1

The Social and Historical
Context of Stress

No concept in the modern psychological, sociological, or psychiatric litera-
ture is more extensively studied than stress. The sheer amount of scientific
literature is so extensive that it is no longer possible to conduct a compre-
hensive review. But the amount of research is only one facet of the attention
given to stress. I submit that stress is also the social-psychological concept of
greatest interest to Western society. Perhaps no other psychosocial topic is
discussed more often in the lay press or kaffeeklatsches. We are consumed
with the stress concept and we use it as a basic explanatory mechanism to
describe the underpinnings of what we see as wrong with work, family life,
and our society. Violence, marital discord, disease, mental illness, failed
productivity, and juvenile delinquency are all depicted within a model that
places stress as a central causative element.

Can we really have identified the basic ingredient of our social and
psychological ills in one fell swoop? Have twentieth-century psychology and
sociology been so successful that now our only task is to disentangle the
mystery of stress> Have we isolated the basic building block of people’s
malaise, malady, and mania, or have we found a “whipping boy” so that our
noble fears have a scapegoat to draw attention from them? This chapter
attempts to delve into the philosophy of the psychosocial sttu of stress so
that we can have a deeper and more inclusive sense of the substance of our
inquiry. By understanding the historical, religious, and philosophical roots
of stress, | hope to lead us to a clearer view of the science of stress research—
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