person's moving towards a public display of how he/ she has been affected. In this 



	  

sense, there are indeed moments within the total situation of being disillusioned which 
may be characterized as being emotional, i.e., flailing of arms, crying, withdrawing, 
thrashing out against others. 

Schur (1978) also discussed an aspect of disillusionment, disappointment, which 
he affirmed as an affect, insofar as it reveals the person as having been affected by the 
world (specifically) by the power of the world to deprive. He also saw disappointment as 
a feeling, insofar as it reveals people more or less thematically experiencing themselves 
as having been affected by a particular face of the world (p. 159). 

A recent effort on the part of Samay (1983) helps clarify some of the distinctions 
between emotions and affectivity. Samay writes that the human world is originally and 
throughout a lived world of involvement rather than a spectacle provided for the 
dispassionate gaze of speculative thought. He holds that on any level, experimental as 
well as metaphysical, a person's primary relation to the real is always on the affective 
order. Samay coined the term protention to characterize a person's primary relation to the 
real. The real is primarily that which living beings are affectively involved in and only 
secondarily that which is offered to human inspection (p. 9). Any human project includes 
the original thrust of affectivity which involves both the noetic aspect of an intention and, 
more importantly, the energetic aspect. Samay sees affectivity as designating an enduring 
orientation, that universal propensity, adherence or tendency by virtue of which living 
individuals are bonded to their environment, interact with it. In this sense affectivity is 
much broader, older and more basic than particular human emotions. It is seen as the 
cumulative directedness or protention of life (p. 9). The following is a short summary of 
the distinctions seen phenomenologically, among these three intertwined phenomena: 





	  

In light of this empirical research one could understand being emotional as Sartre 
did, i.e., as an inauthentic attempt to resolve a difficult situation, entailing the creation of 
a magical emotional world to replace a difficult instrumental one (Sartre, 1948, pp. 61-
94))… To this extent, being disillusioned is a form of emotional consciousness, for it 
initially entails a holding-on to a lost world, a refusal or reluctance to let go and move on 
to other projects and worlds. However, in another sense, being disillusioned is already a 
movement toward letting go. To acknowledge that one is disillusioned is to already begin 
the journey toward disengagement. Being disillusioned opens one to the possibility of 
accepting the loss of the desired world. 

The General Structure also reveals being disillusioned as a possible affect (in the 
sense that it is possible for the person to be deprived by the world) which can become 
problematic through its resistance to change. Although Merleau-Ponty (1963) does not 
discuss being disillusioned per se. His insights concerning affective resistance are helpful 
in understanding this phenomenon. He describes affective resistance (as similar to but not 
identical to the resistance found in a complex or in repressed feelings) as the "possibility 
of a fragmented life of consciousness which does not possess a unique significance at all 
times" (p. 178). It is a partial conduct which has an apparent autonomy. 

In addition, what Merleau-Ponty (1963) has to say about the inadequate 
structurations accomplished by the subject speaks to the experience of being disillusioned 
(p. 179). He sees this inadequate structuration being present when there is growth (in a 
person) which is accomplished only by word rather than in reality. He is critical of people 
in religion who believe they are transcending the vital and social dialectics, when actually 
they are distracting themselves. False solutions to reality, (avoiding facing the ambiguity 
of the situation) as is found in the disillusioned person, can be recognized when the being 
of the person does not coincide with what he says, thinks, or does; e.g., disillusioned 
persons in religion avoided assuming self-authority for their behavior. Structures of 
consciousness (dialectics of intertwining meanings between person and world) can be 
deceiving if they are not consistent with the total structure of existence. 

The General Structure affirms Merleau-Ponty's insight that disillusioned persons 
are those whose being does not coincide with what they say, think or do. Prior to being 
disillusioned their beliefs were not in touch with the actual situation. They come not to 
believe or understand their taken-for-granted beliefs or truths in the same way as they 
previously did. They express a fragmented life of consciousness. The world does not 
signify what it once did. They lose their understanding of their place in the world which 
they believed was fixed, but they come to realize it is not. They experience an 
incongruity between what they knew and what they know now. They cling to the past, 
with which they are disappointed, while they confusedly try to understand the present and 
future differently. 

The General Structure also affirms the insights of Merleau-Ponty relevant to 
illusion and error being already present in a truth or belief. Given the hiddenness, 
ambiguity and the fragmented possibilities of consciousness, one can see 
phenomenologically, the experience of being disillusioned as an incomplete structure of 
consciousness. In other words, for the disillusioned person, that which appears real or 
true is not necessarily the real or the true; it is a perspective of truth. It has within its 
structure the possibility of being incorrect, unreal, misleading as well as becoming more 
real or true. As Merleau-Ponty adds: "I face truth not with its negation but with a state of 



	  

non-truth or ambiguity, the actual opacity of my existence" (1962, p. 295). 
Likewise, according to Macomber (1967), in illusion, truth is never wholly 

absent, which is in fact still a vital moving force. Heidegger called this the "reigning 
presence of the mystery in illusion" (p. 209). Error and illusion have their origin in truth. 
Phenomenologically, truth is revelation not just correspondence; i.e., truth continues to 
reveal itself. It is part of the structure of truth to change. The General Structure affirms 
this view in that the disillusioned person is able to see his/ her truths or beliefs as being 
modified with one's changing world and experience. Subjects initially saw their truth, 
ideal, or value, or belief as not changing, or not being different over a period of time and 
thus were disposed to the possibility of becoming disillusioned when they experienced 
the change but did not appropriate it; they, in fact, initially avoided it. 

The existential-phenomenological understanding of loss is affirmed by the 
General Structure, but its implications are further spelled out empirically in this research. 
Merleau-Ponty (1962) when discussing embodiment helps us better understand how it is 
so difficult to "let go" and bring to a closure that which is lost when one is disillusioned. 
He pointed out, when speaking about the phantom limb, that one of the possibilities of 
being an embodied person is to experience loss in our habitual existence. The search for 
that which is lost is an expression of a "former present which cannot decide to recede into 
the past" (p. 85). The refusal to accept a loss is seen as a choice. It can be seen as an 
inauthentic attempt to preserve the past in the present; this deprives the person of a 
future. The existential-phenomenological approach does not dichotomize existence into 
discrete presence/ absence. Spatiality is more than the empiricists' space; it is lived space. 
That which is lost continues to be present in an ambiguous way to the subject. The past 
loss continues to inform the disillusioned person's world. The existential approach can 
address this, whereas traditional psychology's approach sees space and time as discrete, 
either/ or elements. 

Peter Berger (1979), relying heavily on A. Schutz (1962), addresses the close 
relationship between illusion and truth and although he doesn't address being 
disillusioned explicitly, his insights are affirmed by the empirical findings of this 
research. More specifically, he discusses how reality is not experienced as one unified 
whole. Human beings experience reality as containing zones or strata with greatly 
differing qualities. That which is taken for granted is called paramount reality; the other 
zones are called provinces of meaning. Schutz (1962) calls this fact the experience of 
multiple realities (p. 207). The General Structure shows that one's taken-for-granted 
reality may eventually turn out to be an illusion (distorted, incorrect) for, paradoxically, 
paramount reality is both very real and yet very precarious. That is, the taken-for-granted 
everyday life pertains "until further notice," i.e., until it is ruptured (shattered). 

When the disillusioned person realizes that his/ her taken-for-granted beliefs/ 
expectations are not going to be fulfilled as anticipated, he/ she experiences the rupturing 
of that which seemed most real to him/ her up to that time. The rupture of mundane 
reality brings one to his/ her limits/ boundaries of paramount reality. Reality becomes 
relativized; certitude is gone. Initially, when the person becomes disillusioned, he/ she 
finds oneself standing outside the previously taken-for-granted world. The past, lost 
world now appears to be flawed, absurd or illusionary. Its certitude diminishes or 
vanishes. Now the ordinary world of the disillusioned person has a previously 
unperceived quality. Berger calls this "Doppelbodigkeit" (having a double floor). That is, 



	  

another reality appears in the shattering which the disillusioned person experiences, but 
the other reality was there all the time. This points to the possibility that one's beliefs are 
able to be realized in many possible ways not only as they were anticipated by the 
disillusioned person. The shattering not only reveals an unfamiliar new reality (the 
person's beliefs are not fulfilled as anticipated) but throws a new light on the familiar 
reality of ordinary experience (the disillusioned person does not mean to the significant 
other what he/ she believed he/ she did). 

This shattering opens up possible outcomes of beliefs beyond what was 
previously believed. Reality is now seen differently, essentially in a critical, skeptical, 
more questioning manner. Thus we can see how the sociology of knowledge helps us 
better understand the healthy critical questioning which may emerge concerning the 
previously taken-for-granted certainties of the disillusioned persons' beliefs. 

Marcel (1951) did not address the phenomenon of being disillusioned per se 
either, but his insights concerning hope can be affirmed in some aspects and modified by 
the General Structure. While Marcel did not address being disillusioned explicitly, he did 
speak to an essential, generally unarticulated aspect of the phenomenon, that is, the 
quality of hope which is the ground of the disillusioned person's expectation/ belief. 

 
It seems to me that in counting on, I have given something of my own... the event 
has failed in its obligation toward me… it has had the presumption... of somehow 
chaining reality down in advance... (1951, p. 55). 
 
The General Structure reveals that being disillusioned can become the occasion 

for the realization that persons have been living their relationship with significant others 
implicitly (pre-thematically) in an inauthentic hope. That is, the disillusioned person has 
placed a great demand on the future outcome of a belief/ expectation or he made a claim 
upon the world. Marcel sees this as hoping inauthentically i.e., to count on, to have due to 
me, become a claim or a demand. This movement from asking to demanding is seen by 
Marcel as a degradation of authentic hope, for authentic hope is open to the variety of 
possible outcomes, not narrowed to just one unambiguous outcome. 

Marcel (1951) points out how there are possibly two kinds of hope. The first type 
is a weak hope. Here the reasons for hoping are outside of oneself, i.e., "far from having 
their roots in the very depths of what I am" (p. 29). The second style of hoping is more 
intense and is grounded in waiting. This form of hoping is more genuine than that found 
in mere desire: 

 
Desire is by definition egocentric... it tends towards possession... only in 
reference to me. Hope is... not egocentric; to hope is always to hope for us... 
never the state of wishful thinking (1967, p. 232). 
 
The disillusioned person had a closed, one-dimensional unambiguous 

understanding of the outcome of his/ her beliefs/ expectations which he/ she anticipated 
would be realized in the future only as anticipated. For example, S #4(M) never expected 
to be without his wife except through death; S #1(R) presumed she would be rewarded, in 
the manner she anticipated, by God for her good behavior; S #5(M) took for granted his 
marriage was permanent. 

Marcel also speaks to the question of what was lost in being disillusioned, i.e., 



	  

whether it was an object or a loss of being. He writes: "Loss on the level of having... runs 
the risk of running into a loss on the level of being" (1965, p. 91). He distinguished 
between a diluted hope, which is extrinsic, and a genuine hope, which emerges from the 
depth of one's being. This data confirms the possibility of both types of hope; i.e., the 
subjects who became disillusioned appear to have all their projects (believing, loving, 
working) grounded in the depth of their being. Marcel's distinctions help to understand 
that when one's project is grounded in one's being and when the outcome of the project is 
different than expected, it has a serious, traumatic effect on the person, possibly resulting 
in being disillusioned. 

Possibly Marcel's distinctions are too sharp and distinct. Although both types of 
hoping appear to be present in disillusioned persons, the data strongly indicate that 
disillusioned subjects did start out having a great demand, counting on a certain limited 
outcome, which is diluted hope. This appears to be the ground from which 
disillusionment emerges. It appears that the fundamental ambiguity of being disillusioned 
(the outcome of one's relationship with significant other as constituted by one's belief and 
expectation) is not absolutely assured to be realized as anticipated. This hinders 
classifying completely that which was lost as being either the loss of an object or the loss 
of being. That is, this data reveals the loss as being intertwined, not dichotomized. It 
affirms the intertwining: there was both the loss of what was sought to be obtained, a 
sense of "having" (a God, a wife, a job and a loss of what one sought to become, "being" 
(a believing, loving, competent person). All losses were both losses of objects and of 
being. There was a mixture, an intertwining of both forms of loss. The loss of the 
particular strongly affected the universal; the loss of the concrete, illuminated the deeper 
projects of being. 

The General Structure affirms what Schur's (1978) empirical research on 
disappointment tentatively suggested, but it also amplifies its implications. He indicated 
there was a possible distinction between situational disappointment which is directed 
toward concrete, highly situated, short-term, interval disappointment and stylistic 
disappointment (disillusionment) which he described as an "abiding attitude, a general 
readiness to become disappointed" (1978, p. 5). 

This research empirically demonstrates how being disillusioned is seen as a 
general attitude, a style, an approach to the world which if protracted can become a 
continuous attitude of positive or negative skepticism, cynicism, or if pathological, 
bitterness and defeat. However, being disillusioned is also more than a decision to remain 
disappointed as Schur (1978) and Socarides (1977) indicated. It can be seen as a 
particular rigid, non-open way of living out that decision. In addition, the majority of 
these subjects very significantly showed a gradual opening up to the possible 
transformative changes in their situation. They moved towards re-engagement, re-
involvement, but now differently. They are more cautious, skeptical and less certain 
about the ambiguous outcome of future relationships. 

The General Structure, while acknowledging the presence of being disappointed 
when one is disillusioned, also reveals more clearly how they differ temporally. Being 
disillusioned is usually a temporally protracted experience, over a much longer period of 
time, whereas being disappointed tends to be lived out during shorter periods of time. 
The General Structure distinguishes the depth of one's commitment to that over which 
one becomes disillusioned. In being disillusioned this commitment is seen as being 



	  

essential, crucial, to one's understanding as compared to the possibility of being either 
essential or unimportant in being disappointed. Likewise the anticipatory stance in being 
disillusioned is revealed as being one of certitude, an unquestioned, taken-for-
grantedness, in contrast to being disappointed, where it may be either one of certitude or 
uncertainty. 

Although Van Kaam (1963, 1982) does not actually articulate a structural 
comprehension of being disillusioned, he does give some related insights which are both 
affirmed and also amplified by this research. In particular, subjects who were 
disillusioned in religion empirically affirm his observations concerning distorted 
anticipations of future outcomes and over-identification which may emerge between 
religious aspirants and significant others. Van Kaam (1982) discusses how those 
disillusioned with religion possibly anticipate the future in a distorted manner through 
what he calls "social formation exaltation." "This exalted functional involvement leads to 
ambitious over-commitment in the functional dimension of social engagement" (p. 146). 

Van Kaam correctly adds how a faulty "spiritual formation leads to an over-
identification with the person for whom one cares" (p. 147). These persons' myopic 
anticipation limits the scope of their perception and attention. It limits the unindividuated 
person to a negative "tunnel vision" that excludes perception of other possibilities. These 
subjects, particularly the ones disillusioned in religion, had constituted the outcome of 
their beliefs (God will reward me, as I anticipate, others believe as I do); with a one-
dimensional outcome, excluding other possible outcomes. 

The General Structure also reveals how being disillusioned can be seen as a 
genuine historical phenomenon. It reveals being disillusioned as a holistic phenomenon 
where the past, present and future co-exist. The focus of understanding the phenomenon 
is not just on the shattering moment of being disillusioned. It involves the past and 
present which is surpassed and transformed toward new and different perspectives of the 
phenomenon. This researcher views the disillusioning situation as an opportunity for the 
disillusioned person to respond in a developmental manner such that he/ she uses it as an 
occasion to deepen/ broaden his/ her understanding of his/ her situation. That is, the 
General Structure reveals, through the Modes of Resolution, that disillusioned persons, 
when they accept/ own the ambiguity of the outcome of their relationship (as constituted 
by their expectation/ beliefs), experience a possible restructuration, a new level of 
organization in their self/ world/ other relations. In this sense being disillusioned could be 
considered an opportunity for growth, for deepening one's self-understanding with others. 
These transformations of what was lost reflect the movement intended by Sam Keen 
(1970) when he said, "maturity is [the movement] from disillusionment into wisdom" (p. 
195). Likewise, this points to what Merleau-Ponty (1963) was addressing when he spoke 
about development: 

 
...progressive and discontinuous structuration of behavior. Normal structuration 
is one which recognizes conduct in depth in such a way that infantile attitudes no 
longer have a place or meaning in the new attitude,... (p. 175). 
 
In this way, the disillusioning situation can be considered as a "growth" 

phenomenon, i.e., as an opportunity for a person to lose illusory beliefs about self and 
others while developing more mature, less rigid and more freeing perceptions about self 
and the world. For example, SS #4 and 5 (M) married again but with different, 



	  

confrontive and responsible approaches to their new relationships; SS #1(R) and 2(R) 
believed more responsibly, reasonably, after being disillusioned; SS #7, 8, 9(C) took up 
second careers more critically and realistically. 

 

C.	  	  Traditional	  Conceptualizations	  of	  Disillusionment	  

 
Keeping in mind the previous insights and discussion on how contemporary 

existential-phenomenological conceptualizations concerning being disillusioned, or 
essential aspects of it, are affirmed, amplified or contradicted by this researcher's 
empirically derived data and General Structure, we can now further our reassessment to 
include other traditional positivistic conceptualizations of the phenomenon. 

 

1.	  	  Experimental/	  Behavioral	  Conceptualizations	  of	  Disillusionment,	  

 
The fundamental Cartesian metapsychological presuppositions of the 

Experimental/ Behavioral approaches prevent the viewing of the phenomenon of being 
disillusioned in a holistic, human, lived manner. When understanding/ explicating a 
phenomenon in this approach, the quantified, discrete language and experimental 
methods limit the researcher's ability to see a phenomenon as a genuine history, one 
which is lived with the past/ present/ future being co-present. In their treating a person as 
an object, in a very mechanistic and physicalistic sense, they necessarily only capture a 
portion of the totality of the perceiving person. Their focus is on what can be measured 
and quantified. This fails to approach the question of what the phenomenon means to the 
person in a more holistic sense. Their approach usually dismisses private events as being 
too subjective, not "public" and, therefore, not empirically repeatable and verifiable. A 
person is in contact with another through a complex series of responses and stimuli. 
Thus, the immediacy of the lived event gets covered over. 

The behavioral approach separates the situation and the response, the subject and 
the object, the interior and the exterior. It sees whole activity as a sum of sequences of 
responses; it overlooks intentionality and the significance of the experience. It diminishes 
the human, the affective, the meaning of the experience. 

The experimental authors also do not deal specifically with the phenomenon of 
being disillusioned as it is approached in this research, i.e., as a human experience. They 
do deal with physical, geometrical illusions (of extent, shape, and direction, e.g., Muller-
Lyer illusion, Ponzo illusion) which present a sense of distortion of what one thinks he/ 
she sees. They address illusions in the perception of physical objects in such phenomena 
as: real versus perceived movement, the phi phenomenon (stroboscopic motion); 
autokinetic illusions, self- generated movement that a stationary object sometimes 
creates; visual cliff, the perceptual constancy and perception of height/ depth. We have 
here, however, the understanding of what an illusion is from only a physicalistic, 
quantified sense; one which is only determined by measurement. This is not the focus of 
this research; here we are studying what it means to experience being disillusioned in a 
human relationship, in a human concrete situation. 



	  

The behaviorist's insight, which speaks to this research, is that which addresses 
disappointment, an aspect of being disillusioned. The behaviorist considers 
disappointment as an emotion, an affect. Behavior ally considered, disappointment is an 
interruption of an established sequence of responses which had been previously 
positively reinforced by the social environment. For Skinner (1971) an emotion is a 
"pattern of behavior" and the only access to an emotion of another person is through 
behavior (motor, verbal or physiological). He considers disappointment as being an 
emotional effect of "non-reinforcements"; it is an "experience of non-reward" (p. 140). It 
is comparable to extinction in the behavioral paradigm. 

Mower (1960) also addresses behaviorally the mode of being disappointed; he 
does this through the concept of learning. Neutral stimuli in the environment, by means 
of their association with a specific drive state, acquire the capacity to elicit non-specific 
affective states of tension. The stimulus is known as either a "safety" or a "danger" signal 
which can be turned "on" or "off." Behaviorally, being disappointed, as an aspect of 
being disillusioned, would then be the result of the appearance and subsequent 
disappearance of a safety signal of hope (hope being defined as the promise of relief from 
discomfort, i.e., a safety signal turned on). 

Feather (1966, 1967) sees disappointment within the context of an expectancy 
theory. Here, being disappointed, as a mode of being disillusioned, becomes motivational 
disappointment (a secondary concept), defined in terms of hope motivation. 

 
Motivational disappointment is spoken of as the amount of reduction in hope 
motivation, mediated by change in expectation, that occurs following non-
confirmation or partial confirmation of an expectation or reward (p. 215). 
 
Behavioral-social psychologists through their experiments speak to our 

understanding of the influence of expectations on our perception of objects or events. 
However, they do not address being disillusioned per se and their research is still 
grounded in a Cartesian duality, thus the richness of the total context is lost. McClelland 
and Atkinson, (1948); McClelland and Liberman, (1949); and Postman and Brenner, 
(1948) speak about hunger drives, the desire to achieve, interest and values, respectively, 
and their effect on one's expectations. In sum, their experiments show, as does the 
General Structure, that we tend to perceive what we expect to perceive, "we tend to 
perceive what we would like to perceive at the moment or what in general we value most 
highly" (Dember, 1979, p. 258). 

We can see that the behavioral approach presents behavior as a series of either/ or 
sequences which are laid down ahead of time through the appearance or disappearance of 
signals. This brings about the experience of the loss to be in an either/ or manner. 
However, this discrete, elemental conceptualization of behavior/ experience fails to 
address the complex ambiguity of a human experience (living the loss of a previous 
presence). The General Structure demonstrates that in the life world the loss experienced 
in being disillusioned is not lived in discrete, either/ or ways. The temporality, the 
genuine history of the phenomenon, is lost in the behavioral approach as well as its 
intentionality; it freezes the experience to a state. This leaves the behavioral approach to 
be very mechanistic, one which has precision in its dissecting of behavior into elements 
but excludes the complexity and value introduced by human needs, intentions and 
desires. 



	  

Also, the behavioral approach fails to address adequately the quality of hope 
which grounds the expectations/ beliefs of disillusioned persons. The behaviorists see 
hope as a positive signal turned on, as behavior in light of the promise of a reward. The 
reward is seen only as coming after the efforts. This approach fails to take into 
consideration the dialectic between action and horizon. Again it sees phenomena only in 
cause/ effect sequences; it doesn't consider how hope could come before action or how it 
invites/ attracts one into the future. 

Thus, disappointment, as an aspect of being disillusioned, is understood 
behaviorally in terms of the conditions that evoke it, not in terms of subjective 
descriptions. It is accounted for rather than described. Meanings for the most part are not 
understood from the subject's frame of reference but rather from the external observer's 
point of view. The behaviorist's approach to a human phenomenon is too limited in that it 
considers a person as an organism who receives stimuli from the environment and then 
registers their appearances/ disappearances from the presence or absence of signals or 
stimuli. The meaning of the loss as it continues to be lived implicitly or explicitly is 
absent from the behavioral/ experimental approach. 

 

2.	  	  Psychoanalytic	  Theories.	  

 
Although some of the psychoanalytic conceptualizations of disillusionment are 

affirmed and need amplified in more aspects than were true of the experimental/ 
behavioral approaches, they nevertheless still don't approximate the total empirical 
variations found in the life world descriptions of the subjects of this investigation. 

We again see how the physicalistic philosophical anthropology, which grounds 
the metapsychological presupposition of the psychoanalytic interpretation of behavior, is 
also essentially based on the Cartesian dichotomy between subject and object. This sees 
the body and mind as being two contrasting entities which are juxtaposed to one another. 
Thus the psychoanalytic conceptualizations of disillusionment are couched in 
mechanistic terms and principles (cathexis, libidinal investment) that distort and limit the 
holistic understanding of the phenomenon. This mechanistic language helps to blur 
distinctions among terms and doesn't address the essential reciprocal and interrelated 
unity of body and mind which is found in the person who is disillusioned. 

The psychoanalytic conceptualization attempts to reduce reality to mechanics and 
material forces. It represents the psychic process of idealization and projection as 
movements on the level of quotas of energy (cathexis and anti-cathexis of imagos). The 
psychoanalytic language implies that there is an "investment" of energy, a "withdrawal" 
of energy from the object of gratification. However, the General Structure demonstrates 
that it is not necessary to conceptualize being disillusioned in these mechanistic, 
reductionistic terms. While both approaches indicate there is a close relationship between 
the disillusioned person and the object which is lost, the General Structure speaks in non-
mechanistic terms about engagement, and re-engagement rather than investment and re-
investment of energy. This is especially evident when the transformation, or change, 
understood as emerging after the loss, is acknowledged and accepted as having been 
constituted by the subject and not being just a change in an object in which a certain 
amount of energy had been invested. There is actually, in the lived situation, a 



	  

transformation of the world itself, not just of the object of gratification; i.e., that which is 
lost is not just a lost world but a transformed world. Mechanistically oriented 
terminology leads to unclarified use of terms, particularly between disappointment and 
disillusionment, which are both seen as a lost investment by the subjects in an object 
from which they expected to receive gratification. 

The psychoanalytic conceptualizations of disillusionment view data in light of 
pre-determined constructs and patterns of behavior. This approach, as expressed by Freud 
(1915, 1916, 1930, 1933, 1939); Gould (1978); Jacobson (1946); Rycroft (1955); 
Socarides (1977), takes up the discussion of disillusionment within an assumption that 
adult disillusionment is caused by earlier childhood disillusionment; i.e., disillusionment 
is seen as a derived phenomenon. Psychoanalytic theory conceptualizes disillusionment 
as being a repetition of a childhood experience; e.g.,  the child is searching for the lost 
breast, the primary relationship, the union between the child and its mother (Shor, p. 
197). However, from a phenomenological perspective, one can see that the 
psychoanalytic theory is actually an assumption concerning infant behavior which is 
based on the pre-scientific life world of the adult and which is then used to explain later 
adult disillusionment. 

When understanding the phenomenon of being disillusioned, in light of time, the 
psychoanalytic conceptualization focuses most of its attention on the past and present, in 
particular, the shattering, disassembling moment. Equal attention is not given to the 
future, transformative outcomes of the shattering moment. The General Structure of this 
research demonstrates a more holistic comprehensive perspective of time, i.e., lived 
time. Here the past/ present/ future co-exist in the present. This research reveals how the 
lost world of meaning can be transformed as the disillusioned person "lets go" of the past 
but also takes up old or new projects in a different way. This study speaks to being 
disillusioned as not just being the shattering experience which ends in apathy as 
understood by psychoanalytic theory (Edelwich, 1980), but it is also an opportunity for a 
movement toward greater maturity/ wisdom, toward a deeper understanding of the self/ 
world relationship as expressed in the Modes of Resolution. 

Within the strictly traditional psychoanalytic approach (Freud, 1915, 1916, 1927, 
1930, 1933, 1939) disillusionment is understood as the loss of an illusion (a belief based 
essentially on wish-fulfillment) which was expressed in some form of distorted 
idealization. This conceptualization understands idealizations and illusions as 
preconditions to becoming disillusioned. These are formed initially in childhood and are 
to protect one from a sense of despair and futility. Freud emphasizes the intra-psychic 
understanding of humans with his interpretation of behavior being based essentially on 
transference. This conceptualization gives a limited perspective with the emphasis being 
on a world-less subject who struggles to invest in new objects. 

Freud (1915) emphasized that an essential dimension of disillusionment had its 
basis in wish fulfillment, belief, rather than in fact. The disillusionment which came after 
World War I was based on an illusion which Europeans and Americans had toward other 
humans. Freud said that the disillusionment which developed, because of the uncivilized 
behavior of other citizens, was unjustified; in reality, "they had not sunk as low as they 
feared, but rather they had never risen so high as they believed they would" (p. 285). 

The General Structure affirms Freud's insight that the disillusioned persons did 
place an unambiguous demand, expectation, on other persons, requiring them to respond 



	  

only in a manner as they believed they would. The General Structure amplifies this 
understanding by showing how other people's responses (expressed through the radical 
subjectivity of others) are never controlled absolutely by another person. That is, others 
are free to respond as they choose in spite of how one constitutes them to respond 
through his/ her belief. 

The General Structure also affirms Freud's insight that there can be a positive 
contribution from living out some illusions. He showed that illusions "spare us 
unpleasurable feelings and enable us to enjoy satisfactions instead" (1915, p. 280). 
However, Freud (1915) as Levinson apparently does not seem to make any distinctions 
between illusions and creative imaginations. Granted that both are projections toward 
one's hoped-for-world, it does not appear correct to designate all creative imaginative 
projections toward the future as necessarily illusionary (in a Freudian sense) although 
they may be. This research suggests that after the shattering loss of one's illusions, in 
disillusionment, that which replaces the loss may be non-illusionary; i.e., they may be 
creative projections toward future goals. (S #4(M) now brings more integrity to his 
second marriage. S #5(M) doesn't see his second marriage as necessarily permanent.) 

The General Structure also affirms Freud's insight that what essential meanings 
we refuse to face realistically (when we avoid) will eventually bring disillusionment. 
"The war in which we had refused to believe, broke out (because we believed in the 
dignity of man), and it brought disillusionment" (1915, p. 278). The General Structure 
amplifies this insight by empirically revealing more about the style, the rigid way of 
avoiding and receiving feedback in the disillusioning situations: S #4(M); S #8(C); S 
#7(C); there was also present an appeasement to assure that the outcome would be as 
anticipated: S #1(R); S #4(M). 

Socarides (1977) conceptualizes disillusionment as a complex emotional state 
derived from fear and pain in which there is disappointment in things as they are, not as 
one had imagined and hoped. The General Structure doesn't reveal being disillusioned as 
a "state," as a thing in itself, inside of the mind, intrapsychically. This research sees it as a 
style, a way of taking up the world. It is not just a cognitive proposition but a way-of-
being toward the future. This is characterized by one's ability to let go initially of a belief 
in a relationship which was not realized as anticipated and which subjects continue to live 
for a time even after it was shattered. 

The General Structure also reveals more significantly than does Socarides' work 
the quality of the hope which was imagined and which grounds one's belief/ expectation. 
This research shows how the disillusioned persons had hoped in authentically and were 
closed to other possible outcomes of their beliefs in a relationship. That is, they hoped in 
a future outcome to be realized only in the manner it was anticipated; this is not authentic 
hope. 

Also the General Structure's revelation of being disillusioned doesn't conclude 
with the person just being without any meaning in other aspects of life as is found in the 
psychoanalytic conceptualization (Edelwich, 1980). It shows possible modes of 
resolution and transformations which emerge out of being disillusioned and which lead to 
different and even deeper understandings of the meaning of self/ world. S #1(R) now 
assumes a new sense of responsibility for believing; S #4(M) is now more confrontive 
and in touch with his feelings; S #7(C) is now free of his self-imposed burden of living 
out his parents' values. 



	  

Milner (1955), Rycroft (1955) and Winnicott's (1945) conceptualizations of 
disillusionment, expressed within a Cartesian psychophysical dualism, also limit our 
understanding of the phenomenon to a mechanistic infantile intrapsychic one. 

 
At the moment of consummation of a wish there should be a convergence and 
merging of this hallucinated image (and its cathexis) with the image of the 
available external object, not a shift of cathexis from one image to the other (p. 
14). 
 
The General Structure languages the phenomenon in non-mechanistic terms and 

shows there isn't so much a mechanistic investment of and failure to re-invest energy in 
objects (in order to obtain gratification) but more of an engagement, re-engagement or 
involvement of meaning by the subject. This understanding assists us in seeing being 
disillusioned as a constituted style of being-toward-the-future, not so much as an 
investment of energy in an object to gain gratification. 

Shor and Sanville's (1978) conceptualization of disillusionment in marriage is 
grounded in early childhood origins and carried over into young adulthood: 

 
In the past we projected on to the institution of marriage all of our dreams of self 
repair... We looked to marriage as to a healer; it was to be our salvation. With 
such high hopes, and elaborate expectations... we set ourselves up for the 
inevitable fall (p. 9). 
 
The General Structure affirms Shor and Sanville's insights which show that the 

subjects were disillusioned with marriages in which they had placed such high distorted 
hopes (taken-for-granted, unquestioned beliefs, e.g., permanency) and elaborate 
expectations upon significant others with whom they fused in an effort to achieve the 
primordial unity we all seek. 

Jacobson's (1946) insights on disillusionment are affirmed but extended by the 
General Structure. He demonstrated how disappointment is an essential aspect of being 
disillusioned* "when the concept of the disappointing object turns out to be illusory. 
Disappointment equals Entauschung which in English means disillusion" (p. 37). 

While the General Structure affirms that disappointment is an essential aspect of 
being disillusioned, it also amplifies Jacobson's insights. It is not only the concept of the 
object that may be illusory, but the General Structure shows how it is also the style in 
which the belief is lived that helps to constitute being disillusioned taking up a crucial, 
identity-oriented belief in a rigid, avoiding, assured, unquestioning, manner. 

 

3.	  	  Neo-‐Freudian	  Conceptualizations	  

 
Gould (1978) and Levinson's (1978) conceptualizations of disillusionment are 

affirmed (there is a loss of essential assumptions about self/ others), but they fail to make 
the desired clarification between illusions lost in disillusionment and the imaginative, 
creative, projections which are possible in our anticipating the future. Particularly, 
Levinson stated: 



	  

 
Illusions can be tremendously harmful; but they can also inspire works of great 
nobility and accomplishment… Some reduction in illusions is now appropriate 
and beneficial, but it is neither possible nor desirable to overcome all illusions in 
the Mid-Life Transition... Illusion continues to have its place – a mixed blessing 
or a mixed curse – all through the life cycle (p. 197). 
 
After the loss of illusion in being disillusioned, the General Structure shows how 

we need not necessarily substitute for the loss another illusion (distorted belief or value); 
however, we can substitute other reality-grounded imaginative projections; e.g., to marry 
the second time with more realistic expectations; to believe again more responsibly. 
These need not necessarily be illusory. This research shows that disillusioned persons are 
able to constitute new/ different realistic beliefs. One can take up his/ her beliefs in a 
different way, believing them to be in touch with one's situation. However, if the subjects 
are not more questioning, more open to possibilities, the future will not develop as 
constituted or anticipated. 

This study also corroborates insights from Edelwich (1980) and Freudenberger 
(1980) which addressed the progressive loss of idealism and purpose that emerges among 
workers when there is such a discrepancy between expectation and realization, the ideal 
and the actual, so commonly experienced in helping careers. Freudenberger's (1980) 
insights into burnout are affirmed by the General Structure but also are amplified. He 
sees career burnout as a "state" of fatigue or frustration brought about by devotion to a 
cause, way of life or relationship that failed to produce the expected, reward" (p. 13). 
When a person persists in attaining a certain expectation level which is dramatically 
opposed to reality, he/ she is disposed to being burned out. The data in this research 
reveals also the unquestioning, rigid styles that are lived by the person who becomes 
disillusioned, as well as modes of resolutions which are possible. 

Edelwich (1980), who subtitled his book Burnout: The Stages of Disillusionment 
in Helping Professions, addresses aspects of being disillusioned, but again, not in a 
holistic sense. He sees burnout as consisting of four distinct stages: enthusiasm, 
stagnation, frustration, apathy. The General Structure partially affirms these stages (while 
focusing more on their lived temporality) but also emphasizes the styles and modes of 
resolution which portray a much more holistic, human and transformative perspective of 
being disillusioned; i.e., it doesn't necessarily end in apathy as Edelwich (1980) indicates. 
The subjects in this research who were disillusioned may have been burned out, but not 
in all cases; i.e., S #9 described being burned out and disillusioned in her teaching career. 
However, subjects 7 and 8 both were disillusioned in their careers, but neither would 
have been described as being emotionally exhausted and burned out as characterized by 
Edelwich or Freudenberger. 

 

4.	  	  Analytic	  Conceptualizations.	  

 
Jung (1933) was one of the earliest writers who addressed the serious and 

essential change that almost inevitably emerges in middle adulthood and which we today 
would call being disillusioned in mid-life or the mid-life crisis. The General Structure 



	  

affirms his insights but also extends them, particularly in the area of being disillusioned 
in marriage. When the disillusioned persons realized that the Other was not as 
anticipated, or as constituted by them, they were unable, initially, to incorporate that 
change into their self-understanding and consequently became disillusioned. 

 

5.	  	  Psycho-‐spiritual	  Conceptualizations	  of	  Disillusionment.	  

 
No one in this area has done extensive empirical research on being disillusioned; 

however, several writers have contributed insights into the phenomenon which are 
affirmed and/ or extended by the General Structure of this research. The psycho-spiritual 
and humanistic approaches attempt to integrate intentionality and meaning into their 
understanding of being disillusioned, and this is affirmed by the General Structure, but 
they do not adequately address the bodily and affective dimensions of the lived 
experience. However, psycho-spiritual insights are pertinent to this present study in that 
they address two aspects of the disillusioning experience which are affirmed but 
amplified by this research: (a) the idealization (idolization, reification) process in being 
disillusioned especially as found in religion; (b) the inability to believe (the anomie) in 
many other aspects of life when one's world of meaning falls apart as happens in being 
disillusioned. 

Heaney (1973) and Van Kaam's (1979) insights are affirmed and amplified by this 
research as revealed in the General Structure. They address how it is that humans tend to 
idealize, in a false or distorted way, which disposes them to becoming disillusioned. Van 
Kaam shows how childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood stages of one's life give 
rise to many ideals. These ideals are formed more or less abstractly and imaginatively 
during a time when the demands of daily reality are light. Those ideals of the past that are 
not totally attained bring disillusionment in the present situation; i.e., thus, the "less 
realistic one's life expectations are the greater the disillusion" (p. 31). 

The disillusioned subjects in this research, as is evident when one studies the 
essential constituents of the phenomenon, lived unquestioningly certain beliefs or ideals 
(God will reward me; my marriage is forever) which were unrealistic ally maintained in 
light of their present situation. More specifically, those disillusioned in religion affirm 
Van Kaam's insight and point to how this is possible: 

 
Idealizing is due not to our lack of contact with reality but also to our need for 
transcendence – a need which is always in search of an object. This explains our 
urge to idealize our ideals (1979, p. 32). 
 
According to Van Kaam, one's need for transcendence disposes or inclines one to 

attach his/ her ideal to an object (reification). When one is disillusioned, these subjects 
have not brought the anticipated satisfaction the person expected, yet he/ she initially 
tends to cling to their support. 

Likewise, insights developed by Heaney (1973), following the thinking of M. 
Blondel and Victor White, O.P. ,  are affirmed and extended by the General Structure. 
They point to the almost inevitable disillusionment which results from false projection of 
absolutes onto models or close friends: 



	  

 
Man has a tendency to try to embody or incarnate the Absolute by projecting the 
Absolute into the people he is drawn to. This is one reason for disillusionment 
with parents, friends, loves or causes (p. 249). 
 
Heaney (1973), as Van Kaam (1979), points out that humans tend to be idol-

making organisms. Thus, even after burning then-other idols, they will begin to set up 
new idols which they prepare for their own continued growth (p. 249). 

The General Structure affirms this insight but also amplifies it. Disillusioned 
persons did search out (compulsively in some cases) to find a substitute for that which 
was lost, but the General Structure indicates how the persons also took up new beliefs. 
However, the General Structure shows how these beliefs may be taken up differently, 
with a new perspective; less rigidly, less unambiguously and more critically. 

The General Structure also empirically affirms and extends Van Kaam's insights 
that there can be a positive outcome from being disillusioned. The General Structure 
demonstrates how the disillusioned person, who works through and surpasses the 
experienced loss in being disillusioned, can actually deepen or broaden his/ her 
engagement with the world. S #4(M) becomes more confrontive, more in touch with his 
feelings. S #1(R) assumed personal responsibility for her religious beliefs. S #5(M) 
assumed responsibility for his second marriage rather than take it for granted. 

These movements affirm Van Kaam's theory that "de-idolization does not deny 
the kernel of truth contained in former ideals. It purifies our ideals from exultation; it 
liberates them from what is fallible and vulnerable" (1979, p. 32). Van Kaam does not 
suggest that we should disregard totally the essential truth found in our distorted ideals, 
but that "we should temper and purify them with reality" (p. 32). 

Becker (1973) argues about how the modern persons need and want to focus their 
love on an absolute measure of power and value, so they develop illusions to do so; they 
want to experience the marvelous, the omnipotent. However, the only omnipotent thing 
that remains is the man [the psychiatrist] who explained it away (p. 195). Becker sees 
the value of religious illusions as fulfilling this need for transcendence in people's lives. 

The General Structure affirms Becker's observations that when one is 
disillusioned, he/ she is reworking and rechoosing the secondary constructions which 
guide his/ her life. This is evident in the search to find a substitute belief/ value for what 
was lost. Whether what is substituted for the loss is another illusion or a creative belief 
will be discussed in a following section. 

Also the General Structure affirms Tracy's (1975) insights which address persons' 
efforts to move away from false, illusionary dimensions of religion. He speaks about the 
need for a "retrieval of the radically critical and... emancipating power of human 
rationality itself. Only the latter can assure the negation of present illusions and 
reifications in a technological society" (p. 13). Thus one can be freed from his/ her 
illusions through one's rationality. 

The General Structure affirms this insight and need for a greater critical approach 
to what one believes. However, it also extends this insight by demonstrating empirically 
how one resolves his/ her disillusionment, not only through questioning now the very 
things he/ she never questioned before, but also by letting go of the past and looking 
toward future outcomes of beliefs more critically or skeptically. 

The General Structure affirms Macomber's (1967) insights concerning the 



	  

disillusioned person's response to the loss of one's illusions. Macomber shows the 
positive value of questioning what one never questioned before. This can turn into a new 
form of knowing, which he calls "skepsis," as in the original Greek meaning "insight" (p. 
178). For example, S #8(C) after being disillusioned cautiously approaches new 
employers; S #1(R) critically evaluates now what she believes. 

Becker (1973), Berger (1969), Kraft (1974), Rieff (1970), Schutz (1962), Van den 
Berg (1971) don't speak about being disillusioned per se, but they do speak about one 
aspect of the phenomenon, that is, the difficulty of finding meaning from the rest of one's 
life after one is disillusioned. They speak about the anomie, the dislocation, the loss of 
spiritual values as being the origin of one's loss of meaning (sociosus). The General 
Structure reveals how in some cases the anomie did come from the loss of the illusion, 
the distorted ideal, i.e., the absence of that which was imagined or hoped for. S #6(M) 
without his wife has "zilch." S #1(R) after losing her belief in her God found nothing else 
to be meaningful. 

Kraft's (1974) insight on "nothingness" is also affirmed through this research. One 
of his basic theses is that a person discovers and becomes himself/ herself in and through 
the experience of nothingness. One's painful emptiness in nothingness (as is experienced 
by disillusioned subjects when their previously taken-for-granted, crucial identity-
oriented relationship as constituted by their belief is lost) eventually can lead to 
fulfillment in being. This shattering experience of loss, of emptiness, of the lack of 
meaning in the face of a loss, can lead a person to a new self-identity, to a new phase in 
life. SS #4 and 5(M) both became more individuated in the face of their shattering 
divorce; S #2(R) came to believe in a less controlled way. 

Rieff (1970) addresses the aspect of society's role in legitimating or not 
legitimating one's beliefs. He says our culture lacks meaning because the prophets of 
unrepression do not understand human nature. They view humans as living in a Utopia 
with perfect freedom from inner constraint and outer freedom. However, Rieff 
emphasizes the fact that in face of the evidence around us, we lack this fundamental 
freedom. Rieff (1970) says that humans need some points of support in the endless flux 
of nature: 

 
Men carve their principles in enactable characters, actual selective mediators, 
between themselves and the polytheism of experience (1970, pp. 33-34). 
 
Lost beliefs in being disillusioned which were strongly legitimated (supported by 

plausibility structures of society, by the church mores) brought greater pain and anger 
than those beliefs which were only supported by personal values; however, this restraint 
appears necessary for the existence of a stable society. 

 

6.	  	  Psycho-‐social	  and	  Ego	  Psychological	  Conceptualizations	  of	  Being	  Disillusioned.	  

 
Indirectly, Horney (1950) addresses disillusionment from a psychosocial 

perspective. She speaks of this phenomenon although she does not write about being 
disillusioned by using that term. She speaks about the keen sense of "alienation from the 
most alive center of ourselves"—from the real self. The General Structure affirms to 



	  

some extent her insights concerning alienation from the real self. Alienation from the real 
self, through an exaggerated idealized self (loss of the feeling of individuation), disposes 
the person to the possibilities of being disillusioned. "The more injurious work of 
imagination concerns the subtle and comprehensive distortions of reality... for the 
actualization of the idealized self the person must put in an incessant labor by way of 
falsifying reality" (Horney, 1950, p. 33). 

The exaggerated idealization of self almost invariably inclines one to eventual 
conflict with concrete reality in which the experience of being disillusioned appears to be 
inevitable; i.e., one is bound to be disappointed in things for they are not as one 
imagined. The well-functioning person needs both the vision of possibilities and the 
realization of the concrete. 

Likewise, the General Structure gives empirical verification to ego psychologist 
Erikson's (1964) insight concerning the problems of identity. The questioning of who one 
was, is, and hopes to be is revealed by the General Structure, but it also amplifies the 
identity issue, particularly in the loss of one's self-understanding and the development of 
a new self-under standing. According to Erikson, the key problem of identity is "the 
capacity of the ego to sustain sameness and continuity in the face of changed fate" (1964, 
p. 96). As in Levinson, disillusionment can be seen here as an identity problem. 
According to Erikson, it takes a well-established identity to tolerate the change that 
comes about in middle-age disillusionment. However, in middle age it is these previously 
taken-for-granted values of one's self and world that are questioned and which no longer 
support one's mid-life identity. 

We can see how persons in middle age, after having lived a particular illusion, 
belief, assumption or project, come to re-evaluate the reasons for and degree of their 
engagement. Again, disillusionment appears to be almost inevitable. The General 
Structure shows one must continue to monitor critically his/ her involvement in his/ her 
projects. Otherwise, he/ she is set up for painful disillusionment – a re-evaluation / loss of 
one's essential assumptions and beliefs. 

 

7.	  	  Humanistic	  Conceptualization	  of	  Disillusionment.	  

 
The General Structure affirms the humanistic conceptualizations which 

emphasize the holistic understanding of being disillusioned, but it also extends their 
understanding. This approach, in viewing a person from a holistic frame of reference, 
focuses attention on the theme of person-as-potential and indicates that a person is most 
him/ herself when he/ she is following the dictates of his/ her own spontaneous 
directiveness. All projective being must come from within one's own life and not from 
another. This view points out the problematic of not working through childhood 
introjected values (God, authority, sexual mores) as well as what happens to persons who 
accept values that are imposed on them, without their integrating them. This results in a 
discrepancy, an incongruity between self and experience, which may lead to being 
disillusioned. 

Within this context, the General Structure reveals that when one is disillusioned, 
it reflects that the person has been following the dictates of others, not living from his/ 
her own set of values (SS #1, 2, 3). If persons listen to their disillusioning experience, it 



	  

can open them to their true self in a more genuine way. In being disillusioned, one may 
disregard introjected values and develop new ones or integrate old ones, as did most of 
the subjects in this research. 

Frankl (1978), Fromm (1962), Rogers (1951) speak within the humanistic 
paradigm to the "true self," "alienated man," and one's "search for meaning." The 
disillusioned person is one who has lost the ability to find interest or meaning in life. For 
Rogers, being disillusioned may be viewed in terms of the incongruity that is experienced 
between the real self and the ideal self. As one moves from his false illusions to a more 
realistic understanding of life, he becomes more in touch with his own source of 
responsibility for his life rather than others being so. This movement is clearly revealed 
in the disillusioned person, but the General Structure points out the significant reciprocal 
relationship between subject and the other which makes this possible. This is distorted in 
the humanistic, Cartesian model of a person. 

The General Structure affirms the humanistic approach to being disillusioned and 
also extends it. The General Structure talks about the disillusioned person "fusing" and 
over-identifying with significant others which is similar to what Rogers (1951) is 
addressing when he indicates that a person, who has been following the dictates of others, 
is not living from his own "continuing organismic valuing process." Likewise, Rogers 
speaks of the "incongruity between real self and ideal self." This discrepancy is evident at 
the moment of the shattering as revealed by General Structure (SS #1, 4, 5, 8). 

Frankl (1978) speaks about man's search for meaning...a search of futility which 
seems to account for many of the ills of our age. There persists the sense of 
meaninglessness… persons suffer from meaninglessness of life. They experience a loss 
of traditional values and beliefs. This brings about feelings of futility and emptiness 
which Frankl termed the "existential vacuum." Frankl's logotherapy speaks to the 
disillusioned person's inability to find interest and meaning in his life after the loss of a 
fundamental belief or value. However, the General Structure also reveals the 
transformation and development of new values after the loss of unquestioned values. 

 

8.	  	  Cognitive	  Conceptualizations	  of	  Disillusionment.	  

 
The cognitive approach discusses disillusionment as a form of disappointment in 

terms of cognitive dissonance. This approach conceptualizes any experience essentially 
as an internal process within the individual and not "in between" the person and the 
environment as an affective state. This perspective sees being disillusioned only as a 
"form of cognition." Being disillusioned can be understood as a cognitive evaluation that 
has taken place concerning the outcome of beliefs held about a relationship. Although 
cognitive dissonance is not identical to the experience of being disillusioned, it is similar 
insofar as it is a condition in which one has a belief or knowledge in seeming opposition 
to each other or one's behavior. When such dissonance emerges, the person is motivated 
through changes in his behavior or cognition. Festinger's (1957, 1959) point is that 
frequently people have "cognitive elements" which deviate markedly from reality. When 
reality impinges upon a person, there is a pressure exerted in the direction of bringing the 
elements into line. The more the elements are valued by the person, the greater the 
magnitude of dissonance. 



	  

However, the General Structure, although it shows that being disillusioned has its 
cognitive, questioning dimension (primarily after being disillusioned), also reveals how 
the cognitive dimension is only one aspect of the actual situation, i.e., there is also the 
affective dimension, as found expressed in the General Structure. 

 

D.	  	  Illusions:	  Fantasy	  or	  Imaginative	  Mode?	  Can	  We	  Live	  Without	  Illusions?	  
 

1.	  	  Fantasy	  or	  Imaginative	  Mode?	  
 
The existential-phenomenological approach sees a human person as one who 

holds his/ her own being in question. We find that we are vulnerable to become 
disillusioned when we project (imagine or fantasize) the future outcome of envisioned 
possibilities, i.e., the hoped-for-world/ expectations/ beliefs, in an attempt to answer the 
question of our existence. Some are found to live toward the future in an imaginative 
way, while others in a fantasy mode, and for most, it is a mixture of both. 

Tracing some of the past interchangeable uses of the terms fantasy and 
imagination in literature and psychology may shed some light on the unclear 
understanding that surrounds these two grounds, modes or styles of taking up one's 
beliefs/ expectations by which subjects constituted their disillusioning situations. Thus, 
we may better understand whether illusions, which may emerge out of these modes, are 
inevitable or can be avoided. 

 

The	  Use	  of	  the	  Terms	  in	  Literature	  and	  Psychology	  
 
Etymologic ally, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the terms fantasy/ 

phantasy have originated from the same root and have evolved over the years to mean 
both the same and different things for different authors. Evolving from the Latin and 
Greek, phantasia (phantasy/ fantasy) meant "a making visible." Fantasy in modern usage 
has come to mean caprice, whim; while phantasy is understood as imagination, a 
visionary notion. Imagination is rooted in the Latin word imaginari. It is the action of 
imagining or forming a mental concept of what is not actually present to the senses. 

The use of the word imagination in poetry has also had diverse meanings. 
Coleridge, a romantic, says, "Imagination must have fancy, in fact the higher intellectual 
powers can only act through a corresponding energy of the lower" (Richards, 1934, p. 
75). 

When the terms fantasy and imagination are studied by psychologists, continued 
interchanging of the two terms exists but some further distinctions are made. English's 
Dictionary (1958) indicated that while fantasy originally was synonymous with 
imagination, now it is distinguished by the fact that, if it represents reality at all, it is 
whimsical or visionary, not primarily constructive or reproductive (p. 103). Rycroft 
(1968) uses imagination to distinguish reality-enhancing fantasies from those which 
maintain illusionary neurotic substitutes for reality fantasy] (p. 59). For Barth (1977) 
imagination is the symbol-making faculty which orders chaos, not conceptually but 
mythically (p. 72). Hillman (1975) recognizes all realities as primarily symbolic or 



	  

metaphorical. To mythic consciousness the persons of the imagination are real (p. 17). 
For Van Kaam (1982) the imaginative transcendent is directed at what are real 
possibilities, not what should be idealistically as in one's fantasy (p. 139). 

When discussing imagination, existential thinkers usually distinguish between the 
object of imagination (Sartre, 1948), the act of imagination (Sartre, 1962; Heidegger, 
1962; Hofstadter, 1967) or the experience of living out the imaginative/ fantasy modes 
(Knowles, in press). We will comment on the first two aspects of imagination and then 
attempt to show the value of distinguishing between imagination and fantasy as two 
different ways of taking up one's beliefs. 

Generally speaking, in perception, one perceives what is there. In imagination one 
places something before it is there. In this sense imagination can be seen as a modality of 
consciousness that constructs its own object. It posits possibilities. From a 
phenomenological perspective, the world which is imagined or fantasized is not 
constructed by thought alone. It is a pre-reflective world, not just the result of reflection. 

In particular, Hofstadter (1967) in reviewing different interpretations of 
imagination sees Sartre (1948, 1962) restricting imagination to its use in the area of 
consciousness of unreality. Sartre emphasizes the relation of imagination to the 
imaginary, which is conceived of as the negation of the real or present. He describes 
imagination as the great function by which consciousness creates a world of unrealities 
(1967, p. 47). For Sartre imagination is always re-presentational. This, according to 
Hofstadter (1967) is insufficient, for his treatment of imagination means that "the most 
important and the most inclusive function of imagination, namely the constitution of the 
human world and human existence in its actuality, as a world of reality, truth and being is 
overlooked..." (p. 49). Hofstadter sees the imagination as "the central function of the 
mind by the action of which not only all comprehension of being first becomes possible, 
but by which the very being itself of everything that belongs to the world as a human is 
first visualized in that role" (p. 45). 

Hofstadter differs from Heidegger (1962) when he refuses to admit the sharp 
separation between transcendental (which operates prior to any particular act) and 
ordinary imagination. He says the process of formation of a world contains within itself 
the process of formation of its horizon, as well as its particular contents, the two 
developing along with each other stage by stage (p. 50). He sees imagination as the organ 
of actuality, for imagination's basic function is the projection of possibilities. "All 
phenomena are first envisioned by imagination in an act that is at once invention and 
discovery of real possibility of being" (p. 45). Truth in a belief or idea is experienced 
when it has become actual; namely, when it does what it is intended to do. Other 
common conceptions of imagination often see it as the power to form representations 
which in one way or another depart from the actual; e.g., things never perceived before, 
bizarre and impossible things. Or it is seen as the power of the mind to free itself from 
control of present reality, departing in all directions of image expression: wish, dream, 
fancy, romance, idealism, etc. However, to be free of control of the actual, or present 
reality, is not real freedom, for it is not being grounded in the real situation. To imagine 
unrealistically is not so much an act of freedom as it is a compulsive movement, a 
response to fear or anxiety. This is similar to the fantasy mode of which Knowles (in 
press) speaks when he distinguishes imagination from fantasy. 

Knowles (in press) shows how difficult it is for humans to project imaginatively 



	  

and live out actual possibilities in their everyday ordinary experience. Thus, they 
fantasize a lot. He elaborates on this point when he describes imagination and fantasy as 
two different modes of experiencing ourselves in the everyday world. Although there is 
an essential link between them, they still appear to be different. "One should not confuse 
one's private fantasies with imaginative projects which are in harmony with others and 
the world" (p. 15). 

Extending Heidegger's (1962) distinctions between authentic and inauthentic 
modes of being in the world, Knowles suggests that the fantasy mode can be seen as 
necessarily being a part of being human. He sees fantasy as being an ordinary, everyday 
way of experiencing reality. From a Heideggerian perspective, humans are seen to be 
living primarily in the inauthentic mode, in the "they-self," which is a distorted view of 
who they really are. In this mode humans fantasize a lot about who they are; i.e., who 
they think they are, they really are not; the real self is who they are not. However, this 
inauthentic, fantasized non-self is still essential to the understanding of the total self; i.e., 
who we really are includes who we are not. 

Knowles suggests that the problem comes in how we take up our beliefs about 
ourselves. When we start believing that the belief we have of ourselves is the real self, 
when we begin to identify with the inauthentic self, we open ourselves up for problems, 
e.g., to become disillusioned as this research shows. The fantasy is that persons think 
they can overcome their existential vulnerability by believing in an unambiguous, narrow 
manner. This is, as mentioned in the section on profiles, an ego mode. It is a repetitive, 
taken-for-granted, secure way of responding. It is not open to other possible 
interpretations. For example, S #4 and S #5 (M) believed their marriages would be 
forever. Initially, they uncritically assumed their wives loved them as they loved their 
wives. S #5 believed his marriage automatically was forever, just as he would always be 
a brother to his sister. S #3 "never questioned" the authority of his church. These are 
illusory, fantasy ways of taking up beliefs toward the other. 

To question, to change, was too threatening. Subjects experienced security in their 
rigidly held beliefs about love, God, career. These ways of experiencing reality reflect 
characteristics of the fantasy mode of being in the world. 

Knowles (in press) points out some common constituents of fantasy when he 
distinguishes it from imagination. Although he acknowledges that traditionally the 
fantasy mode refers to the actual experience of dreaming, daydreaming, hallucinating, he 
uses it here to describe an ordinary way in which we view ourselves. 

 

Constituents	  of	  Fantasy	  
 

1.	  	  Fantasy	  Mode	  as	  Being	  Private,	  Passive	  and	  Uninvolved.	  
 
In the fantasy mode there is a sense of uninvolvement, the forgetting or absenting 

of oneself from the real situation. It often is difficult for the person to re-enter the 
situation in which one finds oneself. There is a sense of privacy, being passive, not 
communicating to others. This was evident in this research as SS #4, 5, 6 (M) weren't 
really involved in their situations. S #4 was told by his wife he wasn't in touch with her or 
the children. 



	  

 

2.	  	  Personality	  as	  Necessary	  Fantasy	  Formed	  in	  Response	  to	   Fear/Anxiety.	  
 
Many fantasizing experiences are responses to being fearful, threatened, anxious 

toward the chaotic situation in which humans find themselves. In the face of this chaos, 
one constitutes his/ her personality, character, or in Becker's (1973) term "vital lie." This 
protects oneself from his/ her existential vulnerability. Who we think we are is a fantasy, 
a false self formed out of fear. The lived reality is so threatening for some humans that 
they fear standing alone, so they fantasize unrealistically about being in union with 
others, often in unrealistic ways (the primary illusion that Shor and Sanville [1978] talk 
about). Their fears are temporarily relieved by fantasizing, but ultimately it doesn't help 
them confront the issues they are avoiding. Adults tend to hang on defensively to 
concepts about themselves which originated in their childhood. They rigidly resist 
change, for to change is to risk; it threatens them. The personality which is formed as a 
defense is necessary in order to prevent being overwhelmed; so, in a way, our personality 
becomes a necessary fantasy which protects us from being overwhelmingly threatened by 
our situation.  

 

3.	  	  Fantasy	  as	  a	  Life	  Theme.	  
 
As a person moves into adulthood, he/ she unknowingly begins to identify more 

strongly with the taken-for-granted, everyday inauthentic self, believing that it is the true 
self. As in this research, subjects had believed and loved in an uncritical, rigid manner so 
that eventually their beliefs became problematic, disillusioning, when they were shattered 
and confronted with changing situations. The fantasy aspect of their beliefs was that the 
subjects thought they could overcome their vulnerability to standing alone, to not being 
insecure, to not being loved as anticipated, by steadfastly believing uncritically and 
narrowly. They were not open to change; they didn't dialogue their beliefs with their 
changing situations. 

It is important to note that ones living with a fantasy life theme avoid the reality 
of their changing situation. There is a rigidity, an unwillingness to see what others see 
unfolding in the particular relationship. This repetitive, rigid, taken-for-granted way of 
believing or loving was an ego mode, not open to a multiplicity of possible 
interpretations. Persons believed the fantasies: God will reward my prayers as requested 
(SS #1, 2, 3); my wife loves me as I expect her to (SS #4, 5, 6); my boss acknowledges 
my competency as I understand it (S #8). These subjects, ignoring the freedom of others, 
attempted to constitute them to respond as they expected. The subjects in this research 
lived out their fantasies as if they were true, as if the image was the reality. They failed to 
respect the freedom of the other, or the limits of their own beliefs. 

 

4.	  	  Fantasy	  Mode	  as	  Resistant	  to	  Change	  (Avoidance)	  

 
If the fantasy and the fear in which it is grounded are strong enough, the person is 



	  

delayed in confronting his/ her changing situation. Persons resist giving up their fantasy, 
for it keeps risk and danger at a distance, as was seen in how subjects (2, 5, 7) resisted for 
years facing the fantasy aspects of their beliefs. S #2, believed that religion should be as 
she constituted it; S #5 avoided confronting his wife with his not loving her. S #7 avoided 
(by always taking a second job) accepting that his principal job was not really rewarding. 
The fantasy mode was established and legitimated by taken-for-granted promises (in 
marriage and religion in particular) which were uncritically, unquestioningly believed to 
be reciprocal with significant others. Persons felt they had too much to lose if they let go 
of the fantasy of the other.  

 

5.	  	  Fantasy	  Mode	  Being	  Challenged	  Through	  Crisis	  or	  Commitment	  
 
Eventually the intersubjective truth of the situation in which the fantasy is being 

lived is challenged by others and the situation; then the fantasy is thrown into question, 
crisis. To let go of the fantasy or the rigid belief threatens the security of the person. 
Persons often fear seeing alternatives. The fantasy, illusory aspects of the subjects in this 
research revealed themselves when the subjects were shattered in being disillusioned. S 
#7 (C) continued to take a second job which helped him face the unsatisfactoriness of his 
primary job. SS #1, 2, 3 had constituted their belief in their religion such that it had to be 
lived and understood as they constituted it to be. When it wasn't, they were shattered; 
they avoided other interpretations. Their beliefs in religion or God were too private, 
fantastic. There was an absence of an intersubjective dialogue between them and church 
authorities. 

Also, when one commits him/ her self, a great amount of fantasy is usually 
involved in the commitment. One often shapes the commitment in overly fantastic mode: 
God will reward me as I request; my spouse will love me just as I expect to be loved. To 
resolve being disillusioned, one needs discipline to challenge the fantasy of romantic 
love, or unrealistic religious beliefs. SS #7, 8, 9 (C) took up new jobs but differently also. 
They were not so naive, gullible as before. 

After being disillusioned the subjects were more in harmony with their situations. 
S #4 (M) came out of the emotional closet and shared feelings with his wife; S #5 (M) 
anticipates the possibility that his second marriage may not work, but he is now 
imaginatively creating efforts to prevent another failure. SS #1 and 2 (R) actively pursue 
their belief system again but now more responsibly, less rigidly. Thus, after letting go of 
the distorted illusory aspects of their beliefs (the rigid, narrow, avoiding, unambiguous 
manner of believing) these subjects became open, willing and involved in new or old 
projects, but in imaginative creative ways (open, relaxed, ambiguous, attitudes toward the 
future).  

 

Imagination	  Distinguished	  From	  Fantasy	  
 
Knowles (in press) sees imagination as a particular way of experiencing self/ 

world/ other. It usually takes a crisis or the shattering of a major identity-oriented 
commitment to have us confront the fantasy in our lives. To mature one has to let go of 
the fantasy mode in order to experience genuinely the imaginative mode. 



	  

In contrast to the fantasy mode, Knowles sees the imaginative mode as "openness, 
willingness and movement;" it lacks the narrowness, repetitiveness or the "compulsive 
ruminations" that Bettieheim (1976) talks about. In the imaginative mode, alternative 
ways emerge to do things, one feels invited, with a willingness to participate, to become 
engaged, i.e., one is in tune with others, not passively uninvolved as in the fantasy mode. 
A summary of these two modes may be found in the following tables. 







	  

Extending what Knowles (in press) said about the fantasy mode, in distinguishing 
it from the imaginative mode, it appears that many of the beliefs which were lived by the 
disillusioned subjects of this research were expressions of fantasy or illusory modes 
rather than imaginative or creative modes of being in the world. 

For example, SS #l, 2, 3 (R) lived their beliefs about religion and God in an 
avoiding, unquestioning, anxious, rigid, way that demanded God and other believers 
(hierarchy and lay) to believe and respond as these subjects constituted them to respond, 
i.e., to fulfill their expectations. They were not open or willing to take up their beliefs 
differently. In particular, S #2 was unwilling, unable to accept differences concerning 
religious beliefs found or expressed in others. She was not open to the freedom of others 
to believe and live differently than she. S #3 wasn't open to the differences he found in 
the way the church hierarchy believed and acted. He unrealistic ally, securely constituted 
them to respond as he expected them to. 

Also, SS #4, 5, 6 (M) showed very evidently that they were not open to other 
possibilities (divorce, separation, re-marriage, absence of love) present in their married 
relationships. They uncritically believed that their relationships would be forever, 
completely overlooking that they may end in other possible ways. 

Other fantasy characteristics were present in the way the subjects took up their 
beliefs in their religion/ marriage/ career relationships: avoidance, uninvolvement, 
passivity, poor communication, withdrawal. S #7 (C) avoided confronting the 
unhappiness in his primary job, by always taking a second job. S #6 (M) avoided telling 
his wife there was no hope in their marriage. This avoidance was based on his belief that 
their marriage was hopeless. S #5 (M) "pretended" he was happy with his first wife. He 
was afraid to admit otherwise, for it was too threatening in its consequences. It was easier 
to pretend. S #4 (M) said he avoided confrontations with his wife and others. He would 
withdraw and try to resolve the conflict in his head rather than confront. 

Commitments as found especially in marriage and religion, were particularly 
filled with fantasy and unrealistic qualities. S #5 (M) believed he could have total unity 
and agreement in his marital relationship, for he loved his wife. He later acknowledged 
how naive his understanding of love was. Subjects who had committed themselves to a 
religion also lived with certain fantasy qualities. S #1 (R) was unrealistically committed 
in such a way that she automatically, magically expected, through her prayers, to be able 
to manipulate God according to her needs. She, as S #2 (R), felt secure and not 
threatened, for their beliefs were such that they unrealistically freed them from danger, 
risks, threats. They believed that God would take care of them so they wouldn't be 
harmed. Their blind faith was in a way illusory, for it rejected a sense of being 
responsible for their own lives. 

Self-Aggrandizement. S #5 (M), in particular had a fantasy about his "total 
autonomy" which, when confronted with his broken marriage, became shattered. He 
came in touch with his true limits for the first time. He did not have control over his life 
as he had distortedly believed. Most of all the subjects had grandiose, naive fantasies that 
they were going to realize their expectations just because they thought they could. There 
was a naive grandiosity involved here which is different from positive self-confidence. 
Disillusioned subjects appeared to have an exaggerated, out-of-proportion, taken-f or-
granted sense of realizing their beliefs. These glorified expectations were not in rhythm 
with the feedback coming from their actual situations. 



	  

Wishful thinking. A distorted romantic idealism having fantasy qualities, in which 
subjects fantasized the significant other as being the solution to their own struggle, could 
be found in these disillusioning situations. Fusion and over-identification were very 
evident in the disillusioned married subjects, especially SS #4, 5, 6 and 8. They were 
living a fantasy belief of how the other would make up for what they lacked. S #8 fused 
her love with her work only to be disillusioned when she lost both. SS #4, 5, 6 (M) over-
idealized their wives such that they lost their individual identity when their marriage 
relationship ended. 

Empirically then these examples strongly give evidence that disillusioned subjects 
constituted their beliefs toward self/ others, at least in part, in an illusory/ fantasy mode. 
In contrast, after they were disillusioned, the quality of their beliefs reflected more of an 
imaginative mode. For example, all of the subjects, except S #6 (M), took up former or 
new projects in different ways. After letting go of the fantasy aspects of their beliefs they 
became open to other alternatives. SS #4 and #5 (M) married again but now they are open 
to a different understanding of their responsibility in the relationship. 

 

2.	  	  Can	  We	  Live	  Without	  Illusion?	  

 
Before we can say very clearly whether or not beliefs/ expectations about the 

hoped-for-world are possibly illusory or illusions, we need to clarify what we mean by an 
illusion. The word "illusion" traditionally has been defined in a variety of ways. 
Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary defines an illusion as illudere, to mock, to play; the 
action of deceiving; the state of being intellectually deceived or misled; 
misapprehension—an instance of deception, a misleading image presented to the vision. 
In a popular vein, illusion carries primarily perjorative meanings, such as error, fallacy of 
vision, even delusion. Disillusion is to free from illusion, to disenchant, to undeceive. 

Other traditional distinctions are made between two kinds of illusions: (a) those 
connected with distortions in our sense organs (Mueller-Lyer or Ponzo illusions); these 
could be referred to as sense-organ illusions; (b) psychic illusions which denote the 
anticipation of a future event, not based on the probability of its actual occurrence but on 
a strong need for instant wish-fulfillment. 

Freud (1927) called a belief an illusion when wish fulfillment was a prominent 
factor in its motivation; Shor and Sanville (1978) call it a mental representation (of an) 
idealized image of existence; Tyrell (1980) says that persons in romantic relationships 
build illusions to be in communion with, not separated from others. Levinson (1978) calls 
an illusion a long-held assumption, pertaining to one's most cherished beliefs of self and 
the world, which is not true. For Gould (1978), illusions are protective devices, rules, 
fantasies, false assumptions, that allow us to believe on a nonrational, emotional level. 
They are childhood wishes which lead to unrealistic expectations and disappointments. 
Kocklemans said that "illusions are commonly understood as that which appears real but 
is not genuinely real" (1967, p. 150). 

Illusions may be considered by some as necessary for our ability to experience 
aesthetic pleasure if they do not interfere with the adaptation to reality, i.e., if they 
enhance it. Tor example, persons in contemporary fields of literature, e.g., Bellow and 
O'Neill, say we can't live without illusions. O'Neill said we must "cling to pipe dreams, 



	  

even knowing they are pipe dreams, in order to survive" (Gelb, 1964). Bellow (1966) 
criticizes contemporary society's attempt to live without illusions: "I am speaking of 
educated and indeed super civilized people who believe that the correct position makes 
one illusionless..." (p. 45) However, to this researcher it seems desirable to differentiate 
reality-enhancing illusions, seen as "creative projections" (imaginative or phantasy mode) 
from illusions which are substitutes for reality (fantasy mode). 

Freud (1915, 1927) and Levinson (1978) indicated that illusions are both 
necessary and unnecessary, "a mixed blessing." When speaking about death, Freud 
(1915) encouraged his clients to get rid of their illusions. He advised persons to take truth 
more into account in order to tolerate life. However, he also felt that illusions are 
necessary, for they spare us unpleasurable feelings and we enjoy satisfactions instead (p. 
280). Levinson (1978) spoke about illusions being a "mixed blessing or a mixed curse" 
all throughout the life cycle — it is neither possible nor desirable to overcome all 
allusions in the mid-life transition. 

However, according to this research, it appears that Levinson and Freud equate, 
identify illusions, which have their origins in the fantasy mode, with imaginative creative 
projections. The idea that illusions are a mixed blessing or a mixed curse appears to 
emerge out of Levinson's failure to make this distinction. He may have been following 
Jung's interpretation of illusion here. That is, according to Rieff (1966), Jung meant the 
same thing when he talked about the "creative impulse" of humans as when he talked 
about the reality which is created by the psyche, which he called fantasy; this includes 
both feeling and intellect (p. 118). If we see our creative imaginative projections toward 
the future as having their origin in the fantasy mode as understood by Jung then one can 
see how illusions may be necessary. Becker (1973) also appears to follow this line of 
thinking. Man needs a second world, a world of humanly created meanings, a new reality 
that he can live, dramatize, nourish himself in (p. 189). For Becker, illusion means 
creative play at its highest level; creative illusions are ideals which are meant to lead men 
on. It is a level of play which permits us to make reality our own. Would these not be 
considered more accurately as imaginative creative projections rather than illusions, for, 
in common everyday usage, illusions imply error, mistake or distortion? Does this not 
confuse genuine imaginative ideals with distorted fantasies as Knowles suggested? 

From yet another perspective, the existential-phenomenological one, Merleau-
Ponty (1962) writes that if "illusions are to be possible, the apparent and the real must 
remain ambiguous in the subject as in the object" (1962, p. 294). Macomber (1967) says 
that error and illusion have their origin in truth. As truth reveals itself there is always a 
hiddenness in the revelation; hence, in this hiddenness, the possibility of illusion, seen as 
incompleteness, is present. That is to say, if one takes up a genuine truth or belief 
concerning a particular object or situation as being the whole, absolute truth or belief-, 
he/ she takes it up in an illusory manner and that genuine truth or belief may be 
considered an illusion or illusionary. 

From this research one might say, an illusion may be seen as a belief or truth 
affected by the style or manner in which it is taken up. A person can take up a belief, a 
projection toward the future, which is an illusion in itself; i.e., it is a distortion of what is 
real or true; e.g., my spouse loves me when she actually doesn't. The person also can take 
up a belief/ truth which is a creative, imaginative projection toward the future and which 
is not distorted in its content (e.g., my spouse loves me, and she actually does). However, 



	  

the same person can take up that belief in an illusory manner, i.e., unambiguously, 
rigidly; thus it could become an illusion by unquestioningly taking for granted one's love 
of his/ her spouse which then gradually, from the lack of being grounded in the 
relationship, becomes unknowingly, an unloving relationship, a fantasy, an illusion. 

Therefore can we live without illusions? Are all beliefs illusions? This researcher 
suggests that it is not so much that illusions are necessary (as suggested by Freud, 
Levinson, O'Neill, et all) but ideals, values, beliefs are necessary which may be 
illusionary but need not be. To call all creative projections illusions, casts a too negative 
attitude on future goals and the hoped-for-world. To see values and beliefs grounded in 
and dialogued with the actual situation is not to be necessarily living an illusion. 
However, this researcher would accept that one can't live without illusions, if what one 
means by illusion is similar to Rieff's (1966), Becker's (1973), Hillman's (1975), and 
Macomber's (1967) interpretations. Illusion here is seen as (a) a creative psychic impulse 
(fantasy); (b) a second world of humanly created meaning, i.e., creative play at the 
highest level by which one can dramatize and nourish oneself; (c) a symbolic 
understanding of reality; (d) as necessarily being present in the hiddenness of any 
revelation of truth or a belief. Illusions seen in these perspectives are necessary in that 
they are identified with or similar to the imaginative process which forms genuine 
projections (beliefs, ideals, values) toward the future. Or the illusions are seen as already 
being present in the hiddenness of truth; they are inevitable aspects of any belief. 

These helpful distinctions point also to another dilemma. On the one hand, 
Hofstadter (1967) sees the initial comprehension of all being, of all possibilities as 
originating through one's imagination. On the other hand, Knowles (in press) sees fantasy 
somewhat as Coleridge (1934) and Rycroft (1955) did, as providing raw material for 
imagination; i.e., fantasy is the foundation of the imaginative mode. A partial resolution 
of this dilemma may be found in how May (1969) sees fantasy. 

According to May, fantasy and imagination are capacities by which an act is 
given personal meaning. Imagination is the home of intentionality. Fantasy pushes reality 
to a new depth. May uses fantasy not as meaning something unreal to which we escape 
but in its original meaning of phantastikous, " able to represent, to make visible" (p. 281). 

The confusion between fantasy and imagination might be reduced if we use the 
word phantasy to mean what it originally meant, i.e., to make visible, to represent. In this 
sense phantasy is similar to our current understanding of imagination; i.e., the origin of 
all image making (Hofstadter, 1967). If we use the word fantasy to indicate those image 
formations, projections which are distorted, illusory, denoting unreality or being 
whimsical, we then might reduce the confusion between reality enhancing images, 
projections (imagination and phantasy) and unreality producing imaginary fantasies 
(illusions). 

In light of what Knowles (in press) said about the fantasy mode, in distinguishing 
it from the imaginative mode, it appears that many of the beliefs which were lived by the 
disillusioned subjects of this research were expressions of fantasy or illusory (unrealistic, 
avoiding, rigid, narrow, security-oriented) modes rather than imaginative (open, creative, 
realistic) modes of believing. On the lived level, it does appear that humans experience 
much of their lives inauthentically; i.e., they do avoid, escape (through fantasizing) their 
existential vulnerability, their fear of standing alone or of the contingent ambiguity of the 
outcome of their beliefs. So, in effect, humans are disposed to become disillusioned in 



	  

light of their inauthentic stance toward their situation in the world they live. Humans 
appear to be inclined to fantasize their beliefs, which at some time in life may be 
confronted by a crisis. They then have the opportunity to temper or modify more wisely 
their fantasies such that they can believe again, more openly, less rigidly, while being in a 
more genuine dialogue with the actual situation in which they find themselves. 

If one takes up and lives his/ her beliefs in an illusory manner, unambiguously, as 
if they are the truth (the whole truth), the only belief, as the only interpretation, then one 
will open him/ herself to the possibility of living an illusion and becoming disillusioned 
in a very painful manner. However, if one realizes that his/ her beliefs are perspectival, 
part of a whole, ambiguous, are open to continuous change, and he/ she dialogues his/ her 
beliefs with the actual situation, then it is possible for one to live toward crucial 
anticipations, ideals without anticipating them to be realized unambiguously or in an 
illusory manner. Thus, one would be open to future possibilities, to change (as grounded 
in authentic hope), and when the belief/ ideal is not realized one could integrate this 
incongruity in a less disruptive, mature, yet changing way. 

 

VII.	  Contributions	  to	  Psychology	  
 

A.	  	  Implications	  for	  a	  Broader	  Understanding	  of	  Being	  Disillusioned	  
 
The results of this investigation clearly demonstrate, in general, that it is possible 

to see the phenomenon of being disillusioned as an inauthentic (fixed, narrow) way of 
addressing the essential ambiguity of existence, and in particular, the ambiguity of the 
outcome of one's crucial identity-oriented relationship with a significant other as 
constituted by one's beliefs/ values/ expectations. That is, being disillusioned rather than 
being understood, as it traditionally is, as an internal emotional state within a person, can 
be seen as a rigid unambiguous way of taking up and living one's beliefs/ values in a 
crucial identity-oriented situation. Being disillusioned is constituted both by the person 
who is disillusioned as well as by the situation in which one finds him/ herself. 

Little research has been done in the area of future-oriented temporality, i.e., one's 
anticipations/ expectations. What has been done is grounded in a strong physicalistic, 
empiricistic approach found in natural science which, by design, is unable to address a 
phenomenon in a fully human, holistic and historical way. This research attempts to 
address a temporarily dependent phenomenon from a human rather than natural scientific 
perspective. 

Through using the phenomenological method as a tool for comparative analysis, 
this research provides an opportunity to evaluate the contribution to the field of 
psychology brought about by the traditional conceptualizations of disillusionment as 
compared to the phenomenological understanding of the experience of being 
disillusioned as it is found within everyday life situations. Concretely, then this 
phenomenological research hopes to contribute to the larger realm of psychology in some 
of the following ways.  

 



	  

B.	  	  Implications	  for	  Clinical	  and	  Academic	  Praxis	  
 
This research reveals how a phenomenon which is initially and commonly 

experienced as being demoralizing, disheartening and shattering can be seen 
developmentally as a beginning movement toward a more positive, individuated self-
understanding. It can be seen as a healthy separation between self and other which moves 
away from fusion and over-identification in committed relationships. Persons after being 
disillusioned begin to respect the subjectivity of the significant other more freely. 

If clinicians grasp being disillusioned in a holistic perspective, they will be able to 
assist clients in working through the painful phenomenon that it is and to see it also as a 
movement toward greater maturity and wisdom, i.e.,  as a movement away from an 
unambiguous living of their beliefs/ expectations to a more integrated mode, which is 
better grounded in the actual situation and open to a multiplicity of possibilities. 

This investigation speaks to the value of clients anticipating possible changes in 
their beliefs/ expectations as they move from one developmental stage to another. This 
could be particularly helpful for clients who struggle through their situation where 
essential assumptions have lost their credibility and are now open to be changed, if the 
person permits, i.e., in crises associated with transitions in mid-life, divorces or loss of 
religious belief. 

This research attempts to sharpen the distinctions between the fantasy and 
imaginative modes and by so doing avoid the problems that arise when we see them as 
being identical. Making these distinctions may help to prevent clinicians, clients or 
academicians from becoming victims of the power of the fantasy mode, i.e., becoming 
"stuck" on the ideal. At the same time, making these distinctions keeps alive the creative, 
imaginative mode of projecting beliefs toward the future. Beliefs, ideals, aspirations are 
often thought to be only illusory or fantasy; i.e., not really real, for they are not 
measurable. This investigation could enable persons to give genuine, creative, 
imaginative projections, beliefs their true value. 

This study empirically supports other existential-phenomenological writers 
(Berger, 1969; Keen, 1975; Kraft, 1974; Van Kaam, 1979) who show the transformative, 
growth-enhancing possibilities of a shattering, disillusioning experience (e.g., as found 
in the loss of God, spouse or job) and the harmful consequences of living introjected 
values/ beliefs while not truly internalizing them. Also it should be helpful to name as 
such the experience of being disillusioned and to show the empirical distinctions between 
it and being disappointed; the anticipatory stance and mode of commitment to a crucial, 
identity-oriented relationship sets it apart from disappointment. 

This research contributes to other studies done empirically with the 
phenomenological method. It helps to point out the limitations of the natural science 
methodology which is unable to investigate an everyday lived experience as being 
disillusioned with a genuinely human scientific method. 

 

C.	  	  Implications	  for	  Marriage,	  Religion,	  Career	  

 



	  

Marriage	  

 
The results of this investigation could be helpful for those who prepare young 

couples for marriage. They could assist them to anticipate developmental changes in their 
values/ beliefs throughout their relationship, and alert them concerning the almost 
inevitability of becoming disillusioned, unless they dialogue with each other over these 
changes. The study also empirically points to the danger of fantasized, overly idealized 
relationships which are grounds for fusion and over-identification and which hinder a 
healthy individual identity between two intimate persons. 

 

Religion	  
 
The results of this investigation could benefit those who train and teach young 

idealistic religious believers by alerting them to the possible stages of being disillusioned. 
It also reveals the value of living a reasoned faith and the dangers of living unquestioned 
(illusory) beliefs. This research could help religious instructors better respect the possible 
value of a healthy pluralism and ambiguity found in one's beliefs rather than presenting 
only a dogmatic, unambiguous perspective, It also corroborated, in part, the basic 
findings of Fowler (1981), who sees the believing process as being co-constituted by the 
particular developmental stage in which the believer is. A changing belief perspective is 
fundamental to mature believing if persons acknowledge the inevitable changes that take 
place in the structure of a belief throughout the different life stages. This research also 
gives empirical substantiation of the value of critical, responsible reasoning which is 
necessary for mature believing in any religious creed; this counters emotionalism. The 
value of believers dialoguing with their historical situation is empirically supported by 
this study, if they want to deepen, enrich or liberate their religious beliefs and do not 
want to be misled. This ongoing dialogue also counters reification and idol making so 
characteristic of sincere religious believers. That is, this research speaks to the value of 
the openness to a multiplicity of possible outcomes that is needed if beliefs are to be 
grounded in authentic hope. 

 

Career	  
 
The results of this investigation corroborate and extend much of the contemporary 

literature on career disillusionment, i.e., "burnout." It particularly could be helpful for 
career/ guidance personnel in assisting young adults and middle-aged people to 
understand the emotional exhaustion characteristic of unfulfilled career expectations. 

Although not all career disillusionment is burnout, most burnout persons are 
disillusioned. These results could be used beneficially by professionals who are 
responsible for absenteeism, turnovers and poor morale, especially if these pertain to 
"burnout." Properly handled, this study could prevent high achieving, idealistic persons, 
who have over-identified with their careers, from becoming burned out and losing their 
morale and loyalty toward an organization. 

 



	  

D.	  	  Limitations	  of	  Present	  Research	  and	  Implications	  for	  Further	  Research	  
 
The limitations of this investigation open up possibilities for further areas of 

research such as: 
 
(a) A clarification of the quality of hope which supports one's beliefs. 
(b) A clarification between the modes of projecting beliefs (fantastic or 
imaginative); this could contribute to the discussion of the value of projecting 
ideals and beliefs without necessarily living them in an illusory manner. 
(c) A clarification of being disillusioned as it is lived within any of the specific 
life stages: early, middle, or late adulthood or specifically within either of the 
three situations: religion, marriage or career. 
 

Summary	  
 
This investigation began with the intention of filling a void found in empirical 

research of being disillusioned. Although some writers had used the term disillusionment, 
no one had done any detailed, systematic, empirical research on what it means to be 
disillusioned in everyday life situations. The interpretations of this research that had been 
done previously on the phenomenon were based essentially on a natural scientific 
understanding of the human person; however, this research was undertaken in an attempt 
to comprehend the phenomenon as it was experienced in the life world, in three particular 
situations: religion, marriage and career. 

A phenomenological method of investigation was used, which was an adaptation 
of the methods of empirical phenomenological research that have been developed by 
members of the Department of Psychology at Duquesne University. This enabled normal 
persons, who experienced being disillusioned in these three situations, to describe their 
experience and to allow the understanding of the phenomenon to emerge from first-
person everyday descriptions rather than as a function of previous a priori 
conceptualizations. The raw data for this research consisted of written descriptions of 
being disillusioned and verbal amplifications of these through collaborative taped 
interviews. These data were then transformed into a phenomenological understanding and 
explicated in situational structures which culminated in a General Structure of the 
phenomenon. 

The results of this research were discussed in terms of constituents and profiles 
which were available through this phenomenological perspective and which were not 
available through traditional psychology's understanding of the phenomenon. 

More specifically, the General Structure revealed that traditional theories of 
disillusionment did not holistically address the phenomenon adequately in its human 
temporality, styles or modes of resolutions. Traditional themes fail to address adequately 
the subjectivity of the subject in his/ her constitution of the distorted beliefs/ values 
(illusions) as well as the subject's gradual/ sudden awareness of the subjectivity (radical 
freedom) of the other to respond differently than anticipated by the disillusioned person. 
The General Structure particularly highlights the styles, stages and transformative 



	  

possibilities which may emerge from the disillusioning experience. 
Following this, the General Structure was dialogued with the existing 

conceptualizations of disillusionment, and the insights and limits of each were discussed 
in relation to the General Structure. 

Finally, the implications of the results of this research for the larger population of 
psychology were discussed. It was suggested that these results could contribute to a 
broader understanding of those who prepare and train persons planning to marry, those 
who want to deepen their understanding of mature religious believing, those who want to 
prevent debilitating effects of their career brought about from fusion and over-
identification. 

This study, being the first empirical phenomenological study on being 
disillusioned, was limited to normal people in three concrete situations: religion, 
marriage, career. It suggests further descriptive studies would be beneficial, especially 
concerning being disillusioned as lived in early, middle and/ or late adulthood, as well as 
more empirical research on being disillusioned specifically in each of the three situations: 
religion, marriage and career. 
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