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Article abstract
In this synthesis of two brief chapters originally published in German in 1995,
Ulrich Beck presents some of the concepts that are crucial to his analysis of
contemporary society, particularly the notion of "reflexive modernization,"
which he shares with Anthony Giddens. In Beck's view, the past thirty years
have been marked by a continuing process of "detraditionalization." This has
led to the disintegration of several of the cornerstones of industrial society :
gender roles, the nuclear family, social classes, etc. These categories, which had
helped people to orient their social trajectories and define their positions in
industrial society, and which had also been conveyed by institutions, have
ceased to guide today's individualized life courses, which are no longer
standardized, but chosen. In today's "classless" society, social inequalities are
nonetheless rampant, and the existential foundations of institutions and the
forms of consensus which had engendered them are breaking down. These
changes have also had a major impact on forms of mobilization and political
expression. Beck examines this aspect in the second part of his text as he looks
at the question of solidarity in societies in the late modern age.
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