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for every human 

Before becoming content with the institutional role devised and assigned to you by culture, it is 

important to acknowledge that you are human. As such, by far, your capacities and dimensions surpass 

those of the role designated for you since there is no limitation imposed on the manner and extent to 

which you can apply them!  
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Preface 

The title of this thesis The  Human Experience  extends from the phrase user experience . It  implies a 

concern for the totality of human being in the design of tools and practices. In contrast user experience 

implies a limited view of the human capacities and dimensions (including perceptions and behaviors) 

in the design of products and services. This distinction is delved into in the Introduction.  

My interest in the topic started with a feeling of a contradiction inherent in a motivation technique, a 

gamification concept that I had designed. A contradiction that, the motivation technique was to a larger 

extent manipulative, than motivational; self assigned, self-guided and self-assessed. Even though it 

involved some aspects of intrinsic motivation, it was largely based on extrinsic motivation. Or as 

Sebastian Deterding had noted of gamification,  it is able to get people to take actions that are not always in 

their best interest, without the use of force, in a predictable way . So I became curious on two ends: a) was 

this contradiction real, and b) was there better motivation models and if so, what were these and how 

could they be implemented in the design of everyday tools and practices. At first the curiosity did not 

amount to much. It was not until I read McGonigal’s Reality is broken: Why games make us better and how 

they can change the world  that I realized there was more into the topic of motivation than met the eye. 

The contradiction in gamification also became more apparent.  

I was later energized by what Maslow referred to as positive  psychology which implies an abandonment 

of judgement and control, and instead a genuine concern with the development and expression of an 

individual’s capacities and dimensions to the highest possible levels. In addition, a subtle implication 

made is that the highest potentials for the growth and expression of human capacities and dimensions 

are unintelligible. These are likely to mature and come to fruition when they are free and nurtured. 

Their freeing and nurturance is then the chief concern of positive psychology as it is used here. In 

contrast, motivation techniques (largely based on conditioning) imply a negative  psychology; that 

human beings cannot amount to anything unless you control - reward and or punish - them. The 

subtle implication made in this case is that what is good for everyone is intelligible and condensable 

into a formula, and it is in every aspect proper that they be manipulated or coerced to it. Since in 

almost all cases our actions are fundamentally propelled explicitly or otherwise by negative psychology, 

curiosity got the best of me. There had to be something better, some model, even if only in theory. 

Something beyond the brainchildren techniques of Ivan Pavlov, B. F. Skinner and John B. Watson. 

Something beyond electrocuting and dispensing food pellets to dogs, rats and pigeons.  
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In retrospect, I do find it peculiar that mainstream scientific motivation techniques appear to have 

their roots in religion. Reward and punishment are after all the cornerstone control mechanisms in 

many religions, with the main difference being that in religion, these are to be dispensed far off into an 

unseen future while in science, they are immediate or else dispensed in the foreseeable future. Other 

differences and similarities may apply. While it is of course acceptable that an individual practice his 

religion, the human relations derived from human interaction based on reward and punishment depict 

an unsavory image. While an individual may not care to live the will  of his creator , to live the will of 

another individual could be seen as lowering oneself. Perhaps as David Thoreau wrote in Walden , man 

is indeed too high-born to be propertied, to be a secondary at control, or useful serving-man and instrument . 

A curious  motivation model, which is of course debatable was suggested in the unlikeliest of sources. 

Democratic schools. Sometimes too referred to as humanistic schools. They come in varying sizes and 

arrangements but one thing that they appear to strive at is an optimal human experience. To them, the 

student is a human, with other needs including the intellectual, which are all core to the human 

experience. So instead of confining themselves to dealing with the intellect, they let the students decide 

the order and magnitude in which these needs may be attended according to their preferences. There is 

little preoccupation with controlling or motivating the students in an attempt to confine them to 

intellectual activities alone.  

So, I thought that here was a positive  psychology motivation model whose basis is the notion that the 

human organism can amount to something when left alone to find its place in its environment and 

follow its natural inclinations. A model whose core concern is not productivity (the basic rationale for 

control being productivity; amount of hours spent in class, reading this or doing that or getting an A in 

this) but an optimal human experience; the pursuit for an action because the benefits of that action are 

recognized from within and are expected to bring self fulfilment to the individual in its totality. Being 

well enculturated in the reward-punishment behavior propelled world, I thought that had I attended 

one of these schools, a dimwit could have outsmarted me. However, based on the critique given to 

compulsory schooling, which I am a product of, I cannot claim to be any better. In theory however, this 

motivation model was appealing enough and I took it as a basis for the discussion.  

It was not an easy road. The concept itself was not easy to grasp, leave alone to contemplate. Broaching 

the subject to others never got too far. It appears that we are quite ingrained in negative psychology 

that thinking out of the box  is simply impossible. Few people found any rationale in the idea of positive 

psychology, and thus in democratic schooling. Most that I talked to felt that since they had been 

educated in institutions based on negative psychology, there simply could be no alternative. There was 
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a feeling that since one had undergone the experience, there was no rationale why it should be 

different for others. It brings to mind Neil Postman’s concern of such peculiar situations where our 

methods of doing things appear so deeply associated with institutions that we no longer know which 

came first, the method or the institution, and as a consequence, it becomes seemingly impossible to 

change the institution or the method in achieving the underlying purpose. I invite you to fill in the 

blanks for what such institutions or respective practices may be, if any. It should be noted that the 

reference to compulsory schooling in the discussion, including its critique is primarily used to provide 

a context on which an optimal motivation model, is discussed.  

With human experience  being an overarching phrase, I did not limit myself to psychology or sociology, I 

had to consider other aspects of life where the human experience materializes even if cursorily. As you 

will see, with only so many limbs, a narrow experience and perspective, I could only go so far. 

Literature review became the method of choice given the circumstances. As a headnote, this writing is a 

mere collection of thoughts which are still a work in progress. It is meant as food for thought or a 

discussion opener for those curious about the human experience; and how design may be instrumental 

at enhancing it. Being human, is the office and post I unequivocally hold. It is my request therefore 

that you read and question every notion that is suggested or implied herein and decide its worthiness 

for yourself.  
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The structure of the thesis 

The Introduction  presents the theme of this thesis and makes a premise (on which the rest of the thesis 

builds upon) that human participation in societal practices and tools are suboptimal.  

Chapter 1: Approaches to Human Motivation  discusses and contrasts technique and human centered 

approaches to human motivation using case examples; gamification for technique, and democratic 

education for human centered respectively.  

Chapter 2: Humans are not Machines  builds on chapter one and argues just that; humans are not 

machines. It further suggests a need for addressing human needs from a humanistic rather than 

mechanistic perspective.  

Chapter 3: The Human Purpose  suggests seven aspects which are deemed fundamental to the attainment 

of an optimal human experience. These include the happiness, fulfillment, integration, health, 

freedom, play and work, and the expression of an intrinsic drive.  

Since it is during participation in a phenomenon that an experience is derived, Chapter 4: Levels of 

Human Engagement  suggests optimal and split engagements as the main engagement states that are 

derived from participation in a given phenomenon.  

Chapter 5: Types of Human Relations  suggests eight types of human relations - parent-child, love, 

friendship, neighborliness, proximal separation or abandonment, exploitive-dependence, 

competitive-combatant, and ethnocentrism - and discusses their implication to the human experience.  

Chapter 6: Design  for oneself  is suggested as a design strategy through which tools and practices can 

embody the human purpose’s shifting needs and values on an individual and societal level. A number 

of principles of design for oneself are also suggested, chiefly the singularity  of designers and users.  

In Conclusion , the thesis suggests that it is vital to consider new horizons for mankind given the 

technical capacities that it now wields; imagination is no longer implicated, in its place stands cultural 

lag. 
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Introduction 

 

Any institution and thus institutional role that is incapable of self-correction gravitates towards a cancerous 

growth.  

The process through which the human body creates new and rids itself of old cells is kept in check by the immune 

system. This everyday occurrence where the body continually undergoes self-correcting renewal, if it were to 

escapes the scrutiny of the immune system, most likely results to a cancerous growth and or other autoimmune 

illnesses. It is from such reality that the above must also bear truth.  

10 



 

Bebel in Woman and Socialism , presented a historical analysis of the position of women in society, and 

discussed therein the issue of gender equality. According to him “the woman question deals with the 

position that woman should hold in our social organism, and seeks to determine how she can best 

develop her powers and abilities, in order to become a useful member of human society, endowed with 

equal rights and serving society according to her best capacity.”(1. p. 3) Bebel’s statement coherently 

captures the intention of this thesis. But while he was concerned with the woman question, this thesis 

takes on a human  question. Thus to paraphrase him, the human (experience)  question concerns itself 

with the position that a human  should hold in society, and seeks to determine how an individual can 

best develop their dimensions and capacities, in order to become useful to themselves and to  society 

according to their best ability. The challenge is therefore to consider how societal tools and practices 

should be arranged in order to nurture an optimal human development and to minimize if not 

eradicate inhumane experiences derived from a participation in them. The title of this thesis - The 

Human Experience: Design for Optimal Experience  - it is therefore hoped, captures the theme of the 

following discussion and further lays an emphasis on design  as a vehicle through which a desired - 

optimal - human experience can be derived and nurtured.  

While it may be argued that societal tools and practices have been designed to foster optimal human 

experiences, such an argument cannot be further from the truth. In this thesis, societal tools and 

practices are seen as being ignorant of an optimal human experience. Furthermore, as a result, they 

appear to impede the realization of that condition. As we shall see, societal tools and practices in 

addition to restraining the development of human capacities and dimensions, and therefore impeding 

the realization of higher potentials for individuals also limit human interaction and relations so that 

these inevitably happen in ways that are detrimental to an optimal experience, both for individuals and 

their fellow humans. To reiterate, this thesis proceeds from the claim that for a majority, everyday 

participations in societal tools and practices are despicable, a drudgery, exploitive, stupefying, 

stressful, sickening and unsavory, just to mention a few. Before continuing, it is important to provide 

some support for this claim so we may have a premise on which to build the discussion.  

“Reality  is broken!” This is the argument on which McGonigal based her book Reality is broken: Why 

games make us better and how they can change the world . According to her “computer and video games are 

fulfilling genuine human needs that the real world is currently unable to satisfy [...] providing rewards 

that reality is not. They are bringing us together in ways that reality is not.” To give some perspective 

of what she implied in the phrase Reality is broken,  she posed the questions: “Where in the real world, is 

that gamer sense of being fully alive, focused, and engaged in every moment? Where is the gamer 

feeling of power, heroic purpose, and community? Where are the bursts of exhilarating and creative 
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game accomplishments? Where is the heart-expanding thrill of success and team victory?  - where is 

engagement, satisfaction in reality - While gamers may experience these pleasures occasionally in 

their lives, they experience them almost constantly when they’re playing their favorite games.”(2. p. 2) If 

broken  is seemingly a too strong word for the context McGonigal used it, we can judge for ourselves 

following what others have suggested regarding human participation in various societal tools and 

practices.  

In theory, it may be arguable whether work now fully dominates life. In practice however, it appears we 

are increasingly busy and overwhelmed more than ever and can barely find a moment to ourselves, to 

savour and to enjoy life itself. Thoreau in Life without principle  wrote that our lives can hardly escape the 

shackles of work. “This world is a place of business [...] It is nothing but work, work, work [...] I think 

that there is nothing, not even crime, more opposed to poetry, to philosophy, ay, to life itself, than this 

incessant business [...] If a man walk in the woods for love of them half of each day, he is in danger of 

being regarded as a loafer; but if he spends his whole day as a speculator, shearing off those woods and 

making earth bald before her time, he is esteemed an industrious and enterprising citizen.” Of 

drudgery, he noted that “most men would feel insulted if it were proposed to employ them in throwing 

stones over a wall, and then in throwing them back, merely that they might earn their wages.” He 

nonetheless observed that many were no more worthily employed. If drudgery is a bad in and of itself 

alone, we might be tempted to leave it as that. However, in Culture against man , Henry concluded that in 

addition to leaving an individual with bare competencies, drudgery contributes to or becomes a drag on 

society. “Since the great majority of the tasks [...] are routine, requiring little or no initiative and 

imagination, most persons in the labor force never have the opportunity to develop, through work, 

characteristics that might contribute to the enrichment of society.”(3. p. 28) 

Wolff(4) in discussing economic rights and reform found it peculiar that even though we claim to live in 

democracies, most of us spend the majority of our waking time in institutions where our participations 

are many things but democratic. A number of institutions may come to mind. Wolff however, was 

referring to economic institutions. According to him, an 8 hour workday and about a 30 day annual 

holiday implies that those who have to work to earn a living wage spend the majority of their waking 

and indeed life time in institutions where their participation is reduced to following instructions. 

Involvement in any meaningful deliberations and decision making especially when it entails to the 

distribution of the collectively produced surplus is minimal and mediocre if any, Wolff bemoaned. He 

argued that economic institutions are inherently exploitive and alienating and concluded that it is from 

such a setup that we have begotten ourselves wealth inequality. Veblen summed this phenomenon 

succinctly in The Theory of the Leisure Class : “these conventions of business life are of the gravest 
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consequence for the industrial process and for the life of the community. The immediate end of this 

pecuniary institutional structure and of its amelioration is the greater facility of peaceable and orderly 

exploitation.”  

In Life: The movie: How entertainment conquered reality , Gabler suggested that in America wealth 

inequality is not a new phenomenon but was well in place in the early to mid nineteenth century. 

According to him the inequality was actually two fold; it was the wealthy who were most likely to hold 

political posts. He noted how a historian had concluded: the common man appeared to have gotten very 

little of whatever it was that counted for much . In Gabler’s view, the common man found an escape of his 

wealth and political impotencies in entertainment. “Though he may have been deprived of wealth, 

social mobility, and political power, the common man quickly learned to compensate for his impotence 

in those arenas by channeling his energies instead into the one arena in which he did seem paramount, 

culture, and into the one form of culture that was truly his own, entertainment.” According to him, 

entertainment was not merely an escape but also the new democracy. “Nothing could be more 

democratic than entertainment. Everyone had access to it, the majority ruled in it, and no one’s 

aesthetic judgement of it was deemed better than anyone else’s.” 

Our consumer culture, hedonic adaptations, and our turning to these as a solace for the deprivations, 

emptiness and other ills we suffer, is now too apparent. Henry referred to this phenomenon as a 

pecuniary philosophy’s conception of man and woman in our culture  which according to him makes us and 

thrives on our being “insatiably desiring, infinitely plastic, totally passive, and always a little bit 

sleepy; unpredictably labile and disloyal (to products); basically wooly-minded and non-obsessive 

about traditional truth; relaxed and undemanding with respect to the canons of traditional philosophy, 

indifferent to its values, and easily moved to buy whatever at the moment seems to help [our] 

underlying personal inadequacies.”(3. p. 79) 

Among the number of things that happen during or are nurtured by work are peculiar human relations. 

If being in contact and in good relation with one’s loved ones and friends contributes to a good lived 

experience for an individual, then it is worth to consider how typical participations in work account for 

these. According to Henry, “the job itself - not the union or the associates on the job, but the 

institution in which they work - is precisely the mechanism that cuts them [workers] off from their 

most significant emotional involvements - family, friends, and Self.”(3. p. 28) In Dumbing us down: The 

hidden curriculum of compulsory schooling,  Gatto argued that this is not an isolated case but a 

characteristic of every institution. “Every one of our national institutions is a place where men, 

women, and children are isolated according to some limited aspect of their total humanity: by age [...] 
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as well as by various other sorting mechanisms in the other institutional arenas. Gatto went on to 

claim that “large cities have great difficulty supporting healthy community life, partly because of the 

coming and going of strangers, partly because of space constrictions, partly because of poisoned 

environments, but mostly because of the constant competition of institutions and networks for the 

custody of children and old people, for monopolizing the time of everyone else in between.” In his 

view, that has come at an expense; “by isolating young and old from the working life of places and by 

isolating the working population from the lives of young and old, institutions and networks have 

brought about a fundamental disconnection of the generations. The griefs that arise from this have no 

synthetic remedy; no vibrant, satisfying communities can come into being where young and old are 

locked away.” But why should we care about social relations and interactions? 

In When the Body Says No: Exploring the Stress-Disease Connection,  Mate argued that interpersonal contact 

and relations  are important especially for young humans as their absence may result to the development 

of disease. “The main effect of recent trends on the family under the prevailing socio-economic 

system, accelerated by the current drive to “globalization” has been to undermine the family structure 

and to tear asunder the connections that used to provide human beings with a sense of meaning and 

belonging. Children spend less time around nurturing adults than ever before during the course of 

human evolution. The nexus previously based in extended family, village, community and 

neighborhood has been replaced by institutions - daycare, school, where children are more oriented to 

their peers than to reliable parents or parent substitutes. The nuclear family, supposedly the basic unit 

of the social structure, is under intolerable pressure. In many, both parents are having to work to 

assure the basic necessities one salary could secure a few decades ago. The separation of infants from 

their mothers and all other types of relocation which leave few possibilities for interpersonal contact 

are very common forms of sensory deprivation: they may become major factors in disease.”(5. p. 223 - 224) 

On the interpersonal contact and relations, there is no need to ponder on the consequence of war on 

these, whether it is in the way of killing, deprivation, dispossession, displacement or segregation just 

to mention a few. That such acts are considered honourable, institutions thriving on them as desirable, 

institutional roles involved praiseworthy, no words may suffice to drive the point home. The derived 

human experience is however apparent. Jay Gould had many decades ago claimed that he could hire one 

half of the working class to kill the other half  and yet he was not far from the truth, nor would he be, if he 

were to make that claim today. Human relations and interactions mediated and derived in societal tools 

and practices are increasingly commodified, competitive, combative, exploitative, of deprivation than 

of cooperation, love and friendship. It may not be a wonder that Henry concluded that “it is no problem 

at all to locate jobs requiring an orientation toward achievement, competition, profit, and mobility, or 
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even toward a higher standard of living. But it is difficult to find one requiring outstanding capacity for 

love, kindness, quietness, contentment, fun, frankness, and simplicity.”(3. p. 14)  

Compulsory schooling according to Gatto in Dumbing us down: The hidden curriculum of compulsory 

schooling  lulls the intellect. For Henry, it primarily inhibits the freeing of the mind  and thus impedes the 

development of the intellectual capacity: “the function of education has never been to free the mind 

and the spirit of man, but to bind them [...] Homo sapiens has wanted from his children acquiescence, 

not originality [...] were young people truly creative the culture would fall apart, for originality, by 

definition, is different from what is given, and what is given is the culture itself [...] the function of 

education is to prevent the truly creative intellect from getting out of hand [...] educational institutions 

anywhere, express the values, preoccupations, and fears found in the culture as a whole. School has no 

choice; it must train the children to fit the culture as it is [...] the primary aim of education has been to 

fetter the mind and the spirit of man rather than to free them, and that nowadays we confront this 

problem in our effort to stimulate thought while preventing the mind of the child from going too 

far.”(3. p. 286) If the implicit but prevalent outcome of compulsory schooling is the inhibition of 

intellectual development, Gray(6) felt that such schooling, if it is not warranted, should be considered 

an act of aggression. Postman and Weingartner viewed such teaching  as  a subversive activity  and titled 

their book so.  

If these notions of the human experience are something to go by, we must acknowledge that they 

imply a stressful and thus detrimental human experience. And while stress is typically depicted as 

being an illness of or affecting the mind alone, in When the Body Says No: Exploring the Stress-Disease 

Connection  Mate has suggested otherwise. “Stress affects and involves virtually every tissue in the body 

[...] [including the] brain and nerves, pituitary, adrenal, kidney, blood vessels, connective tissue, 

thyroid, liver, and white blood cells, and the manifold interrelations between them [...] the heart, 

lungs, skeletal muscles and the emotional centres in the brain.” According to him, chronic stress is a 

major factor in disease development.  

If our participation in societal tools and practices are alienating, stressful, impede or inhibit the 

development of human capacities, combative, exploitive, and sickening, then we may agree with 

Dewey’s remark in his article Interest in relation to training of the will  that our society begets itself 

maladjusted members “who are either narrow, bigoted individuals who are obstinate and irresponsible 

even in their own preconceived aims and beliefs or else characters dull, mechanical and unalert, 

because the vital juice of spontaneous ingenuity has been squeezed out of them.” We could further 

consider a claim by Adam Smith in The wealth of nations  that for an individual whose participation in 
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work is characterized by alienation and inhibited growth, he is at risk of losing “the habit of exertion, 

and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become. The 

torpor of his mind render him, not only incapable of relishing or bearing a part in any rational 

conversation, but of conceiving any generous, noble, or tender sentiment, and consequently of forming 

any judgment concerning many even of the ordinary duties of private life.” According to Carse such 

individuals as described by Dewey and Smith, are waste persons created by society. In his view, “a 

society that creates natural waste [inescapably also] creates human waste. Waste persons are those no 

longer useful as resources to a society for whatever reason, and have become apatrides, or non citizens. 

Waste persons must be placed out of view - in ghettos, slums, reservation, camps, retirement villages, 

mass graves, remote territories, strategic hamlets - all places of desolation and uninhabitable.”(7. p. 133) 

If societal arrangements are such that they produce maladjusted persons, persons with stunted growth 

in their capacities and dimensions, waste persons, then society comes to see these persons as a burden, 

and as an nuisance. As such, they have to kept out of view, be provided for, complained about, 

demonized and dealt with as persona non gratas. They have to be disenfranchised from partaking in 

the society’s tools and practices. As longs as they are a burden, and an nuisance, there can be no 

remorse or empathy and little if any in dealing with them; whatever treatment they are dealt is 

justifiable. They, justifiably, live in poverty, in privation, plagued by social ills. A genuine concern, if 

any must arise about their condition may only be in alluring them to preoccupations that may prevent 

them from seeing their predicament, and thus from taking action to rid themselves of it. It comes full 

circle that society justifiably relieves itself of responsibility for the problems it creates in and for itself.  

Henry claimed that man’s ultimate problem is learning to live with himself and noted that man “is, 

naturally, still in elementary school so far as learning how to get along with his fellows is 

concerned.”(3. p. 10 - 11) According to him the process for achieving this goal has largely been trial and error 

and the outcome mostly disappointing. Henry’s claims are undeniable: among the hallmarks of modern 

culture are exploitation, inequality, deprivation, and war. Specifically, regarding human relations and 

interactions, the gods asked man to refrain from coveting his neighbor’s property, from bearing false 

witness against his neighbor, from stealing from his neighbor, and from killing his neighbor.  They 

simply asked him to love his neighbor as much as he loved himself . Such guidance must have fallen on deaf 

ears or man simply chose to be ignorant. From the low level human relations : proximal separation, 1

exploitive dependence, combative, and ethnocentrism we see the outcome of this ignorance. If societal 

tools and practices derive and nurture these low level human relations, then we may be compelled to 

agree with Postman in his remark that whatever technical inventions man has made have turned out to 

1 See chapter 5. Types of human relations 
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be nothing but improved means to an unimproved end. (8. p. 6) Despite the technical advancements, man’s 

relation with his fellow other have not gotten any better. Henry referred to these technical inventions 

(societal tools and practices) as culture and  argued that it  has turned out to be a tool working against 

man and titled his book Culture against man . Given that our concern here is with an optimal human 

experience, we can only contemplate what may have resulted had man heeded the guidance of the 

gods; love one another, that your joy may be full  (John).  

If we may use the term happiness or joy to refer to the optimal human experience  condition (even though 

it - happiness - will later on be suggested to be just one aspect of several which comprise an optimal 

human experience),  then we could not be too far off in seeing that this condition is beyond the reach of 

individuals whose experience of life falls in one or more of the descriptions above. Csikszentmihalyi in 

Flow:  The Psychology of Optimal Experience  wrote that we are not only far from achieving happiness but 

that we are in fact ignorant of it. “We do not understand what happiness is any better than Aristotle 

did, and as for learning how to attain that blessed condition, one could argue that we have made no 

progress at all.” While we may not design happiness, we could and certainly should design societal 

tools and practices so that happiness may be derived from a participation in them. 

An extra hammering may be necessary to stick the nail into the wood. It is incomprehensible to see 

that many are employed in the production of goods that are intentionally inferior, throwaway and 

harmful, adulterated foods, sucked of nutrients and impregnated with, or else so finely processed that 

they are filled with, high concentrates of health inhibiting substances and ingredients. We should ask 

of such employments, what kind of people do they make? Psychotic? Apathetic? Uncharitable? 

Ignorant? What potentials for self fulfilments do they provide them or what pursuits of happiness are 

these? And of what benefit are these respective productions meant to their respective consumers? 

What, indeed, does it profit a man to exchange the world for his soul; that part of him that produces 

deep good feelings? He can neither experience such good feelings in his toil nor can the fruit of his 

labor bring them forth. Eat, however, he must by the sweat of his brow, for he has organized for 

himself such meaningless and laborious work. Certainly, one may conclude that it is not happiness that 

many pursue, but an embroilment in misery, what Thoreau in Walden  referred to as a fool’s life.  It takes 

extraordinary ignorance to be so oblivious.  
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Background 

While the extracts above indicate the human experience as observed by others and perhaps solidifies a 

premise on which to proceed this discussion, I will present one more, a firsthand case, one that led to 

my contemplating and seeking to understand the human experience, an eye opening experience that I 

feel worth presenting as it led to my developing a somewhat critical view of my trade: user experience 

(UX) design.  

Typically, the job of a UX designer is to address all aspects of a design, usually of digital tools or 

services, so that the resulting artefact is pleasing to use and accomplishes the identified user goals in 

an efficient and effective manner. While UX design may seem like a godly act; aimed at making positive 

user experience and minimizing if not totally removing negative ones, it is nonetheless a reductionist 

strategy for design and thus perhaps not as godly as it appears. My intention here is not in anyway 

meant to belittle my trade or the work of designers - the trade boasts a huge impact in the design of 

useful life changing products used by millions if not billions - but to reveal a deficient nature of our 

and other trades and therefore to evoke a rethink if our ultimate aim is to enhance the human 

experience.  

The keyword and entity that the UX trade concerns itself with is the user  - the person who uses a 

certain tool or service to accomplish the tasks that it is designed for - not human . Since the user is a 

reduced entity of the human, the first view of humans that the UX trade concerns itself with is a 

reduced one, else it would be termed human experience . Such a reductionist view of humans is not 

unique in our trade but a hallmark in other trades as well. I should however point out that our referring 

to humans as users is not accidental nor without intent, it marks the beginning of an insidious and 

limited concern for the human experience as I shall attempt to show.  

The accomplice design task that gave rise to my interest in the human experience involved the design 

of a user engagement concept for a home energy display (HED). A HED is a device that measures and 

shows the amount of energy used, as well as control appliances, in a residential setting. The task was 

to design a graphical interface that would make users want to follow up on their energy expenditure on 

a daily basis by making the experience of doing so exciting and pleasurable. The exact task description 

read as follows: Make a concept for a HED that will allow a family to follow a jointly set target for electricity 

consumption and motivate them to follow that target on daily basis. The interface should show the target and 

contain some element of motivation. It should comprise of a single screen and not contain interactive elements 

18 



 

such as buttons that open new screens. The interface should be understandable by people in different age groups 

ranging from 5 - 70 years of age.  

As a solution, I derived a gamification  concept that comprised a virtual forest where a household 2

would ‘grow’ a number of trees depending on the energy they spent or saved in relation to their daily 

expenditure or saving target. The trees would then add up to a forest and as the forest grew in size, 

new species of animals, perhaps also some exotic plants would appear in the virtual forest. Minute 

animations and sounds would be featured in the forest, where for instance an elephant would trumpet 

or a bird would perch and tweet. If a household failed to gain their set target, then they would start 

losing trees from their forest and inevitably the animals too. Below is a sketch illustration of the 

concept. 

 

A gamification concept for a home energy display 

From the perspective of UX design, the concept was seemingly engaging enough. A  household using it 

would be motivated into growing their virtual forest and in so doing be driven to cutting back on their 

energy consumption. The aspects of gaming, and virtual rewards intertwined with actual energy 

consumption indeed implied that the design solution would not only help address the energy 

consumption ‘problem’ but also fit the UX design bill of deriving pleasant and satisfying design 

solutions. But as I delved further into the task and also looked into various pilots and papers about the 

same topic, I came to the realization that the ‘problem’ with energy consumption was murkier than 

our design solution viewed or presented it. Involved therein were conflicting and contradicting factors 

that could not be dealt with through HEDs. We would have had to look at all facets, social and technical 

2 Gamification is a term that refers to the application of game mechanics such as levels, scores or points to non 
game situations(9)  
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to have a holistic understanding of the phenomenon, leave alone derive a solution for it. The energy 

consumption ‘problem’ is a wicked one, it neither has a unified definition nor a unified manner of 

identifying its causal factors. The manner of deriving potential solutions aside.  

First of all, ‘high’ energy expenditure unlike what has become a cliche, is not the result of a lack of 

energy usage and tracking devices or the lack of user engaging HEDs. On the contrary, there are several 

contributing factors chief among them being the households’ income levels.(10. p. 98 - 103) A well off 

household is in a position to afford a bigger energy bill than one that is not so. The well off household 

is also at a position to buy various energy consuming gadgets. For such households, ‘high’ energy 

consumption may be more a matter of affordability above anything else. It certainly cannot be said that 

fuel guzzlers are purchased because their fuel consumption rates are unknown to their buyers; 

something else is at play here.  

Secondly, there are no agreed levels of energy consumption nor can there be. With user engagement 

concepts for instance those involving comparisons or competition among households, there is no way 

to determine that a certain household spends just the ‘right’ amount of energy irrespective of whether 

they fall in the median, lower or higher consumption groups. If the median or lower energy consuming 

households dine out and thus have lesser consumption than a higher energy consuming household that 

cooks at home, then the median or lower households are not an indicator of what may be considered 

the right amount. On the other hand, if the higher energy consuming households are comprised of stay 

at home parent(s) or work from home individuals then the whole business of comparing or attempting 

to put these three groups in competition is meaningless if not diversionary. Furthermore, it may be 

quite hard to find households that could warm up to the idea of being profiled just so they can be 

matched to similar households with whom they can compare their energy consumption or compete 

with. In a comparative feedback study, participants whose energy saving effort was lowest got a frowny 

smiley which they deemed as being too judgemental and requested that they be given no more sad 

faces.(11. p. 484) In another pilot where peer comparison was used it was reported that “Few [number not 

given] very negative reactions from customers that take offense to the comparative feedback-e.g. “you 

don’t have the right to tell me”.”(13. p. 62) Needless to say, we cannot say that a household should drive X 

kilometer per day or consume X watts of energy because their peers drive or consume X units 

respectively.  

We should also not forget that the making of the HEDs is also an energy intensive undertaking. In our 

current economic system, resources have to be mined from some country, shipped to another for 

processing and manufacturing, then shipped to a consumer market in other countries and in no time 
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shipped again to landfills abroad in time for new generations. The HEDs just as various other consumer 

devices are made with as much planned obsolescence as the industry can get away with. The sole 

business of making these HEDs may just result to an economic benefit for manufacturers but may not 

have the intended impact in reducing energy expenditure in households. As a side note, 0ne study, 

noted the following in its HED roll out strategy: “it is good if costs can be hidden rather than upfront 

and obvious.”(16. p. 70) The environmental cost of production has to be factored into the equation, but as 

long as it remains an externality, then the actual energy ‘saving’ to be achieved will be distorted. We 

may obtain a clear picture of the whole HEDs business if we consider it primarily as an industrial 

sector. As far as energy efficiency is concerned, Samuel has suggested that from Jevons paradox, a 

reduction or increased efficiency in energy consumption will result to a rebound effect where even 

more energy will be used.(14)  

It is not even important to delve into the issue of privacy which actually hampered the installation of 

HEDs in some cases and stopped or reversed respective mandates in some instances.(15) It has been said 

that a household’s energy consumption data can be used to precisely identify all activities relating to 

energy consumption including when a household wakes, showers, uses a kettle, watches TV, uses an 

iron, leaves the house and so on. The potential repercussions that could stem from the breach of HEDs 

data are immense. 

We should perhaps be careful to mention the issue of global warming. One cannot say what direction 

should be taken with this matter given that there are different and opposing views to it. On the one 

hand are those who believe it to be a man made effect and on the other, a belief that it is a natural 

occurrence. Somehow even the scientific studies assuming impartiality are divided along these lines. 

From such a situation, it becomes quite difficult to convince one group to change its view. People want 

to enjoy themselves even if it means spending ‘a lot’ of energy. Try to convince them that they need to 

be a bit conservative and it appears as if you are encroaching on their freedom. If you have the right to 

believe what you do regarding energy and global warming, then everyone else may claim that right for 

what they make of the matter. 

As we enter the era of internet of things, it should be obvious to us that rather than cut back on energy 

expenditure we are actually going to spend more. Every object is that close to becoming smart, to 

becoming a computer and thus to becoming part of the energy grid. The current generation of devices 

can be monitored so that they can be turned off when not in use, but the next generation will defy this 

logic. Smart devices will simply be made without an off switch, they will always be on, listening, 

sensing, looking, measuring, collecting, processing and transmitting data over the internet. A smart TV 

21 



 

may turn off the screen but leave its microphone and motion sensors on in case you decide to switch it 

on through voice or gestures. So will a smart speaker, a game console, a fridge, your environment 

sensing and controlling devices and what have you. With regard to the internet of things alone, the 

whole idea of HEDs as devices aimed at reducing energy consumption appears a sham. If we consider 

robots, commercial and consumer, and the prospect of 3D printers becoming household gadgets, surely 

the overall energy expenditure is set to rise. The fundamental issue therefore cannot be about limiting 

how these new grid mates consume energy but ensuring that there is sufficient energy to be consumed 

when need be. 

Last but not least, let's not forget that the modern society is driven and thrives on the production and 

consumption of goods irrespective of the impact to the environment or society. Thus, if the 

undertaking and striving to reduce energy consumption is not pure hypocrisy, then we ought to look at 

the bigger picture and rearrange several if not all societal institutions and practices. But is any 

institution actually prepared to walk that way, to reduce its market, its revenue, its production, and 

consequently the consumption of its goods or services? The whole economic apparatus would come to a 

grinding halt. Looking at how things stand, few if any institutions leave alone individuals would 

entertain the idea. Not necessarily due to a lack of alternatives and even potentially better ones, but 

since there is too much at stake in the way of status and recognition that an undoing would simply 

spell irrelevance for those at the helm. Incomprehensibly, man appears to finds an identity, status and 

prestige in whatever he does irrespective of its impact on his fellow man or nature; on which his very 

existence depends. An attempt to separate such man from his institutional role with which he 

identifies with will be met by strong insidious if not violent opposition. As Henry suggested, the fear of 

becoming obsolete - losing one’s institutional and societal role - not only creates an emotional crisis 

but results to a loss of adaptability, a tendency to become frozen, to be unwilling to change patterns of 

behavior and thought.(3. p. 24, 42 - 43)  

From seeing the energy consumption ‘problem’ as a wicked one, I was convinced that instead of 

seeking to limit and control the amount of energy households consume, it may be more worthwhile to 

pursue greener or renewable sources of energy and leave energy expenditure at household’s discretion. 

Otherwise, resources would simply be spent barking the wrong tree. Perhaps in cases such as this, we 

should be careful so that we do not get caught up in the winds of technological change and novelty, 

naively believing that they will solve whatever social-technical problem we can identify. Case in point, 

while the gamification presented above could be seen as a motivation factor for reducing energy 
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consumption, and as a usable user engagement concept for HEDs, it would nonetheless not be a 

solution to the underlying ‘problem’ of energy consumption. 

Postman expressed concern over such situations where it is easy to confuse technical advancement 

with potential solutions to a problem especially if the totality surrounding the problem would be 

disregarded for the sake of technical advancement. “Nonetheless, as incomprehensible problems 

mount, as the concept of progress fades, as meaning itself becomes suspect, the Technopolist stands 

firm in believing that what the world needs is yet more information [...] To the question ‘What problem 

does the information solve’ the answer is usually ‘How to generate, store, and distribute more 

information, more conveniently, at greater speeds than never before.”(8. p. 61) Undoubtedly, the energy 

consumption ‘problem’ is not a simple one and will not be solved with HEDs as they do not address all 

factors surrounding this complex social-technical phenomenon. Notably, it is possible for a design to 

be pleasant to use even when it does not address the main problem underlying its context of 

application. Consequently, I was further convinced that gamification as a user engagement concept, at 

least as I had conceptualized it, was not an ideal motivation technique simply because it could not 

address the various human aspects surrounding the design problem. These had to be reduced or 

entirely ignored. It became apparent to me that the UX trade is somewhat limited in its outlook and in 

its dealing with design problems.  

In Postman’s view, a UX designer as implied above appears as a person who by training, trade and 

practice does not concern himself with, or is indifferent to the content and totality of the human 

condition.(8. p. 86) Postman argued that such a person considers the impact of his work only to the extent 

that it appears to make efficient the demands of his institution or institutional role and unfortunately, 

takes no responsibility of the resulting human consequences. His example pointed at the despicable 

case of Adolff Eichmann a train engineer during the Nazi regime, who afterwards, on being charged of 

crimes against humanity “argued that he had no part in the formulation of Nazi political or sociological 

theory; he dealt only with technical problems of moving vast numbers of people from one place to 

another. Why they were being moved and, especially, what would happen to them when they arrived at 

their destination were not relevant to his job.”(8. p. 87)  

With a limited outlook and an indifference in the human condition in its totality, my trade comes to 

resemble, to some extent, that of Eichmann. It is not like any other field is exempt. Such specialization, 

Postman claimed, tends to make respective individuals ignorant about the matters that are not directly 

related to their expertise, yet they are quick to claim expertise not only over technical matters but also 

over the very human matters they are ignorant about.(8. p. 87) To exemplify, he noted that while the 
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average psychotherapist is barely knowledgeable in philosophy, social history, art, religion and biology, 

and is not even expected to be, they nonetheless claim expertise in areas such as child upbringing and 

child education. A UX designer who for whatever reason is ignorant of the human matters surrounding 

energy consumption is not in a position to solve user engagement in energy conservation. He may end 

up appearing like Eichmann, making efficient the technical part that he is taxed with while 

maintaining a detachment and a lack of interest in the human matters surrounding the problem in its 

entirety. We can of course achieve technical precision and advancement even when they do not address 

the actual problem or result to human progress, just as it is possible to claim that an operation was 

successful even if the patient died. 

My conviction was further reinforced in a later involvement in a project that aimed to design games to 

make learning fun and interesting - engaging -  for kids. Having come to the realization that a good 

design needs to consider and address the underlying human aspects in their totality, I could not help 

but ask the implied and obvious questions: a) Why is learning boring and uninteresting? and b) Why 

are people not interested in doing tasks even when they are told that doing them would be beneficial to 

them? Without answering these questions, I felt, we were most likely to devise some band-aid solution 

to the problem of lack of engagement  in education as we would be ignoring some fundamental issues. A 

lack of resources in the project however, made it obvious that such fundamental probing into the issue 

would not take root. We adopted a limited perspective of the ‘problem’ and long story short, we 

designed a game for educating kids about nutrition. In retrospect, it is not clear cut that the effort was 

worthwhile. 

According to Gabler, in Life the movie: how entertainment conquered reality , the mere act of attempting to 

make learning fun and interesting implies turning learning into entertainment. “‘Education, a prime 

conveyor of ideas, felt the tug of entertainment as soon as child development experts began 

researching ways to make learning more fun. What could possibly be more fun than entertainment? 

[...] It was this effort that gave birth to Sesame Street with its skits, songs, jokes, cartoons, puppets, 

commercials, and hyperkinetic tempo, all designed to stimulate even the most incurious and apathetic 

preschooler, and that would later yield educational computer software which was designed to turn 

learning into a game.” In his view, this was contrary to what ought to have taken place as learning and 

entertainment are mutually exclusive; “entertainment is basically packaged sensation and [education] 

by definition a product of ratiocination,” the process of exact thinking and reasoning. Gabler wrote that 

with entertainment having established a foothold in the education of the young, there was no stopping 

it. It easily spread to higher levels of education:  
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But however valuable entertainment may have been as a vehicle to convey information to the 

very young children, the movement didn’t stop at primary or even secondary education. Having 

grown up within the bubble of entertainment and having been educated at in part through the 

methods of entertainment, more and more university students were arriving on campus with 

the expectation that their college educations would be as entertaining as well. And since 

universities, in the fallow years after the matriculation of the postwar baby boomers, needed 

students, they frequently obliged. “That usually meant creating more comfortable, less 

challenging environments,” wrote Mark Edmundson, an English professor at the University of 

Virginia, “places where almost no one failed, everything was enjoyable, and everyone was 

nice.” It was the campus as theme park. 

Gabler further expressed concern on what he deemed an objective to make entertainment “the purpose 

of existence [where] everything else would either conform or cease to matter.” A life in which we 

would not need to encounter bare reality, in its most demanding, painful, educative, and rewarding 

state. In Amusing ourselves to death: Public discourse in the age of television , Postman suggested that 

superfluous entertainment not only resulted to the lack of interest in intellectual activities but also 

reinforced the notion that education ought to be entertaining.  

Save for sleeping there is no activity that occupies more of an American youth’s time than 

television-viewing, we cannot avoid the conclusion that a massive reorientation toward 

learning is now taking place [...] The consequence of this reorientation toward learning are to 

be observed not only in the decline of the potency of the classroom but, paradoxically, in the 

refashioning of the classroom into a place where both teaching and learning are intended to be 

vastly amusing activities. 

Teachers, from primary grades through college, are increasing the visual stimulation of their 

lessons; are reducing the amount of exposition their students must cope with; are relying less 

on reading and writing assignments; and are reluctantly concluding that the principal means 

by which student interest may be engaged is entertainment. 
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To emphasize that our referring to humans as users marks the beginning of a limited concern for the 

human experience, let us consider the field of medicine and the Hippocratic Oath for the sake of 

context and perspective. It is should strike us as odd that this field had a set of ethics that respective 

practitioners had at least been expected to pledge their adherence to, if not exercise. Interestingly 

enough, the modern version  read: “I will remember that I do not treat a fever chart, a cancerous growth, 

but a sick human being, whose illness may affect the person's family and economic stability. My 

responsibility includes these related problems, if I am to care adequately for the sick.”  While the 3

Hippocratic Oath may no longer be widely pledged, it still resonates a fundamental implication. The 

medical field at its foundation acknowledged the condition of sickness as being a totality of the human 

experience. At least in theory, healthcare professionals ought to have dealt with a human being  not an 

external entity; a fever chart ,  or a reduced human entity; a cancerous growth . Furthermore, adequate 

treatment  implied a responsibility on all related human problems; illness may affect the person's family 

and economic stability.  My responsibility includes these related problems.  It is also interesting to note that 

the term patient had not been used in place of, or to refer to a sick human being . A human was referred 

to as a human even when sick.  

This is not to imply that an oath can bring forth the desired impact in the field of design but to merely 

highlight the extent to which design practitioners are exempt from any binding ethics in practising 

their art. Were we to agree with Postmann that changes wrought by technology are subtle if not downright 

mysterious, even wildly unpredictable,  it is unfathomable how UX practice can be without a binding code 

even if in theory alone.(8. p. 12) If we have no binding code to act only in consideration of an optimal 

human experience, then our position is never far from that of Eichmann. We are blissfully ignorant 

about the human experience derived from and nurtured by our creations. We can easily surpass 

Eichmann in many respects, creating all sorts of tools and practices and hardly bring about an optimal 

human experience, if we are not careful. Michael Moore’s film Sicko,  a cursory take on the state of 

medical practice was a case in point in the American context. 

If anything, our only requirement is to explicitly disclaim ourselves from any human condition that our 

trade might facilitate through the so called end user license agreements, disclaimers, privacy and use 

policies. We appear to come full circle in playing gods   for we are hardly accountable for consequences 4

our creations bring about. While in some cases, healthcare practitioners may have lost their licenses if 

found acting against the accordance of their oath, designers are hardly accountable for anything. 

3 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/body/hippocratic-oath-today.html 
4 The Hippocratic Oath noted the responsibility borne by medical practitioners and prohibited them from 
abusing it by playing god; this responsibility must be faced with great humbleness and awareness of my own frailty. 
Above all, I must not play at God ; a god may act without responsibility, but a practitioner should not and must not. 
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Design therefore, facilitates the creation of a world without empathy. It is part and parcel of every tool 

and practice fundamental to social and environmental ills including planned obsolescence, advertising, 

and even war, just to mention a few. The larger picture implies that as a society we have no values that 

bind us to act in consideration, or for the improvement of the well being of others and the 

environment. It requires no schooling to deduct the human experience that results. Any undertaking as 

long as it bears such orientations may surely result to technical efficiency but not necessarily human 

progress. In the meanwhile, man’s ultimate challenge, that of learning to live with his fellow other, 

irrespective of technical advancement, remains sidelined.(3. p. 11)  

 

 

So much for making a premise for the discussion. This thesis will attempt to suggest a holistic view of 

humans and what it may imply regarding a design for an optimal human experience . If an experience is 

what we undergo in the process of participating - doing something, or having something being done or 

happening to us - in some phenomenon, then our participation in that phenomenon implies a 

fundamental human aspect; motivation. It would be difficult to consider the human experience 

question without being concerned with human motivation. It is indeed impossible to address the 

respective human experience questions. For instance, in education: why is learning boring and 

uninteresting?, or why are people incurious in tasks that may potentially be beneficial for them?. If the 

motivations surrounding these experiences are to be ignored. If humans exhibit some behavior; an 

indifference or an interest in a phenomenon in which they are participants, then a motivation or a 

number of them are implied. The motivation can be afforded to them either by the phenomenon, from 

within themselves or as a combination of the two. To talk about the human experience then, is to talk 

about human motivation which delineates or affords a range of actions and experience, performed and 

derived respectively in a given phenomenon. The discussion will proceed first by taking a look at 

approaches to human motivation. 
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1. Approaches to Human 

Motivation 

 

The assumption guiding our struggle against nature is deep within itself nature contains a structure, an order, 

that is ultimately intelligible to the human understanding -  James Carse 

  

28 



 

There is perhaps not a greater struggle in the human race than in the striving, for whatever reason, to 

find a way, a method, a technique, for motivating, and thus controlling humans. The struggle could be, 

for all we know, older than humanity itself. The gods  must have dealt with this question in order to arm 

themselves with the power to control their human creations . From their end thus, in many if not all 

cases, depending on where we look, punishment and reward appear as their chosen means for control 

(extrinsically motivating) humans. Differences if any were in the degree of how these two fundamental 

elements had been, or were to be dispensed. Without trying to, one can see that science joined the 

struggle and underpinned its work on these notions of punishment and reward. And while the amount 

of research done around the topic of human motivation is immense, a silver bullets remains at large. 

This is so, perhaps not because the problem is insurmountable but that the problem concerns the 

essence of humanity; it is as if humanity has looked into a mirror and has come off unsettled by its 

reflection so that it now strives to change the reflection rather than accept it. Our inability to find the 

much craved holy grail, in the matter has bewildered us so that we have intensified our efforts perhaps 

too much in technique than where it is perhaps most likely to be inherent; in humans.  

Approaches to human motivation can be loosely classified under two umbrella categories: technique 

centered and human centered. Technique centered approaches can be said to regard the matter 

objectively; as something that can be precisely defined, identified, measured and controlled through 

scientific technique. In contrast, human centered approaches can be said to regard human motivation 

subjectively, and are thus perhaps more concerned with its expression than with its magnitude and 

direction, or the control of these two. These two categories are discussed below through case examples; 

conditioning - gamification - for technique centered and democratic education for human centered. 

Technique centered approach to human motivation 

Conditioning is perhaps the most widely known and applied motivation technique that also forms a 

basis for other technique centered approaches to human motivation. Conditioning and its variations are 

founded on the notion that rewards and punishments in various combinations can be used to predict 

and therefore control human behavior. Some prominent names and proponents of motivation 

techniques implicated in conditioning include Ivan Pavlov, B. F. Skinner and J. B. Watson. I am not sure 

whether it is worth to mention that conditioning was largely founded on studies with animals removed 

from their natural environment and in some cases enclosed in boxes, where their range of action was 

limited to what the experimenter was interested in. It is hard to say whether on the outset such 

experiments should be considered peculiar because human motivation or behavior for that matter, is 
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not exactly comparable to rats, dogs or pigeons, and because different behavior can be expected from 

an organism when it is restrained in contrast to when it acts freely in its natural environment. 

Of the two main approaches to human motivation, conditioning can be said to have had the limelight 

almost from time immemorial . It is possible that having been able to master and command nature 5

through technique, man is convinced that a technique for commanding human motivation is 

discoverable. McGonigal suggested that human motivation, if subjected to a technique can be 

controlled and predicted; ”If you cannot measure it, you cannot improve it. We need real-time data to 

understand our performance: are we getting better or worse. And we can use quantitative benchmarks 

- specific, numeric goals we want to achieve - to focus our efforts and motivate us to try harder.”(1. p. 157) 

But while her discussion is centered around engagement - which she described as a wholehearted 

participation characterized by self-motivation, self direction, intense interest and genuine enthusiasm  - it is 

swept aside in the proposed technique which appears more concerned with performance than with 

engagement. Nonetheless, there has been a striving to invent such a technique so that human 

motivation can be commanded to the liking of a technique and its operator just as a mountain or forest 

can be effortlessly flattened out at the command of a machine and its operator.  

I am particularly interested in gamification, because it appears to be the leading technique centered 

approach to human motivation and because it is something that I have a personal experience with. 

Gamification can be said to be a motivation technique that features some aspects of conditioning and 

whose main objective is also to predict and therefore control human behavior. Wong and Deterding 

have for instance compared gamification with B.F. Skinner’s experiments.(2; 3) Gamification can 

however be said to be a unique variant of the conditioning technique. While other variants have relied 

on actual rewards and punishment; for instance, the provision or withholding of food pellets 

respectively, gamification relies on digital rewards and punishments. Examples of such digital rewards 

include points, badges, levels, status, or ranks. In some cases, these rewards are redeemable to real 

items for instance, with merchant loyalty programs, but in most cases, their value remains factitious. 

Besides rewards and punishments being key components of conditioning techniques, these two may be 

considered as being complementary of each other in the sense that one cannot go without the other 

even when either is not actively dispensed as Gray suggested. Whenever one is dispensed the other 

dispenses itself discreetly nonetheless: “The carrot is reward for the one who gets it but punishment 

5 I have thus chosen to focus the discussion largely on the newer and digital variant of conditioning - 
gamification - and humanistic approach rather than delve into the various conditioning techniques. The number 
of literature sources on conditioning are immense and it is my assumption that the reader should have no 
trouble finding or acquainting themselves with the topic if they so desire. 
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for the one who doesn’t; the stick is punishment for the one who gets it but reward for the one who 

doesn’t.”(4) 

According to McGonigal, gamification should be applied as a technique for addressing the matter of 

human motivation because nowadays millions of people are playing video games and finding them, 

among other things, fun and engaging and in some instances, even better than real life participations.(1. 

p. 2 - 4) McGonigal went on to claim that videogames are providing gamers with engagement; an element 

that reality should inherently provide but no longer does because it is broken.(1. p. 2, 124) At this, she 

expressed dissatisfaction that “instead of fixing reality, we’ve simply created more and more attractive 

alternatives to the boredom, anxiety, alienation and meaninglessness we run up against so often in 

everyday life.”(1. p. 115) She thus made the proposition that we need to fix reality by gamifying it. This is 

the theme of discussion in her book Reality is broken: Why games make us better and how they can change 

the world .  

Before proceeding further, it is crucial to differentiate games from gamification. According to 

McGonigal, games have four fundamental characteristics: a) goals, b) rules, c) feedback or progress 

indicators and d) are participated in voluntarily.(1. p. 20) The last aspect is fundamental for games and 

may also be the key difference between games and gamification in the context of motivation. 

Gamification has more often been an attempt to get people to exhibit engagement  during their 

participation in phenomena which does not afford self-direction, self-motivation, interest and genuine 

enthusiasm , and from which they may not necessarily be free to withdraw. For instance, in education, 

gamification has mainly been used in learning activities where student are reportedly lacking 

self-interest, self-direction and enthusiasm and where, nonetheless, their participation is compulsory. 

Another fundamental difference between games and gamification is that, while games are played and 

enjoyed for being challenging and (thus) as an end in themselves, gamification is often participated in 

for its extrinsic end; reward or punishment avoidance. These two aspects - compulsory participation 

and extrinsic motivators - orient gamification towards a manipulative end of attempting to engage 

individuals in activities which they are apathetic and incurious but from which participation may not 

be withdrawn. If participants were engaged or were free to participate in some phenomenon, and found 

it rewarding in itself, then a need to gamify it would be minimal if any. Gamification consequently 

exhibits and identifies itself with the aim of conditioning techniques; of predicting and therefore 

controlling human behavior.  

In discussing interest in learning, Dewey in Interest in relation to training of the will  argued that even 

though such manipulative schemes take advantage of the fact that a certain amount of excitation of 
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any organ is pleasurable, the pleasure derived from such excitation only serves to hide apathy but does 

not result to interest.(5) Thus, even though the technique may give the appearance that control and thus 

predictability of behavior has been achieved, this notion cannot be further from the truth. Dewey was 

wary of such manipulative schemes and expressed concern that not much could be expected from them 

but the cultivation of a distracted and disorganized character:  

[...] continually to appeal in the childhood days even to the principle of interest is to externally 

excite, that is, distract the child. Continuity of activity is destroyed. Everything is made play, 

amusement. This means over-stimulation; it means dissipation of energy. Will is never called 

to action at all. The reliance is upon external attractions and amusements. Everything is 

sugar-coated for the child, and he soon learns to turn from everything which is not artificially 

surrounded with diverting circumstances [...] Putting a fringe of fictitious interest around it 

[the subject of study] does not bring the child nearer to it than he was at the outset. The fact 

that two and two make four is a naked fact which has to be mastered in and of itself. The child 

gets no greater hold of the fact by having attached it to amusing stories of birds or dandelions 

than he would if the simple naked fact were presented to him. It is self-deception to suppose 

that the child is being interested in the numerical relation. His attention is going out to and 

taking in only the amusing images associated with this relation. The theory thus defeats its 

own end. It would be more direct and straightforward to recognize at the outset that certain 

facts have to be learned which have little or no interest, and that the only way to deal with 

these facts is through the power of effort, the internal power of putting forth activity wholly 

independent of any external inducement(5. p. 424 - 425) 

Gabler in Life the movie: How entertainment conquered reality  also noted a distractive element inherent in 

entertainment. According to him, in converting everything into entertainment, real world problems can 

never be fully encountered and experienced for what they are. In other words, if entertainment 

rearranges our problems into shapes which tame them, then it disperse them to the margins of our 

attention, where we can forget about them, and remain constantly distracted. The line between 

gamification and entertainment is so thin that the two appear similar in this context. The objective 

with gamifying, for instance learning, is to make learning pleasurable, to turn it into an amusement, 

into entertainment: fun, effortless, sensational, mindless, formulaic, predictable, and subversive , to use 

Gabler’s terms. A distraction! Gabler’s view of entertainment parallels Dewey’s of notion of external 

excitation  above. Subversiveness here might imply more than just a dissipation of energy or a 

disengagement of the will as Gabler suggested. His case in point was the turning  of politics into 

entertainment: “the main thrust of television itself was to dissociate content from image, words from 
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feeling, cogitation from reflex, so that the audience would react rather than think [...] Voters are 

basically lazy, basically uninterested in making an effort  to understand what we’re talking about,” 6

Nixon speechwriter Raymond Price emphasized in a campaign white paper [...]. “Reason requires a 

high degree of discipline of concentration; impression is easier. Reason pushes the viewer back, it 

assaults him, it demands that he agree or disagree; impression can envelop him, invite him in, without 

making an intellectual demand [...] emotions are are more easily roused, closer to the surface, more 

malleable.” In short, sensation, the very basis of entertainment, was now to be the very basis of 

politics too.” 

In considering the application of gamification in commerce, Deterding in a web article A quick buck by 

copy and paste  - a review of Gabe Zichermann and Christopher Cunningham’s book Gamification by 

Design. Implementing Game Mechanics in Web and Mobile Apps  - wrote that gamification is oriented 

towards a manipulative end; “Uniquely, gamification is able to get people to take actions that are not 

always in their best interest, without the use of force, in a predictable way.”(3) One is tempted to 

condense that further: Uniquely, gamification makes people gullible . Anderson in his review of 

gamification which he referred to as Hyperaddictive ‘Stupid Games’  also appeared convinced of this and 

expressed concern that gamification may be a vehicle for accelerating consumerism: “Gamification 

seeks to turn the world into one giant chore chart covered with achievement stickers — the kind of 

thing parents design for their children — though it raises the potentially terrifying question of who the 

parents are. This, I fear, is the dystopian future of stupid games: amoral corporations hiring teams of 

behavioral psychologists to laser-target our children’s addiction cycles for profit.”(7) Moreover, at least 

one of the gamification case examples presented by McGonigal also appears in agreement that 

gamification is manipulative. In a Rice game, players can convert points earned in the game to rice 

grains by watching ads from sponsors.(1. p. 234) The rice can then be sent as donations to parts of the 

world where food shortage is being experienced. The Rice game is a peculiar example. It appears as an 

attempt to control the behavior of players so that whereas they may lack interest in watching ads, they 

can be manipulated to doing so; and from watching them, the sponsors can further predict their 

purchasing behavior.  

This insidious orientation of gamification towards a manipulative end defeats its own aims; it does not 

result to engagement: self-direction, self-motivation, interest and genuine enthusiasm . In any case, it comes 

6 Is this the answer   to the questions a) Why is learning boring and incurious? and b) Why people are apathetic to 
tasks that are potentially beneficial to them?: [People] are basically lazy, basically uninterested in making an effort . If 
so, then to enlist such persons, lazy and apathetic, to partake in a phenomenon that they find boring and 
incurious requires that the phenomenon be watered-down so that it appeals not to the faculties of the intellect 
but to those of emotions, pleasure and sensation. That is, to make the phenomenon an amusement, to turn it 
into entertainment: fun, effortless, sensational, mindless, formulaic, predictable, and subversive. According to 
Gabler, politics was first to be turned into entertainment after journalism. 
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off with an agenda that is far from nurturing engagement as Dewey asserted. The very element of 

manipulation mean that self-directed participation and action implied in engagement cannot be 

achieved. Nonetheless, McGonigal claimed that gamification could be used to boost happiness if people 

could be assigned tasks with intricate, exciting and minute measures of their participation and 

progress in those tasks: “What a boost to global happiness it would be if we could positively activate 

the minds and bodies of hundreds of millions of people by offering them better hard work. We could 

offer them challenging, customizable missions and tasks, to do alone or with friends and family, 

whenever and wherever. We could provide them with vivid, real-time reports of the progress they’re 

making and a clear view of the impact they’re having on the world around them.”(1. p. 29) 

McGonigal’s proposition to gamify reality also seems to suggest that awarding rewards - points, 

badges and applying ranking mechanisms - would somehow transform the non engaging reality into 

an engaging one. In other words, she seems to suggest that adding a digital layer of information to 

reality, without seeking to change much else, would make reality engaging. This cannot necessarily be 

the case. In addition, her proposition that we could boost  happiness  by assigning people better hard work 

firstly, contradicts her stance that voluntary participation is a fundamental element that brings forth 

engagement. “When we don’t choose hard work for ourselves, it’s usually not the right work, at the 

right time, for the right person. It’s not perfectly customized for our strengths, we’re not in control of 

the workflow, we don’t have a clear picture of what we’re contributing to, and we never see how it all 

pays off in the end. Hard work that someone else requires us to do just doesn’t activate our happiness 

systems. It all too often doesn’t absorb us, doesn’t make us optimistic, and doesn’t invigorate us.”(1. p. 28 

- 29) 

Secondly, the proposition implies a connotation for dumbing down one group so that another can 

conveniently come in and decide on the intricate matters for the former. The striving to engage others 

through gamification comes off as a striving to manipulate others. In fact, gamification can be said to 

have the effects of compulsory schooling suggested by John Gatto since no matter how subtly it is 

applied or its impact is acknowledged, its outcomes including the stages of success and failure and 

their trajectories are predetermined before participation commences and as a result a participant 

merely follows established footsteps without necessarily being able to forge a route that suits them. It 

implies an environment where the range of action for an organism placed therein is limited so that 

only what is planned is permitted and can be done. The possibility to withdraw participation for 

instance in the case of compulsory schooling does not arise nor is it easily entertained. Such 

compulsory participation according to Carse resembles theatrical play, where actions are a scripted act 

of the role being played which requires a veiling of oneself, a suspension of one’s freedom.(9. p. 12 - 14) In 
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reality however, such veiling and suspension of one’s freedom leaves an individual susceptible to 

guidance and control by others. Henri Lefebvre in Critique of everyday life  (Vol. 1)  suggested that an 

individual caught in such participations is “separated from his concrete human and social reality, 

deprived of a consciousness of the practical, historical and social whole” and becomes “the plaything 

of every hallucination, every spontaneous or deliberate ideological illusion.” Implications suggested in 

the Rice game parallel if not surpass Lefebvre’s claim. The game appears to suggest that the hungry are 

so because the fed are not playing games and watching ads, not necessarily that there is a food 

shortage. We do not even need to contemplate whether the ads themselves would be illusory, 

hallucinatory, or manipulative.  

Gamification as a human motivation technique also appears limited in its view of the human matters 

surrounding its area of application. Take the Rice game example again. It implies that those without 

food are so because the fed are not playing games and watching ads, and only when the fed have played 

the game and watched its ads can surplus food be shared. To say the least, it is a strange concoction of 

the market needs for advertising, a disregard of the causes of food shortage and the twisting of 

potential technical solutions that can be used to address the matter, so that what is apparently revealed 

to those playing the game is not only manipulative but also deceiving. If the game’s designer was to 

explain his intentions, he may appear only concerned with those aspects of the game that he was in 

direct contact with. He may show an indifference or appear ignorant to the potential illusory impact 

the game may impart on the human condition, of the causes of food shortage and possible solutions to 

such a problem. Peculiarly, through this indifference and ignorance, the designer would qualify as 

having devised a solution to a problem he neither fully understood nor intended to deal with in any 

meaningful sense. Through gamification however, he was able to get people to do what may not 

entirely have been in their best interest, manipulatively and predictably. Distractingly too, the actual 

human reality surrounding the matter was left unattended, almost regarded as meaningless. 

Perhaps a more fundamental issue concerning human motivation is that it is not an aspect readily 

identifiable, leave alone measurable. According to Postman, human capacities such as intelligence or 

motivation for that matter cannot be precisely identified leave alone measured.(8. p. 130 -143) In his view, 

the very act of using a term such as intelligence turns a highly abstracted idea into a thing implying 

that the thing can then be identified and measured through technique. He consequently argued that 

intelligence is not a thing, at least not in the sense that a liver or pancreas is and that assigning 

numbers to aspects such as intelligence seemingly makes a subjective matter into an objective one. 

According to him, tests for measuring such highly abstracted ideas including human motivation, suffer 

at least three major shortcomings; a) what they measure is not known, b) the extent to which numeric 
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operations can be applied to the measure is not known, and c) what the results signify about the 

measured aspect is unknown.(8. p. 131) Such measurements he concluded, result to useless information 

which do not make it any easier to determine how best to deal with the respective human matter.(8. p. 136) 

In their book Teaching as a subversive activity ,  Postman and Weingartner further argued that whatever 

results from such measures is not reality as it is, but reality revealed to us through our methods of 

looking at it. Consequently, when the reality in question cannot be identified precisely in its entirety, 

mechanical precision eludes even the seemingly simple acts of describing human motivation, 

formulating techniques for measuring it, and determining what the measures imply about it. Postman 

concluded that such measures even though elaborate, signify nothing, simply because human 

motivation, intelligence, love and creativity and other aspects as these cannot be precisely measured or 

represented numerically, he asserted.(8. p.89) Numerical representations of aspects such as intelligence 

are abstractions which on subjection to technique are reified and reduced, to things that in reality these 

aspects are not. 

But what if according to McGonigal what cannot be measured cannot be improved? Can this principle 

be applied to human aspects such as intelligence or motivation? If the precision of technique serves to 

reduce the multifaceted nature of such aspects, what improvements would result from such 

measurement? An over emphasis of the ‘measured’ facet and a disregard of the rest? Would such 

improvements further distort the reality of the respective aspects where in a worst case scenario the 

disregarded facets would atrophy and thus consequently also atrophy the over emphasized facets? Even 

supposing that all facets of intelligence or motivation could be precisely identifiable and measurable by 

technique, what would be the aim of such measures? To suggest that some facets of the respective 

aspects are more important than others? Or to derive desirable levels of those aspects? Would such 

efforts in the end appear to be in opposition with human nature whose diversity in aspects such as 

intelligence, and motivation suggest that they can neither be precisely condensed into a formula nor 

ordered sequentially according to the liking of a technique? Is it possible that such techniques will 

suggest that human aspects eluding their precision; measure and control, are deficient, pathologic or 

unworthy?  
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Human centered approach to human motivation 

The general education model used in democratic schools is a unique one, seemingly odd if not strange. 

Every student or pupil is entitled to do whatever it is that they please and if they so desire can ask to be 

taught, but they remain in charge of their activities at school. There are no classes to be at, no 

timetables to follow and even more interestingly, no exams at the end of the term. Democratic schools 

are also referred to as humanistic schools  as among their core values is their intention to deal with the 7

students not merely as intellectually in need or empty but as human beings with human needs of 

which intellect is one but not necessarily the chief. 

Having been educated in the mainstream public education model - where reward and punishment are 

used interchangeably to make kids do what has been decided they should - I could not at first 

comprehend how it would be possible for any student attending a democratic school to do anything 

much beyond slacking all day. I thought that had I attended a democratic school I would have ended up 

a lazy dimwit. The philosophy of democratic schools however makes a curious case for why such 

institutions exist and why loving and caring parents choose to send their children there. Intriguingly, 

what caught my attention about this strange model of education was the consideration of human 

motivation: rather than having teachers decide - in actuality implement the policies of an education 

board or ministry - and thus control what students learn, democratic schools place trust on each 

individual student to explore various learning topics and decide which one they want to study, for how 

long, how, and with whom. This includes learning by themselves, from their peers, and from teachers 

if they so desire. The students, it has been said, learn how to be in charge of their destiny, how to 

manage their time, their interactions with others and to be members of the school community, where 

in many cases they are expected to participate in the deliberations of the rules governing the everyday 

activities taking place in their respective schools . 8

It should be easy to note that students in democratic schools are not just learning. Learning per se is 

perhaps not even the chief activity that occupies their time. Such a model of education is holistic in the 

sense that it does not focus or confine itself solely on the individual's intellect. As can be discerned in 

the notions of democratic schools and as has been claimed by teachers and (former) students of such 

7 Democratic education and humanistic education are umbrella terms for various schools that employ a holistic 
perspective towards learning. Other alternative models of education such as homeschooling and unschooling 
have also been considered as democratic to various extents. The discussion here does not limit itself to the 
practice of a specific democratic school but follows a general view of the democratic education model. 
8 Articles on the everyday activities and learning at Sudbury Valley and Summerhill democratic schools 
respectively: http://sudval.org/05_underlyingideas.html and http://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/about.php.  
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schools, the students are free to exercise other human capacities and dimensions rather than just the 

intellect. That is, they are free to learn, but not necessarily in the ordinary meaning of the word. 

According to Greenberg  and other articles (see footnote) by democratic schools such as the Sudbury 9

Valley and Summerhill school, the students are not suppressed from expressing and exercising their 

freedom as is usually the case with compulsory schooling.(10; 11) On the contrary, the fact that they are 

free to pursue their own interests leaves them with the potential to build a character that is 

self-directed, self-motivated, a character that acts out of genuine interest and enthusiasm . In other words, a 

character engaged  in whatever he is doing. Democratic schools do not task themselves with designing 

techniques for student engagement. They do not make an effort at orchestrating a rigorous system of 

timetables, tests, rewards and punishment, a system that potentially creates manipulable characters, 

eager to please superiors by following a script of set actions and realizing the goals suggested by their 

teachers.  

Timetables, tests, rewards and punishments can be regarded as techniques for measuring students’ 

performance and streamlining the learning process so that not much else takes place other than what 

is outlined by a timetable, a curriculum, a teacher, an exam, a reward or a punishment. However, these 

do not necessarily improve students’ motivation or intellectual performance. Wolff in discussing 

socialism and communism as critiques of capitalism rightly argued that every human system appears 

to have its own champions and critics.(12) Compulsory schooling is not exempt. In fact, criticism against 

compulsory schooling appear to increase as the purpose of education is gradually becoming detached 

from labor, employment and the current economic paradigm in general. Perhaps it is worth noting that 

some critique of compulsory schooling have been raised by teachers including John Gatto and Neil 

Postman. These two among others have argued that compulsory schooling results to the dumbing 

down of students and disregards their needs both as students and as humans. Some concerns for 

compulsory schooling are briefly discussed below to highlight some drawbacks that may not be 

prevalent in learning oriented by humanistic centered approach to motivation. 

The medium is the message 

Gatto  in Dumbing Us Down: The Hidden Curriculum in Compulsory Schooling , argued that compulsory 10

schooling, more than anything else, fosters the creation of easily manipulable individuals. He claimed 

9 Daniel Greenberg is one of the founders of Sudbury Valley School and a former physics professor at Columbia 
University. 
10 John Gatto was a former and highly awarded public school teacher in New York for over thirty years 
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that compulsory schooling teaches confusion, class position, indifference, emotional and intellectual 

dependency, a reliance on ‘expert’ judgement and a disregard for students’ feelings.  

Postman  and Weingartner in their book Teaching as a subversive activity  summed their critique of 11

compulsory schooling in the phrase the medium is message. (14. p. 16 - 24) In their critique, which also concurs 

with Gatto’s, they claimed that a course mostly comprises of content and method and that while the 

content changes and is not expected to be remembered beyond an exam, the method, which is more or 

less the same for any course throughout much of schooling, ends up being the thing learned. According 

to Postman and Weingartner, students are required to believe their teachers, they are rarely 

encouraged to ask substantive questions or make observations or undertake intellectual activity beyond 

what the teacher says, they learn passive acceptance of ideas, that knowledge is beyond their reach, 

that the collection of unrelated ideas is the objective of education and merely to repeat information 

without necessarily having to think.(14. p. 19 - 22)  

Henry referred to this method  as ‘noise’ because it is never intended to be learned but ends up being 

learned and in most cases, the only thing learned. “If the spelling, arithmetic, or music lesson were 

only what it appeared to be, the education [...] would be much simpler; but it is all the things the child 

learns along with his subject matter that really constitute the drag on the educational process as it 

applies to the curriculum [...] It is this inability to avoid learning the noise with the subject matter that 

constitutes one of the greatest hazards for an organism so prone to polyphasic learning as man. It is 

this that brings it about that an objective observer cannot tell which is being learned in any lesson, the 

noise or the formal subject matter. But - and mark this well - it is not primarily the message (let us 

say, the arithmetic or the spelling) that constitutes the most important subject matter to be learned, 

but the noise!”(15. p. 289 - 290) Henry suggested that intrinsic motivation may be the best approach to 

reducing this noise: “The central issue is love of knowledge for its own sake, not as the creature of 

drive, exploited largely for survival and for prestige. When knowledge is loved for itself, noise is at a 

minimum and never endangers the subject matter.”(15. p. 319) Postman in The end of education: redefining the 

value of school  wrote that the process of learning could be simple if the teacher and student shared the 

rationale for the undertaking.  

Confusion 

Gatto claimed that he taught everything out of context, and thus, a detachment of things and their 

meanings.(13. p. 2 - 4) He viewed his work as some sort of an information overload operation; he felt that he 

taught too much and too many subjects that had little to do with each other. Too many topics, 

11 Neil Postman, was a professor at New York University, media theorist and cultural critic  
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presented by different teachers, Gatto claimed, hampered the finding of meanings, which left kids 

confused but since it was an everyday occurrence, it taught them to view and accept confusion as their 

destiny.(13. p. 4) In parallel, Postman and Weingartner had claimed that students learn that the amassing 

of unrelated ‘facts’ is the aim of education.(14. p. 21) These disassociations, according to Postman and 

Weingartner teach that “English is not history and history is not science and science is not art and art 

is not music, and art and music are minor subjects and English, history and science major subjects, and 

a subject is something you 'take' and, when you have taken it, you have 'had' it, and if you have 'had' 

it, you are immune and need not take it again.” In The Child and the Curriculum , Dewey noted this 

teaching out of context as a feature of school subjects. According to him, the child’s experience of life is 

holistic but at school, subjects present the world in fractions; “Geography selects, it abstracts and 

analyzes one set of facts, and from one particular point of view. Arithmetic is another division, 

grammar another department, and so on indefinitely.”(16. p. 469) In Critique of everyday life (Vol. 2)  Lefebvre 

wrote that “pedagogic illusion [...] is twofold: on the one hand, a fetishism of the partial, and thus of 

the fragmentary and the specialized, an acceptance of fragmentation and a dismissal of totality; on the 

other hand, a fetishism of the total, an equalizing of differences, a superficial encyclopedism, and a 

belief in the complete mastery of pedagogy and human knowledge over ‘human nature’.” 

Indifference 

Gatto noted lack of interest as another lesson of compulsory schooling.(13. p. 5 - 6) Even though he expected 

a show of enthusiasm during a lesson, he on the same footing expected that the students drop 

whatever it is that they were studying at the ring of a bell and switch to whatever else the timetable 

said. The switching on and off of learning as if the mind was controlled with an electric switch meant 

that everything was left incomplete and thus the development of interest was hampered. He argued 

that as a student, you simply could not delve further into anything if the bell said you had to switch to 

another. On teaching indifference, Postman and Weingartner claimed that not even much of a course’s 

content is expected to be remembered after its exam, in any case, new courses are to be had afterwards 

so why bother with extra work?(14. p. 20 -21) They further argued that interest cannot be cultivated in a 

learning environment which delineates the extent to which learning material can be explored, for 

instance, if to solve a given problem, students are asked to read two books (not less than thirty pages 

from each) and make a report of x pages in length.(14. p. 67) Such standards they argued are not part of 

natural learning situations. Gatto further noted how the delineation of a curriculum further dwindled 

interes;t since good students come to be those who do what the teacher asks of them(13. p. 7 - 8), any 

interest that could spread beyond the demands of the curriculum or test is limited from the outset. 
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Dependency 

Dependency, emotional and intellectual to say the least, is another major element of concern for 

compulsory schooling according to Gatto.(13. p. 6 - 9) Rewards and punishments he claimed, are the tools 

used to achieve emotional dependency; students can be happy if the teacher is happy with them and 

vice versa. The freedom or permission to do anything can be withheld from the students further 

subjecting their emotions to the will of the teacher. On intellectual dependency, Gatto claimed that 

good students did what the teacher asked, that, of the numerous subjects that can be studied, only he 

could decide what few could be. Of course he did mention that that was not entirely his responsibility; 

it was something that he was mandated to do by his superiors. But in the process, the kids were 

learning to be on cue to be told what to do, think, even how. Postman and Weingartner had concluded 

similarly. In addition to claiming that students are not required to determine what topics are to be 

learned or how, they also claimed that students are rarely required to make intellectual operations 

beyond what the teacher asserts.(14. p. 78 - 79) They further claimed that teaching tends to make the student 

perceive things in the perspective of the teacher and thus gets the learner to ‘ventriloquize’; to speak 

as if with the voice of the teacher. 

Regarding intellectual dependency, Henry made a bold claim regarding the intent of education as a 

cultural tool. According to him, education has never been intended at freeing the mind but rather at 

binding it to current cultural preoccupations: 

[...] throughout history the cultural pattern has been a device for binding the intellect. Today, 

when we think we wish to free the mind so it will soar, we are still, nevertheless, bound by the 

ancient paradox, for we must hold our culture together through clinging to old ideas [...] The 

function of education has never been to free the mind and the spirit of man, but to bind them 

[...] Homo sapiens has wanted from his children acquiescence, not originality [...] were young 

people truly creative the culture would fall apart, for originality, by definition, is different from 

what is given, and what is given is the culture itself. [...] the function of education is to prevent 

the truly creative intellect from getting out of hand [...] educational institutions anywhere, 

express the values, preoccupations, and fears found in the culture as a whole. School has no 

choice; it must train the children to fit the culture as it is [...] the primary aim of education has 

been to fetter the mind and the spirit of man rather than to free them, and that nowadays we 

confront this problem in our effort to stimulate thought while preventing the mind of the child 

from going too far(15. p. 284 - 289) 
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Based on Henry’s view, it is possible to see why compulsory schooling may result to the fettering of the 

intellectual rather than its freeing. To that end, we perhaps should not delude ourselves that education 

is one thing while in reality it may be the exact opposite. Case in point, Postman and Weingartner 

opened their book on this very note; the straitjacketing of the intellect to cultural preoccupations: “In 

1492, Columbus discovered America....' Starting from this disputed fact, each one of us will describe the 

history of this country in a somewhat different way.” According to Henry, “to engulf the mind so that 

it will see the world only as the culture decrees that it shall be seen; [is] to compel a person to be 

absurd.”(15. p. 297) 

Disregard for human needs 

To add to the litany, Postman and Weingartner claimed that through the course structure, students 

learn that feelings are irrelevant.(14. p. 20 - 21) In Gatto’s view, this meant and taught that there is no such a 

thing as privacy for students; as a student, one cannot hide, since there are no private places or time 

for them.(13. p. 10 - 11) He remarked that in addition to encouraging and having students report on each 

other, and about their parents, the parents are also encouraged to report on their kids to the school. 

Gatto, and Postman and Weingartner also suggested that compulsory schooling sees students as having 

no desire or learning needs by themselves and thus their intellect can only be developed by compulsion. 

Furthermore, they suggested that in compulsory schooling, students are seen as not necessarily having 

other needs beyond those of the intellect. Since schools concern themselves with the intellect, then 

every other human need falling outside the intellect does not come to the attention of the teacher or 

the learning institution. In some cases, a student’s apathy and incuriosity in a respective intellectual 

activity mandated by the curriculum or teacher is punishable. In the worst case, it is said to be a 

pathology.  

Postman and Weingartner suggested that due to the general disregard, of their needs, students learn to 

lie because they come to realize it is the only way to avert punishment, a lying that involves giving a 

pretence that they are not themselves and that learning makes a difference in their lives, a pretence 

that what is boring for them is important, and the more boring it is, the more important it is, a 

pretence that everyone must learn certain subjects at the same time, a pretence that a student’s 

intellectual capacity and dimension can be measured on their ability to exhibit this very pretence.(14. p. 49 

- 50) According to Henry this pretence  is the first lesson learnt in compulsory schooling. “The first lesson 

a child has to learn when he comes to school is that lessons are not what they seem. He must then 

forget this and act as if they were. This is the first step toward "school mental health"; it is also the 

first step in becoming absurd.”(15. p. 291) Postman and Weingartner concluded that inevitably students 
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learn that what is done at school has little relation with themselves and therefore develop a distaste of 

how their intellectual capacity and dimension is measured because the measures lack authenticity.(14. p. 

49 - 50) Furthermore, that students may have needs comparable to the human needs identified by Maslow 

- a need for good communication and a loving relationship with others, a need for a workable concept 

of self, and the need for freedom - is something that compulsory schooling has undermined and 

neglected according to Postman and Weingartner, and Henry.(14. p. 67 - 68; 15. p. 318 - 319) 

Henry also suggested that compulsory education disregards students’ inner motivation and teaches 

alienation: “Children everywhere have been trained to fit culture as it exists; and to the end that they 

should not fail to fit, man has used the great ingenuity of which he is capable. As device for teaching 

what was necessary and preventing deviation, education became an instrument for narrowing the 

perceptual sphere, thus defining the human condition of being absurd; of learning to be stupid; of 

learning to alienate one's Self from inner promptings.”(15. p. 320) 

Csikszentmihalyi has suggested that when external motivators; rewards and punishments, are used, in 

attempt to induce engagement in learning, learning becomes an external imposition.(17. p. 47) According 

to him, such schooling tends to gradually diminish the excitement of learning and mastering new 

skills. Students are only required to invest themselves in narrow confines which imply that energy 

tends to be applied when there is potential for receiving extrinsic rewards or else averting punishment. 

Other expenditures of energy are deemed a waste. Such environments Csikszentmihalyi remarked, tend 

towards being external excitations but do not promote growth that happens through the investment of 

an individual’s psychic energy in novel and challenging experiences.(17. p. 47) 

The grave consequence of these lessons  Postman and Weingartner claimed, is that the students come to 

detach the best and most vital part of themselves from the intellectual activities.(14. p. 50) In Interest in 

relation to training of the will , Dewey also made a similar claim; once it is demanded that a child apply 

himself to the learning activities which are not in line with his interest and self expression, he “is 

simply engaged in acquiring the habit of divided attention [...] he is getting the ability to direct eye and 

ear, lips and mouth, to what is present before him in such a way as to impress those things upon his 

memory, while at the same time getting his mental imagery free to work upon matters of real interest 

to him.”(5. p. 426) He further argued that while teachers may congratulate themselves on being able to 

predict and therefore control the students behavior because he appears to behave accordingly and is 

able to reproduce a lesson upon request, they forget to judge the pretension they impart on the child 

whose character remains without discipline and order. 
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Before making our case, perhaps we could use mathematical notation to paint a simple but clear 

picture of the possible learning cases implied above. 

If a course content c  and its method of teaching m  constitutes what is learned l , then 

l = c + m 

Case 1: If the method comprises of the elements identified in the concern for compulsory schooling 

including passive acceptance of ideas, ventriloquism, a disregard of learners’ interest, an intellectual 

and emotional dependency, self alienation, and so on, then 

while l = c + m,  

m > c or m ≫  c 

Case 2a: If the course content largely fall inside the learner’s interest, then we may expect what is 

learned to be largely constituted of the content. The method may be a drag on the learning process 

but it may not entirely override the interest and learner exertion in the content, thus 

while l = c + m,  

c > m  

Case 2b: If the method is personally suited to a learner, and the learner is interested in the course 

content, then content mainly constitutes what is learned since the method recedes into the 

background and is not a drag on the learning process, thus 

while l = c + m,  

c ≫  m 

Case 3: It is also possible that nothing is learned if the learner has no interest, and cares less for 

what the method makes of him and thus pays no attention to neither the course content nor its 

method. In such cases, something else constitutes what is learned, thus 

l ≠  c + m 

 

The critique of compulsory schooling, suggests that learning cases 1 and 3 are the norm with case 1 

taking the lead. Case 2a and 2b do take place but only for a small number of learners given that the 
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method and course content (both largely a blanket solution; a one size fit all) are never suited to all 

students equally. The mere fact that both are imposed on the learners strongly suggests a disregard of 

the learners’ individual needs. Should it be a wonder that compulsory schooling is now plagued with 

claims that students are not engaged in learning? That they are apathetic and incurious? According to 

Dewey, if an individual is not allowed time and place to pursue their interests, that is, exercise and 

develop their capacities as they desire, they will not be engaged in whatever learning activities they are 

presented with, but once their learning activity is in line with their interest and self expression, “we 

neither have to appeal to sheer strength of will nor do we have to occupy ourselves with making things 

interesting to the child.”(5. p. 426) But as long as the student is subjected to compulsory schooling, he will 

come to employ every tactic known to him to evade what will inevitably to him appear as boring, 

meaningless, and out of place. If he cannot physically withdraw, he will do so mentally by tuning out; 

detaching his vital self from the learning activity.  

In addition to making similar claims as Gatto and Postman and Weingartner regarding compulsory 

schooling, Gray has gone further to argue that compulsory schooling should be viewed as aggression; 

“Any teaching that is not wanted by the student, but is forced on the student, is an act of aggression. 

Any educational use of rewards or punishments to make students learn is an act of aggression.”(18) 

From a physiological point of view, something that is deemed threatening may activate the stress 

response mechanism in the respective individual so that he may either be combative or otherwise 

attempt to escape or emotionally withdrawal from the respective phenomenon as the body attempts to 

reduce the experienced stress and maintain homeostasis.(1. p. 32; 19. p. 33 - 36) If combative behavior is 

punishable and participation in learning is compulsory, then perhaps emotional withdrawal becomes 

the only option available to the respective student. While his body physically remains in attendance, his 

minding process detaches itself from the current phenomenon to avert stress or boredom. 

A key implication made to be observed is that children perhaps because they cannot comprehend it 

intellectually, are not expected to experience stress. The firm expectation placed on them that upon 

reaching a certain age they sit quietly with their peers and be engaged  as a group in some activity, 

intellectual or otherwise, speaks for itself. Failure to abide by the rules results to punishment. Even 

worse, for both child and parent is when the kid is said to have a certain condition that requires that 

they be transferred to a special school. The possibility that something in the child’s life or in the 

situation makes them act out  stresses that they can nonetheless not speak about is mostly sidelined. 

Common interventions by a system in cases of instability in the child’s family might mean that the kid 

is removed from the family. Instead of addressing the situation, such a response only escalates it. All 

the while, there is no one to see the world in eyes of the child, to understand that perhaps the primary 
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need for them is not to sit them in a class. The idea that one may ask a child what they might want to 

do, or simply tell them to do what they would want to do is so far fetched it is a complete impossibility. 

So as Dewey argued, as teachers, we may congratulate ourselves on being able to elicit or enforce 

certain behaviors from students, but we are likely to be oblivious to the pretension we impart on them, 

so that their character and life situation remains without order. 

If the above is the case with compulsory schooling, should we even be concerned that students in such 

schools appear disengaged? That they lack motivation, enthusiasm and self direction? That the 

learning environment does not anymore concern itself with the human condition; motivation, that 

should be the core of its concern? If to measure the behavior of an organism be it a rat or human 

requires that it be subjected to a regimented environment which inhibits its acting freely and according 

to its needs, why should we be surprised to find that the organism then only acts to avoid punishment 

or to gain extrinsic rewards but loses the drive to act by itself? 

 

The contrast between the technique and human centered approaches to human motivation suggests an 

inclination toward the human centered approach as long as we are concerned with the human 

experience. If, for whatever reason, our chief concern is not an optimal human experience, then by all 

means, we can pursue all possibilities to arrive at those concerns whatever they happen to be. In such 

cases, if we are so inclined, we need not expend any resource in finding the means, we just need to 

replicate history. But since the stake for this discussion is delineated to the design for optimal human 

experiences, the inclination hence is towards human centered approach to motivation. The thesis 

continues first by arguing that humans are not machines and thus should not be subjected to technical 

standardization and control. 
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2. Humans are not Machines 

 

It is not enough that you should understand about applied science in order that your work may increase man’s 

blessings. Concern for man himself and his fate must always form the chief interest of all technical endeavors - 

Albert Einstein 
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The approaches to human motivation discussed in the previous chapter appear to be in opposition with 

each other. The technique centered approach tends towards an objective and precise identification, 

control and prediction of motivation, while the human centered approach tends towards nurturing 

motivation subjectively without being concerned with its form or magnitude. Since the technique 

centered approach tends to deal with human motivation as if it were mechanical and thus through 

mechanical means, it can be said to be mechanistic. The human centered approach on the other hand 

can be said to be humanistic as it seeks to address the matter subjectively. This chapter explores the 

implications resulting from the mechanistic and humanistic views. It also proposes a need to rethink 

the design of social institutions not in order to eliminate the mechanistic view but to ensure that its 

existence is aimed at enhancing the humanistic, rather than being in opposition to it. 

What is a human? 

According to Postman, human beings are meaning-making, understanding, and feeling creatures that 

have a unique biologically rooted, intangible mental life which in some limited respects can be 

simulated by a machine but can never be duplicated.(2. p. 113) Lanier and Postman have suggested that 

human beings are complex, ambiguous beings that have something ineffable about them.( 1. p. 7; 2. p. 93) 

Postman, Postman and Weingartner described humans as being wholes in process; they have a capacity 

to see things holistically with all their psychic, emotional and moral dimensions.(2. p. 118; 3. p. 84) Postman 

and Weingartner further noted that humans’ “minding’ processes are simultaneous functions, not 

discrete compartments” and argued that it would be impossible to encounter someone who was 

thinking, but was not at the same time also emotioning, spiritualizing, livering and so on.(3. p. 84) 

Lanier in You are not a gadget , posed the question what is a human  and answered by leaving it open 

rather than attempting to bring it to a closure: “If I knew the answer to that, I might be able to 

program an artificial person in a computer. But I can’t. Being a person is not a pat formula, but a quest, 

a mystery, a leap of faith.”(1. p. 7) According to him, we cannot even tell what the mind does because our 

understanding of the mind is quite limited: “We understand a lot about how parts of brain work, but 

there are fundamental questions that have not even been fully articulated yet, much less answered [...] 

it seems pointless to insist that what we already understand must suffice to explain what we don’t 

understand.”(1. p. 37) It is important to emphasize the elusiveness, unintelligibility in question. 

In Walden,  Thoreau opinion was that true knowledge is “to know that we know what we know, and that 

we do not know what we do not know.” According to Carse in The religious case against belief , it takes 

learned ignorance “higher ignorance” to acknowledge that we do not know what we do not know, 

where “the unknowability stressed here remains unknowability. It is the very essence of higher 
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ignorance [...] the unknown is not only “out there,” but also [...] within the self. Unable to scratch away 

the inconvenient fact that we are at best only partial knowers of ourselves, we may overlook the fact 

that every personal endeavor carries something unintelligible at its core.” We must not overlook what 

may result if we were to think of humans as intelligibles. According to Thoreau that “when one man 

has reduced a fact of the imagination to be a fact to his understanding, I foresee that all men at length 

establish their lives on that basis.” (Walden) Carse was more precise. According to him, the error is two 

fold: imagination is raised to the status of knowledge and a conviction is made that one’s ignorance 

has been brought to an end. In his view, this is a curious irony because even knowledge itself does not 

claim such certainty. The working description that Carse implies makes the point; a human is neither 

definable neither can we say what it is . After all, an attempt to define a human requires us to overlook the 

uniqueness of each either in pointing out differences or similarities, a process through which we would 

entirely dismiss the distinctive identity of each. “Comparison, at base, is not identity. One thing might 

be like another, but cannot be another,” Carse noted. In his opinion, it makes no sense to find one 

experience that can be called human since there is a human element in every experience.  

What is a machine?   12

Postman described a machine as something outside ourselves, something that is clearly of our making, 

something modifiable, even discardable by us.(2. p. 125) He further differentiated human from machine by 

pointing out that a machine, having been built for a specific purpose is standardized, and is without the 

very characteristics exhibited by humans; complexity, doubt and ambiguity.(2. p. 93) In addition, he 

argued that a machine tends to recreate the world in its own image. That is, in order to achieve the 

mechanical precision, objectivity and efficiency it is designed for, it has to deal with a respective 

phenomena in a reductive and standardized manner. 

In Carse’s view, a machine does not have the merest trace of its own spontaneity or vitality and thus 

can only be driven by energy originating from outside itself.(4. p. 120) Carse went on to note that a machine 

must be designed, constructed and fueled and depend on its designer and its operator both for the 

supply of fuel and its consumption. Furthermore, he claimed that the struggle to control humans is 

driven by a delusion that we are capable of comprehending ourselves in our entirety: “The assumption 

guiding our struggle against nature is deep within itself nature contains a structure, an order, that is 

12  A distinction between human and machine is perhaps the most thorough and complete distinction that can be 
made, in regards to human. Simply because a machine can be well understood in its constituents and as a whole, 
in capacity and purpose. A comparison of man and animal does not come close, given that no organism no 
matter how minute can be as intelligible as a machine. We may speak of bacterium, but that barely makes us 
intelligible about them, a phenomenon well visible in what we beget when we decide to deal with them in one 
way or another, for instance in seeking their extermination. A similar conundrum, as Heisenberg indicated, lurks 
in what we simply regard as mechanical matter.  
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ultimately intelligible to the human understanding.”(4. p. 99) According to him, this is a delusion since to 

understand nature in its entirety would require us to “claim that we can step aside from the process 

and comment on it “objectively” and “dispassionately” without anything obstructing our view”, a 

position that only a god can claim.(4. p. 101) He argued that what we think we have read in nature is but 

what we have read into nature, because according to Heisenberg, “what we observe is not nature itself 

but nature exposed to our method of questioning.”(4. p. 102) Consequently, he concluded that only from 

extraordinary ignorance could we claim to have an understanding of ourselves in our entirety: “we are 

speaking of no ordinary ignorance. It is not what we could have known but do not; it is intelligibility 

itself: that which no mind can ever comprehend.”  

Humanistic versus Mechanistic perspectives 

Following the descriptions above, a humanistic view can be defined as one that regards humans in a 

holistic manner, acknowledging and respecting the human capacities and dimensions that have been 

identified but also importantly not disregarding those capacities and dimensions that remain, 

incomprehensible, even unintelligible. In addition, a humanistic view, in acknowledging that a human 

in unintelligible, views each as being the genius of itself, as being driven by a force originating from 

within itself. As of the purpose of that genius - which is discussed in detail in the next chapter - a 

humanistic view suggests a number of aspects including a striving for happiness, for health, for play, 

for freedom, for expression and for self actualization (the desire to become more and more of what is 

capable of becoming). The potential outcome for a human as seen by the humanistic view is that an 

individual can be integrated in their capacities and dimensions so that these work in unison so that an 

individual has more of himself available for use, for enjoyment and for creative purpose. Furthermore, 

as a result, an individual so integrated is at potential for attaining more complexity - growth - in their 

dimensions and capacities, and undergoing a peak experience: the most enjoyable, fulfilling and 

emotional state that one can experience. The notions of integration and peak experience are discussed 

in detail in chapters 3 and 4. 

On the contrary, a mechanistic view is an assumption that humans, like machines are fully 

comprehensible in their entirety, and regrettably that, like machines they lack a drive from within, and 

thus can only be guided or molded through external control. Consequently, at the core of the 

mechanistic view is the unfortunate delusion and thus objective that like machines, humans can be 

molded or rather made to befit a desirable image and likeness  of whoever or whatever institution 

happens to be in command of a respective technique. It is as if the mechanistic view attempts to bestow 
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in such individuals or social institutions roles a godly ability of creating  individuals in their own liking 

if not in their own image and likeness. This bestowment of a godly ability to an institution or role is 

outright misinformed and misguided and places the destinies of many at the fate of the objectives of 

those institutions and roles. But how humanistic, may we ask, can those objectives be if the very thing 

that they strive to mold is unintelligible. These gods are bound to break the essence of being human 

and leave it in a disarray rather than achieve the perfection and desirable goals they set for 

themselves.(4. p. 117 - 130) The human purpose as implied by the mechanistic view is of standardization and 

control which according to Carse gives the appearance of high productivity which but arrests self 

actualization. 

Furthermore, a mechanistic view also implies that like machine parts, human capacities and 

dimensions are isolable, perhaps replaceable, and operable in separation too. Postman and Weingartner 

noted that we have arranged the societal apparatus so that the child’s experience of society seems to 

isolate his capacities and dimensions such that the school deals with his intellect, the home with his 

emotions, the church with his spirit, the hospital with his liver and so on.(3. p. 84) According to Postman 

and Dewey, this poses a dangerous reductionism because it is disordered and destroys the delicate 

interconnectedness of the special human qualities of independent mental and moral structure of the 

individual, the patterns of their desires and purposes.(2. p. 73; 5. p. 612) Besides this tendency to disregard the 

being and acting as wholes in processes, the mechanistic view also implies that like machines, humans 

do not have intrinsic needs or motivations and thus can only be used  for extrinsic gains. At least since 

the human properties that are subjective and intrinsic may evade mechanical precision, the 

mechanistic view appears to concern itself only with those properties that it can easily identify, 

measure and control. The mechanistic view inevitably has to deal with humans as if they are machines; 

in a standardized and reductive manner.  

Notably too, if machines are made to be used, then to think of humans as if they were machines is to 

imply that they can be made  in order to be used . But while machines are not concerned with what they 

are used for, leave alone how and why, humans are. Machines have to be instructed to be useful for 

they lack a drive from within. In contrast, humans have a drive from within whose intention is not 

necessarily to be used but rather to realize higher potentials of themselves by freely exercising, 

expressing and developing their capacities and dimensions so that they may experience happiness, 

health, and fulfillment. To suppose then that humans can be used as machines is to oppose their 

essence. It is to impede the realization of higher potentialities, and thus to inhibit the experience of 

happiness, health and fulfilment. If humans are involved for whatever reason, in phenomena that are 
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not in line with their desires for realizing higher potentialities and experiencing happiness, health and 

fulfilment, then they are being made  into machines and are thus being used  as machines. 

While the humanistic and mechanistic views appear completely opposed to each other, Carse suggested 

that the two are identical in one respect alone, that for humans, if they partake in either, they must do 

so freely, else, they are bound to lose their essence.(4. p. 6) In other words, for instance, for a student, if 

they engage in self-guided or teacher-guided learning, they should do so freely. When forced, he 

suffers what Dewey termed as the tragedy of the ‘lost individual’  a phenomenon that results due to the 

fact that while an individual may be caught up in a vast complex of associations, there is no 

harmonious and coherent reflection of the import of these connections into his motivation, self 

actualization goals or human purpose needs in general.(5. p. 612)  

Shortcomings in the mechanistic perspective 

Lanier cautioned that the desire for absolute order usually results to tears in human affairs.(1. p. 37) The 

past is rich with instances where this has been case, and disgustingly, so is the present. According to 

Postman, social institutions of all kinds function as control mechanisms and are of little use or value 

without something - mostly humans - to control. In his view, they function by denying people access 

to information, but principally by directing how much weight, and therefore, value one must give to 

information.(2. p. 73) As a consequence, at the base of their foundation is the mechanistic view. They 

thrive by delineating the extent and manner in which humans interact with others by setting out roles. 

To a school, the human is either a student or a teacher, to a company a worker, to an army a soldier, to 

law enforcement a suspect, to a bank a borrower, to a religious institution usually a sinner, to a country 

a citizen and so on. These reduced entities of humans come with a set (explicit and implicit) code of 

relation and interaction with other reduced human entities.  This is at best frustrating and at worst 13

tragic at least due to the following fundamental shortcomings. 

Firstly, the mechanistic view’s idea of a perfect individual is an illusion. In John Gatto’s words, 

“successful children do the thinking I assign them with a minimum of resistance and a decent show of 

enthusiasm. Of the millions of things of value to study, I decide what few we have time for.” Such an 

13 According to Thoreau On the duty of civil disobedience,  “The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men 
mainly, but as machines, with their bodies [...] there is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or of the moral 
sense; [...] they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and stones; and wooden men can perhaps be 
manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect than men of straw or a lump 
of dirt. They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly 
esteemed good citizens. Others [...] serve the state chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely make any moral 
distinctions, they are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God.” 
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education makes the student, among other things, intellectually dependent, inevitably maladjusted. 

But in effect, this is what a compulsory school system refers to as a good student. If there is something 

about the human nature that evades our comprehension, then we cannot possibly describe what a 

perfect human would be leave alone suggest a path through which such perfection may be achieved. 

According to Postman there can be no perfection in  child-rearing, love making or friend-making, such 

propositions he argued, are a figment made plausible by the use of mechanistic view without which 

institutions would be totally disarmed and exposed as intruder and ignoramus.(2. p. 88) To be human, 

Lanier wrote is to be a mystery. 

For what would be the perfect individual for the various institutions? For a bank – an endless 

borrower? For a hospital – a healthy patient? For a school – a student who studies what is given to him 

to the required extent? For a government – a citizen who follows blindly and adheres to whatever laws 

he is mandated? For a company – an obedient, productive worker who shares not in the distribution of 

the surplus he produces? For the market – a buyer who spends to their last dime? For a religious 

institution – a sinner who can never be holy? Better yet, supposing man can achieve godly abilities, 

will he be happy once he has molded another to his liking, when he has reduced nature so that it is 

uniform in appearance and behavior? 

Secondly, the mechanistic view’s goals conflict with the essence of being human. The mechanistic view 

affords us objectivity since we can claim to deal with the human capacities and dimensions in isolation 

and through technique so that we are not responsible for whatever happens to the entire being. As 

Postman pointed out, we become experts who are concerned, not with the well being of others and 

their environment but only with the efficiency of the reduced individual to the interests of our 

institutions.(2. p. 86 - 90) To drive the point home, Postman presented us with the unfortunate case of 

Adolff Eichmann, a train engineer who “when faced with the charge of crimes against humanity argued 

that he had no part in the formulation of Nazi political or sociological theory; he dealt only with 

technical problems of moving vast numbers of people from one place to another. Why they were being 

moved and, especially, what would happen to them when they arrived at their destination were not 

relevant to his job.” Do similar cases take place in modern institutions or get facilitated by modern 

institutional roles?  

In addition to the mechanistic view being opposed to the essence of what it means to be human, it’s 

goals and roles are in contradiction. It is possible for one to volunteer for charity or humanitarian 

work, while his judicial, military, economic, or political institutional role demands that he be ignorant 

of the conditions causing the need for charity, even when his respective institutional role is implicated 
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on the outset. It is not too far fetched to think that Eichmann might have been charitable. Surely in this 

day and age, a majority are caught up in such a predicament. Like a soldier who may adopt a child 

whose parent he has killed, or a banker who may donate money to a community whose economic basis 

he has decimated, or an activist organization which has to turn a blind eye to the very issue it sets out 

to address just to secure funding, or the environmental and human rights conscious consumer who 

buys products which are produced in conditions contrary to his ideals. The very foundation of 

capitalism is inescapably implicated by this contradiction. The employer gives less to his workers than 

he receives from them, yet more often than not, he may be quick to claim that capitalism brings forth 

equality, even fairness. Better yet, through the apparatus of capitalism he may claim to come to the aid 

of his workers by lending them money. It takes some extraordinary ignorance to not see the resulting 

usury. It is fair to say that most institutions and their roles are either engaged in doublethink or 

cognitive dissonance. In most cases, it is truer to say that they are engaged in both. It is an 

understatement to say that an individual caught up in such a situation is in a precarious state. 

Thirdly, the mechanistic view appears to mistake technical advancement for human progress. Various 

institutions invest and devote a lot of resources at creating and sharpening technical measures that 

they seemingly mistake as their impact on human progress. Economic institutions mistake gross 

domestic products growth for human progress. The business institution - perhaps, the time it takes for 

a car to go from 0 – 100 km. Technology institutions - the number of bits a computer system can 

transmit, store, process, display, and increasingly today, simply by how thin a computing device is. The 

education institution - the grades that can be harangued out of students. According to Gray, the picture 

is grimmer for the young ones as, “we’re especially obsessed with measuring our children’s education. 

Children have become pawns in contests that pit parent against parent, teacher against teacher, school 

against school, and nation against nation in the struggle to see who can squeeze the highest test scores 

out of their kids.  We are depriving our children of sleep, depriving them of freedom to play and 

explore; childhood—in order to increase their test scores.”(6) Henry remarked that the application of 

mechanistic measures in education has resulted to conformity and standardization, and unfortunately 

such measures are contrary to human progress: “though all cultures should have ways in which a 

person can measure his own achievement, we have seen that in America the devices are sometimes 

lacking, and often the measures like the so-called rising standard of living-compel standardization and 

conformity. The function of high school, then, is not so much to communicate knowledge as to oblige 

children finally to accept the grading system as a measure of their inner excellence and a function of 

the self-destructive process in American children is to make them willing to accept not their own, but a 

variety of other standards, like a grading system, for measuring themselves. It is thus apparent that 

the way American culture is now integrated it would fall apart if it did not engender feelings of 
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inferiority and worthlessness.”(7. p. 178)  In any case there is no relation and little if any, between what is 

measured and human progress.(2. p. 117 - 122) As Bobby Kennedy once noted of GDP, it “measures 

everything, in short, except that which is worthwhile.” 

Lastly but not least, and also connected to the mistaking technical development for human progress, 

let's not forget what Gatto soberly pointed out, that the first goal of any institution is to create and 

expand a market for itself: “every institution’s unstated first goal is to survive and grow, not to 

undertake the mission it has nominally staked out for itself [...] The first goal of a permanent military 

organization is not to defend national security but to secure, in perpetuity, a fraction of the national 

wealth to distribute to its personnel. It was this philistine potential — that teaching the young for pay 

would inevitably expand into an institution for the protection of teachers, not students — that made 

Socrates condemn the Sophists so strongly long ago in ancient Greece.” Of course, modern institutions 

are tasked and legally mandated to make profits for their shareholders and seem to inherently be 

perpetual, contrary to what might have been the case not so long ago when companies were chartered 

around projects, so that if there was a need to construct a road, a company was formed for the project 

and then disbanded after the project’s completion. Perhaps when they strive for perpetuity, such 

institutions find themselves at a peculiar situation where their primary goal is no longer to build the 

road but to ensure that they are perpetually in business. Whatever is done then is never enough, it has 

be obsoletely planned in order to secure perpetuity.  

Postman expressed concern at this by claiming that an institution in pursuit of such undertakings will 

produce inventions that are nothing more but improved means to an unimproved end.(2. p. 6) Almost by 

magic, he argued, there will appear a need to constantly tinker with inventions but from which little if 

any human progress will come forth. He appeared convinced that we will become hellbent on fine 

tuning techniques and machinery so that the concept of human progress will be swept aside and its 

meaning become suspect so that to the question what problem will the technique and machinery 

solve?, we will answer “How to generate, store, and distribute more information, more conveniently, at 

greater speeds than never before.”(2. p. 61) Our striving to maintain positive GDP values imply that we are 

at the same time striving to worsen the human condition so that if a little more medicine, weapons, 

and whatever else is commodifiable can be sold and if more of what is in use can breakdown so that it 

has to be replaced then the GDP will be exactly where the economic institution desires it to be. 

While the mechanical view has a role to play in bringing about human progress, its application in 

human affairs need a rethink so that it does not find itself in its current and peculiar position where it 

conflicts, contradicts and in other ways impedes human progress.  
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A co-existence of the humanistic and mechanistic views 

Although, the mechanical and humanistic perspectives may appear to be absolutely opposed to each 

other, that may not necessarily be the case. Carse suggested that the mechanical perspective can exist 

in the humanistic as long as fundamentally, the aim is not of restricting the mechanistic view but 

ensuring that it serves the interest of the humanistic.(4. p. 118 - 119) According to him, the mechanistic 

perspective has the appearance of high efficiency and thus productivity, but rather than encourage 

human spontaneity and ingenuity, it harnesses it for its mechanical purposes. Carse went on to claim 

that “the contradiction in our relation to nature is that the more vigorous we attempt to force its 

agreement with our own designs the more subject we are to its indifference, the more vulnerable to its 

unseeing forces.”(4. p. 121) The implication being that the more individuals are subordinated, guided and 

controlled through mechanistic view, the more powerless the respective techniques become at dealing 

with the resulting human condition, whose chief consequence is the creation of waste persons; those 

whose genius does not fit into the (mechanistic view’s) efficient and productive resource desirable by 

societal institutions for whatever reason.(4. p. 133)  

According to Postman the mechanistic view functions by standardizing areas of focus to improve 

efficiency in problem solving. This process, he noted, “works fairly well in situations where only a 

technical solution is required and there is no conflict with human purposes, for instance, in the 

construction of a sewer system. It works less well in situations where technical requirements may 

conflict with human purposes, as in medicine or architecture. And it is disastrous when applied to 

situations that cannot be solved by technical means and where efficiency is usually irrelevant, such as 

in education, law, family life, and problems of personal maladjustment.”(2. p. 88) He and Weingartner 

argued that most human purpose  problems require us to make choices - select one possibility among 14

several - to find solutions, a much more complicated and rigorous process that requires us to include 

more, recognize more, consider more, and provide more of everything; a solution is an answer we 

come up with as a result of seeing about as openly as a human being can.(3. p. 117) Carse suggested that 

ideally, a co-existence of the humanistic and mechanistic views may be realized by affording 

individuals the freedom to play not within  a predetermined set of rules but to play with  the rules, in 

which case self expression and ingenuity are not restricted.(4. p. 4 - 10)  

One of the biggest challenge of society today is that of remaking itself so that an optimal human 

experience is the chief concern for its tools and practices.(5. p. 612) Traditions imposed upon individuals by 

14 See chapter 3. The Human Purpose 
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institutions are eroding faster than perhaps any other time in human history. As of the moment, the 

notions of the debt economies, infinite growth paradigm, spirituality, and many others are all under 

crisis or undergoing a transition. It is no doubt that technology has played a huge role in undoing the 

meanings that once dominated society. However, what is of importance to note is that transition from 

old to new values has been suppressed by respective institutions in most cases. For instance, religious 

and state institutions have opposed new forms of personal relations. Here we see clearly the instilling 

of conformity and limitation of self and cultural expression. It is possible that the various institutions 

are wary of becoming irrelevant. However, rather than take a proactive approach to accommodate 

cultural progress, the institutions oppose and thereby limit their own progress and continued 

relevance. This is confusing and distracting because the institutions have largely been content to stay 

in the bounds of traditional aims and values: harnessing human creativity for their economic or 

political worth rather than to the enrichment of human life.(5. p. 618) 

In Postman’s view, we are in a peculiar and unfortunate situation because our methods of doing things 

have become so deeply associated with institutions that we no longer know which came first – the 

method or the institution – and consequently, it has become difficult to change an institution or even 

to imagine alternatives for achieving its underlying purpose.(2. p. 143) Now when we need to more than 

most, we are unable to imagine social and economic transactions beyond monetary institutions, 

spirituality beyond religious institutions, access to and provision for material needs beyond 

economically-instilled scarcity and ownership, community harmony beyond law enforcement 

institutions, sustainability beyond growth oriented monetary institutions, a potential for fulfilled life 

beyond the compulsion to a life-time enslavement to economic institutions, freedom beyond the need 

to control others through judicial, penal and military institutions and so on.  

To envisage desirable transitions and future possibilities, where societal institutions and practices are 

chiefly concerned with an optimal human experience, it is fundamental to consider the human purpose 

that societal tools and practices should be centered around. The next chapter suggests a human purpose . 
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3. The Human Purpose 

 

Every human being must be viewed according to what it is good for. For none of us, no, not one is perfect. And 

were we to love none who had imperfections, this world would be a desert for our love -  Thomas Jefferson 
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When we consider a human being, we are not talking about a static and intelligible entity. We are not 

dealing with a mere body of needs but vitaly also with potentialities for growth. A human being is a 

complex organic system consisting of various capacities and dimensions with growth potentialities. A 

system in a continuous process of growth and transition towards a higher form of itself, a process that 

we may refer to as the human purpose. This process is most obvious and observable in children; their 

capacities and dimensions are in continuous transition and growth not just in size or refinement but 

also in complexity. The same can also be said of adults, but maybe their growth is more in refinement 

and complexity. Maslow's hierarchy of needs strongly imply these growth tendencies. There appears to 

be no limit for such growth - at least in terms of complexity - that human capacities and dimensions 

are capable of as Maslow and Csikszentmihalyi have strongly suggested this in their concepts of self 

actualization and flow respectively. The attainment of complexity in one’s capacities and dimensions 

simply opens up a horizon for attaining even higher complexity in the respective capacities and 

dimensions.  

This chapter suggests and explores some key aspects implied by or inherent in the human purpose. The 

human purpose aspects discussed are not presented in any order, nor should they necessarily be; in any 

case, they comprise the being and becoming in an equal measure but perhaps differently subjectively. 

The claims made below further differentiate humans from machines. In fact, it may be noted that these 

aspects of being and becoming are perhaps the very things that machines cannot duplicate. This is not 

to imply that the concept presented below is in any way complete. In fact, it can never be. If being 

human is a mystery, unintelligible, then whatever may be presented as the human purpose is bound to 

be incomplete. As noted in the previous chapter, we understand a lot about ourselves, but there are 

fundamental questions that have not even been fully articulated yet, much less answered and as a 

result, it seems pointless to insist that what we already understand must suffice to explain what we 

don’t understand. The leap of faith below is a working concept of the human purpose. 

The human purpose is a striving for happiness 

Csikszentmihalyi opened his book Flow: the psychology of optimal experience  by arguing, or rather 

reminding us of an observation Aristotle made ages ago, that, “more than anything else, human beings 

strive for happiness, for its own sake.” According to Csikszentmihalyi, other goals such as beauty, 

money, or power are valued only because they are expected to bring forth happiness.(2. p. 1) 

Csikszentmihalyi went on to describe happiness not as something that happens, or that can be bought, 

or commanded, but a condition that must individually be prepared for, cultivated and defended.(2. p. 1) In 
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other words, happiness may only be achieved by being fully involved in every detail of one’s life, a 

proposition that was also suggested by Maslow in his claim that “one cannot choose wisely for a life 

unless he dares to listen to himself, his own self, at each moment in life.” Only then can one 

experience happiness - “a sense of exhilaration, a deep sense of enjoyment that is long cherished and 

that becomes a landmark in memory for what life should be like” -  as a side effect of an individual’s 

dedication in the pursuit of a difficult but worthwhile goal.(2. p. 2 - 3) 

Von Mises  suggested that human action is directed at various objectives but chiefly happiness: “In 15

general men act only because they are not completely satisfied. Were they always to enjoy complete 

happiness, they would be without will, without desire, without action [...] Action [...] is purposeful 

striving towards something. Its ultimate end is to get rid of a condition which is conceived to be 

deficient - to fulfill a need, to achieve satisfaction, to increase happiness.” As suggested by 

Csikszentmihalyi, happiness cannot be clung to when achieved. Furthermore, the action within which 

it is experienced may with time become boring so that other actions will be sought after in the pursuit 

of happiness.(2. p. 2) In the pursuit of happiness alone, the complex state of being and becoming is 

implied. As soon as an activity through which happiness is attained is mastered, the respective 

individual will seek activities with higher challenges in a continued pursuit for happiness. We may also 

say that happiness, for an individual, can be achieved in the process of gratifying or through the 

gratification of their human needs according to the preferences of an individual.(1. p. 15 - 60) According to 

Maslow, frustration or threat to the human capacities and dimensions potentially results to the 

development of a pathological and neurotic being.(1. p. 32 - 41, 75, 79 - 81)  

Happiness as implied above occurs as accompaniment to an activity. We may also consider a certain 

kind of pleasure as happiness, the kind of pleasure experienced during contact with an external stimuli 

when it serves in maintaining homeostasis or an order in consciousness as suggested by 

Csikszentmihalyi.(2. p. 45) He and Dewey noted a variant pleasure which marks passivity: receptivity or 

dependence on external suggestion - for instance, the use of drugs - which neither helps maintain 

homeostasis nor brings about growth in the being as it dulls human capacities and dimensions.(2. p. 45; 3. p. 

428) This latter type of pleasure is not implicated in the striving for happiness. In any case, it results to 

atrophy; a weakening of the respective individual’s capacities and dimensions.  

15 Von Mises, L. (2012). Socialism. Ludwig von Mises Institute (p. 113) 
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The human purpose is a striving for self actualization 

Maslow described self actualization as a “desire for self fulfillment [...] [a] desire to become everything 

that one is capable of becoming.”(1. p. 22) If we consider self actualization as a human need, then it is one 

that an individual, if conditions allow, will have an inherent inclination to satiate. This implies that an 

individual is bound to continuously seek to exercise and build his capacities and dimensions especially 

those that he finds having potential for fulfilling him.  

What happens when self actualization is achieved or experienced? According to Csikszentmihalyi, the 

individual becomes more complex - in their dimensions and capacities - than they were before.(2. p. 41) 

Both Csikszentmihalyi and Maslow equated this attainment of complexity to growth. On the one hand 

the individual moves towards a uniqueness - that leaves them feeling more capable, more skilful and 

in possession of rarer skills - which sets them apart from others, and on the other hand towards more 

integration - within themselves and with others - which enables them to have more altruistic and 

loving relation with others.(1. p. 156 - 157; 2. p. 41) 

Misuse or nonuse of human capacities and dimensions threatens self actualization directly as the 

misused or unused capacities and dimensions atrophy and thus inhibit the realization of higher 

potentials for the individual.(1. p. 80; 2. p. 95) However, self actualization does not necessarily imply the use 

of all human capacities and dimensions in equal measure. Given that everything that an individual can 

do is potentially enjoyable, the extent to which the capacities and dimensions are used becomes an 

individual choice as different people derive happiness and fulfillment from varying exertion of their 

capacities and dimensions.(2. p. 95)  

It is important to emphasize that a continued use of one’s capacities and dimensions as they desire is 

fundamental to their health, happiness, and growth. Let us consider two obvious cases from which 

atrophy may materialize; the misuse, and the nonuse of one’s capacities and dimensions. Misuse may 

manifest itself in cases such as when an individual is subjected to what they may consider drudgery, 

for instance, when one’s occupational or institutional role provides no avenues for the application and 

building of one’s capacities and dimensions as they desire. Nonuse may manifest in cases such as in 

the exemption from participation in productive labor which could potentially provide avenues for 

exercising and developing one’s capacities and dimensions as with the debarring of those above a 

certain age and on the basis of disability, or the denial of participation in labor as with the unemployed. 

These two cases can be said to result to atrophy in the respective individual’s capacities and 
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dimensions if not to the individual in his entirety especially if the individual has not learned to create 

their own avenues for growth outside the wage labor and consumption culture.  

Atrophy is perhaps an inherent element of the insidious setup of current social arrangements, chiefly 

that one’s value and worth is determined by objective measures of their occupational role or 

consumption capacity instead of subjective ones such as health, happiness and fulfillment. Almost all 

activities partaken by an individual, at least since the age of schooling are hellbent on these objective 

measures. But if such participation for a majority involve the exertion of their capacities and 

dimensions in drudgery and pecuniary consumption respectively, then the capacities and dimensions 

for the majority are misused and or unused and consequently in atrophy. Henry wrote that atrophy 

creates fear as individuals are wary of becoming obsolete - useless to themselves and others - and that 

this fear in turn results to emotional distress.(7. p. 24) Perhaps we cannot describe misuse  - drudgery - and 

the resulting atrophy better than Adam Smith in The wealth of nations : 

In the progress of the division of labour, the employment of the great body of the people, 

comes to be confined to a very few simple operations; frequently to one or two. But the 

understandings of the greater part of men are necessarily formed by their ordinary 

employments. The man whose whole life is spent in performing a few simple operations, of 

which the effects, too are, perhaps, always the same, or very nearly the same, had no occasion 

to exert his understanding, or to exercise his invention in finding out expedients for removing 

difficulties which never occur. He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of exertion, and generally 

becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become. The torpor of 

his mind render him, not only incapable of relishing or bearing a part in any rational 

conversation, but of conceiving any generous, noble, or tender sentiment, and consequently of 

forming any judgment concerning many even of the ordinary duties of private life. 

Supposing that human capacities and dimensions are like muscles, then it may be easier to see that 

their misuse or nonuse not only weakens them but also makes them prone to illness and inescapably 

atrophy. If muscle wasting results from the disabling or non-use of one’s muscular capacities, the idea 

that other capacities and dimensions may also undergo a similar experience or condition should not 

escape us. If an individual’s participation in an occupational role and pecuniary culture becomes 

nothing more than a wasting of his capacities and dimensions, then by old age; the individual has not 

only become useless to himself but also to society, Henry suggested; “Men who are obsolete cannot 

talk about the present for they have nothing to do; they can discuss past roles only [...] Past lives 
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devoted to doing what they had to do rather than what they wanted to do; jobs requiring neither study, 

thought, nor speculation, do not prepare them for old age where there is nothing to do.”(7. p. 424)  

While it obviously remains a personal responsibility to find and participate in phenomena from which 

one may experience self actualization and happiness, it is seemingly an insurmountable endeavor. 

Among other things because through enculturation and education - the societal tools and practices 

through which individuals learn “to function inefficiently, to permit one’s accomplishments to fall 

short of one’s potentialities” - any activity that is misaligned with the production and consumption 

culture of modern day economic paradigm appears repulsive and is therefore averted.(7. p. 16) In other 

words since society “devalues learning that does not contribute to income, schooling tends to become 

meaningless except in terms of some distant and uncertain economic goal.”(7. p. 172) 

Furthermore, the more one exerts their capacities and dimensions in drudgery and wasteful 

consumption, the less of themselves and time, if any, is left to tend to their human purpose as Veblen 

suggested in The theory of the leisure class;  “the abjectly poor, and all those persons whose energies are 

entirely absorbed by the struggle for daily sustenance, are conservative because they cannot afford the 

effort of taking thought for the day after tomorrow.” Thoreau’s view in Walden  was that “most men 

[...] through mere ignorance and mistake, are so occupied with the factitious cares and superfluously 

coarse labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them [...] the laboring man has not leisure 

for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor 

would be depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine.” According to 

Henry, the industrial system has made many people spiritually useless to themselves as it obliges them 

to do that which they have little if any interest in doing.(7. p. 24) “[The workers] are emotionally involved 

neither in their occupation (what they do) nor in their job (the place where they do it).”(7. p. 29) It may 

thus appear to us that there is a general indifference to the striving for, happiness and self 

actualization even though that is not necessarily the case. To make matters worse, objective measures 

such as GDPs rely on atrophy and sickness. That is, sick people imply more production and 

consumption of health services and implicated therein too, more atrophy.  

Csikszentmihalyi and Lanier have suggested that self actualization is a quest, a mystery, a leap of faith 

for which there is no recipe or formula; no one knows what they will become or what will make them 

happy.(2. p. 21; 8. p. 5,) To take the leap of faith, or to undertake the quest, one has to daringly use all his 

human capacities and dimensions, to listen to and determine for himself, his own self, at each moment 

in life to find what may potentially fulfil him and enable him to realize higher forms of himself. If what 

a man can be he must become, then, he must be able to use his human character as a whole to his 
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ability in striving to realize his higher self.(1. p. 6; 9. p. 118) It is paramount to note that fundamentally, it is 

when acting freely that we can experience happiness and grow; self actualize.(2. p. 42) 

According to Thoreau, self actualization - one’s genius -  is likely to be achieved by a mind free of 

valuations and cultural material ambitions. 

A simple and independent mind does not toil at the bidding of any prince. Genius is not a 

retainer to any emperor, nor is its material silver, or gold, or marble, except to a trifling extent. 

To what end, pray, is so much stone hammered? In Arcadia, when I was there, I did not see any 

hammering stone. Nations are possessed with an insane ambition to perpetuate the memory of 

themselves by the amount of hammered stone they leave. What if equal pains were taken to 

smooth and polish their manners? One piece of good sense would be more memorable than a 

monument as high as the moon [...]  Most of the stone a nation hammers goes toward its tomb 

only. It buries itself alive. As for the Pyramids, there is nothing to wonder at in them so much 

as the fact that so many men could be found degraded enough to spend their lives constructing 

a tomb for some ambitious booby, whom it would have been wiser and manlier to have 

drowned in the Nile, and then given his body to the dogs. I might possibly invent some excuse 

for them and him, but I have no time for it [...] Many are concerned about the monuments of 

the West and the East—to know who built them. For my part, I should like to know who in 

those days did not build them—who were above such trifling. 

The human purpose is a striving for freedom 

As implied above, freedom is a fundamental aspect that nurtures the becoming more and more of what 

one can be; the striving for growth, fulfillment, the pursuit and experience of happiness: the most 

enjoyable, satisfying, and meaningful emotional state we can experience.(2. p. 2 - 3) Freedom here implies 

being able to freely explore, exercise and use one’s capacities and dimensions as one desires. 

McGonigal referred to this freedom as voluntary participation , an element that she identified as being 

fundamental to what makes games fun to play.(10. p. 20) She continued to note that voluntary participation 

not only means that one is free to enter a game but also importantly that one is free to withdraw. 

According to Csikszentmihalyi, this freedom enables an individual to determine the content of their 

consciousness and affords them the ability to direct its course.(2. p. 21 - 38) According to him, this freedom 

is essential as it enables us to subjectively and selectively tune our attention and actions and create 

new (consciousness) content; without which we would only act upon the content of our consciousness 
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instinctively.(2. p. 23) He cautioned that control over consciousness cannot be institutionalized for doing 

so would render it ineffective to the intentions it is designed for.(2. p. 21) Maslow and Csikszentmihalyi 

have suggested that it is through this freedom that an individual can achieve the complexity and 

growth implied by self actualization.(1. p. 135 - 136; 2. p. 42) “Paradoxically, it is when we act freely, for the sake 

of the action itself rather than for ulterior motives, that we learn to become more than what we were. 

When we choose a goal and invest ourselves in it to the limits of our concentration, whatever we do 

will be enjoyable. And once we have tasted this joy, we will redouble our efforts to taste it again. This is 

the way the self grows.”(2. p. 42) 

We should also note that freedom here involves an affordance to take risks, to think outside the box, to 

create new things, and to recreate old ones in one’s image and likeness. In sociology and psychology 

circles perhaps the term autonomy is often used in reference to this freedom. This aspect of the human 

purpose should be obvious to us; creativity itself is nurtured by autonomy, and the more people are 

allowed to play with rules rather than within them, the more they exhibit higher potentials of 

creativity. Karasek and Theorell in Healthy work: stress productivity and the reconstruction of working life 

and others have suggested that  this freedom or autonomy above being a necessity for creativity is a 

vital determinant of an individual’s health.  

In addition, autonomy subtly, renders formulas useless. When we think of aspects such as happiness 

and self actualization, we find that they are achieved or experienced from different phenomena for 

different individuals. Moreover, once you have mastered a phenomenon, it becomes necessary to 

change its respective rules or the phenomenon itself so that participation becomes more challenging - 

creating a potential for further growth and preventing boredom and atrophy. If no two people can 

experience a phenomenon similarly then a formula for how that phenomenon may be participated in so 

that a similar experience results is rendered meaningless. Being human, the being and becoming happy 

and self fulfilled appears as Lanier, Maslow and Csikszentmihalyi have suggested, is a state 

incondensable into a formula. It is a quest, a mystery, a leap of faith which fundamentally relies and 

thrives on autonomy.  

Freedom here should not be taken to imply an independence from others or from culture, but rather an 

unrestricted expression and development of one’s capacities and dimensions as one desires. Relations 

to others and to culture ought to be maintained as long as they do not interfere with the individual’s 

strivings of the human purpose. That is, positive relations - of familial, love, friendship and neighborly 

in nature - that allow satiation of the relational needs suggested by Maslov including the need for self 

esteem and belonging should be maintained. Such relations do not pose a threat to the human 
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purpose’s aspect of freedom and are implicated in other aspects of the human purpose including the 

striving for happiness, and health. Relations that pose a direct threat to an individual’s human purpose 

including those of proximal separation, exploitive dependence, competitive-combatant and 

ethnocentrism should be avoided.   16

The human purpose is a striving for holism  

Holism here implies an individual’s striving to act holistically, a taking into use all their capacities and 

dimensions into the phenomenon at hand.(1. p. 163; 10. p. 28 - 29, 42) As suggested in the next chapter, holism or 

integration within oneself means that one’s capacities and dimensions are in agreement with the task 

or action at hand and thus the individual has more of themselves to use as there is no threat to thwart 

or defend against. As a whole - integrated within himself - the individual is organized and coordinated 

much more perfectly than usual so he acts without doubt or hesitation, with energy yet effortlessly, is 

fully functioning, more spontaneous, more open to experience with the phenomenon at hand.(1. p. 164; 2. p. 

49) 

Holism also implies health for the individual. Their capacities and dimensions are not prone to atrophy 

as they are taken into use and furthermore are not under stress as would be the case if they are 

perceiving or facing a threat. Disintegration in contrast implies that either some of the individual’s 

capacities and dimensions are not in agreement with the phenomenon at hand and thus are not taken 

into use, or that the individual perceives or faces a threat and thus some of their capacities and 

dimensions go into thwarting or defending against that threat. The next chapter discusses further the 

distinction between integration and disintegration. Let's delve into the aspect of the human purpose, 

the being and acting as a whole a bit further.  

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides a basis for exploring the various potentialities implied by the 

human purpose. Even though the hierarchy of needs is classically visualized as a hierarchy, such a 

visualization should be negated as it suggests a mechanical division of the various needs or motivations 

within the being, of which none exists. Fundamentally, no one need is absolutely isolable from another. 

The body is a unified experience of the social/environmental, physiological and psychological health as 

Maslow emphasized:  

[...] there is no such entity as a need of the stomach or mouth, or a genital need. There is only a 

need of the individual. Furthermore, satisfaction comes to the whole individual and not just a 

16 See Chapter 5. Types of human relations 
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part of him [...] Most drives are not isolable, nor can they be localized somatically, nor can they 

be considered as if they were the only things happening in the organism at the time. The 

typical drive or need or desire is not and probably will never be related to a specific, isolated 

localized somatic base. The typical desire is much more obviously a need of the whole person 

[...] the hunger drive which seems simple when compared with the drive of love, is actually not 

so simple in the long run. The appearance of simplicity can be obtained by selecting isolated 

cases, activities that are relatively independent of the wholeness of the organism. An important 

activity can easily be shown to have dynamic relationships with almost everything else of 

importance in the person(1. p. 3 - 4) 

Mate wrote that “dualism - cleaving into two that which is one - [...] attempt[s] to understand the 

body in isolation from the mind. We want to describe human beings - healthy or otherwise - as though 

they function in isolation from the environment in which they develop, live, work, play, love and 

die.”(12. p. 3) He argued that our talking and thus of dealing with the human body as if it is comprised of 

separable entities cannot be further from the truth; “there is no such separation: there is no body that 

is not mind, no mind that is not body.”(12. p. 9) Dewey also expressed concern about duality. Concerning 

learning, he claimed that the mind is severed from the body because of the misinformed thinking that 

the mind is purely intellectual and cognitive while the body is an irrelevant and intruding factor.(5. p. 496) 

He argued that duality could only have ill consequences, chiefly, the throwing of emphasis on things at 

the expense of intricate wholeness of a being.(5. p. 496 - 498) Mate strongly suggested holism as an aspect of 

being human by pointing out that the mind and its content of emotions are profoundly intertwined and 

interacting with the nervous system and these in turn essentially link and interact with the immune 

system.(12. p. 4 - 6) According Postman holism is the hallmark of being human; we are and act as wholes in 

processes.(9. p. 118) 

Postman and Weingartner invoked Heisenberg’s principle to argue that what we see - duality; the 

separateness of human dimensions and capacities - is not nature as it is but nature as revealed to us by 

our method of looking.(13. p. 78) Our method, according to them is mechanical and quite limited by 

reification; a peculiar nature of language which converts an abstract idea into an object or thing, 

usually through metaphors. In their view, “all language is metaphor to one degree or another. The only 

reality that is not metaphorical is reality itself. All human symbolization, therefore, is metaphor, an 

abstraction, an 'as if'.”(13. p. 83) From a mechanical and reified view, reality is subjected to reductionism 

and presented as something other than it actually is; as if it is isolable and totally discernible in its 

functioning and being, they suggested. They concluded that we could be closer to reality if for instance 

we talked about minding; a process, rather than a mind; a thing.(13. p. 83) With humans, any need can 
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easily have dynamic and complex relationships with almost every other need, capacity and dimension 

given that the human is at all times integrated, organized and acting as a whole; when he is thinking, 

he is at the same time also emotioning, spiritualizing, livering and so on. (1. p. 3 - 4, 8; 13. p. 84)  

Consequently, the environmental/sociological, psychological and physiological healths - that on an 

equal basis constitute an individual - are inseparable. While the discussion here may appear to focus on 

the individual, we must not forget that he is the collective experience of the three. According to Mate, 

“the basic premise is that, like other social animals, human physiologic homeostasis and ultimate 

health status are influenced not only by the physical environment but also by the social environment 

[...] From such a biopsychosocial perspective, individual biology, psychological functioning and 

interpersonal and social relationships work together, each influencing the other.”(12. p. 189) As a result it is 

now acknowledged that deprivations in higher needs (identified in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs) may 

be factors in disease development, a reaction that is as destructive to an individual’s physiological 

health as the deficient gratification of his physiological needs.(11.; 12. p. 33) Maslow could not stress enough 

on the importance of holism. According to him, an attempt to identify and isolate human needs cannot 

enhance our understanding for a number of reasons including that it would imply an equality of 

potency and probability of appearance, and undermine the holistic and dynamic nature in which the 

needs interact and intertwine with each other.(1. p. 7 - 10)  

Therefore, if an individual is at all times integrated, organized and acting as a whole, then he is 

tending to all his needs simultaneously and according to his preference. “Every human ‘being’ is 

physical, biological, economic, social, or sociological, but unevenly, according to the aspects and the 

moments, sometimes this one more than that one, sometimes that one more than this one, but without 

ever losing unity completely.”(14. p. 273) The individual does not necessarily seek to gratify ‘higher’ needs 

because ‘lower’ ones have been satisfied but is gratifying all, even if pathologically. A slave does not 

wait to to be free to self actualize - for instance to develop a philosophy to resolve his situation - but 

rather self actualizes either pathologically or healthily during enslavement. Similarly, a religious 

person may not seek spirituality because they are well fed and sexually satiated but may forego the 

satiation of such needs in an attempt to realize higher spirituality. The consideration of human needs 

strictly as a hierarchy may only be characteristic of a deficient and dysfunctional society, in which the 

strivings of the human purpose are restricted for instance, through the lack of freedom, food, or safety. 

Maslov was careful to point this out: “we have spoken so far as if this hierarchy were a fixed order, but 

actually it is not nearly so rigid as we may have implied.”(1. p. 26) Observably, the satiation of lower needs 

does not necessarily result to a striving for the fulfillment of higher needs. To this, the classical 
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visualization of human needs as a pyramid is misleading since it implies that higher needs will be 

satiated once the lower needs have been satiated.  

Perhaps a doughnut chain  visualization such as the one below can be used to imply the wholeness rather 

than separateness and hierarchical order of human needs. Such a visualization may emphasize the 

implication that human needs are of equal importance to the whole being; where a deficiency in one 

affects the individual as a whole not just a part of him. Perhaps such a visualization should remind us 

of the integrity of a chain whose strength cannot surpass its weakest link so that it may remain 

apparent to us that when a human need is not satiated, it is not just the respective human capacity or 

dimension that suffers but the whole being.  

 

 

 

 

The Chain of human needs : needs as integral rather than isolable, independent and hierarchical units 

One implication for considering human needs as composites of a being is that we cannot design a 

societal tool or practice in which some human needs are not accommodated or whose accommodation 

is delayed. Indeed, a humanistic society must afford the pursuit and fulfillment of all human needs – it 

must contain the conditions for self actualization – for all its members at all times.(1. p. 120) An individual 

in such a society can be said to be tending to all his needs simultaneously and according to his 
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preference as there is no constraint placed on him by his environment or living condition. The 

individual can then be said to be at potential for self actualization as his freedom to do so is not 

withheld from him. Of course, such humanistic societies are yet to be realized, with the mechanistic 

tools and practices of contemporary societies, at best, only a few individuals can engage in the human 

purpose. A vast majority are dehumanized as has been suggested in the previous chapter. According to 

Thoreau in Walden , “millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake 

enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or divine life.” It 

should be noted that there is nothing inhibiting the realization of humanistic societies, other than 

humans themselves. With the current scientific and technical breakthroughs, imagination is no longer 

implicated.  

Hypothetical relations and magnitude of needs 

 

 

Hypothetical relation and magnitude of dependence for physiological needs 

Even though impossible in any realistic sense, if we were to draw the relations of one group of human 

needs to others as in the sketch above, we would find that the strengths and even relations would be 

different for each individual, and even in a respective individual, these relations and their magnitude 

would be dynamic. We have to furthermore keep in mind that a need or motivation may not always be 

identifiable by the individual on whom it acts upon, leave alone to an observer. Henceforth, we can 

acknowledge the differences or rather uniqueness in individuals, and have an appreciation and respect 

for their originality, their essence and human purpose. And what profound implications this would 
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have on all aspects of human life; we would cease all efforts to control and mechanize individuals for 

there would never be a single way to do so while respecting the human purpose. An individual would 

have the necessary autonomy for the strivings of the human purpose, from which they can see and 

understand the complexity of their situation and how to best self actualize hence. 

The human purpose is a striving for play 

If the human purpose is a striving for happiness, freedom, holism and self actualization, then, we can 

deduct, unsurprisingly, that it may not necessarily be directed towards productivity but play . For 17

individuals engaged in the strivings of the human purpose, primarily both the source and end of an 

activity partaken are in the self. Such individuals are potentially able to attain an integration - holism - 

in their capacities and dimensions when the source and end of participation are within them. For them, 

work is one and the same with play. It is simultaneously an expression of the self, a striving for 

freedom, for growth, for happiness, for holism, and as a side effect productive in its own right.(1. p. 149) 

Maslow concluded that such individuals enjoy being productive, as it comes naturally and 

automatically for them as the liver secretes bile; they do not have to be manipulated or coerced into it.(1. 

p. 175 - 176)  

Thinking, Maslow wrote, is not always directed, organized, motivated, or goal-bent; it is also playful 

and engages in fantasy, dreaming, symbolism, unconscious thinking, infantile, emotional thinking, 

and psychoanalytic free association.(1. p. 176) Csikszentmihalyi pointed out that Yoga - a form of bodily 

exercise that seeks to unite the various parts of the body with one another, then making the body as a 

whole work together with consciousness in unison - is a channel through which one may achieve 

happiness.(2. p. 104) To many though, yoga may be considered unproductive, even though an individual 

more integrated within themselves so that their capacities and dimensions are in unison will have their 

potential for productive work enhanced. To say the least, a yogi may possess the rare skill of 

concentration, focusing their attention and themselves entirely to a task.  

17 The term play has been used out of ignorance for lack of a better term to describe what happens during the 
strivings of the human purpose. It seemingly appears to an observer that an individual is mostly acting towards 
an externally unobservable goal, in which case it is ignorantly said that the individual is playing , where even play 
itself is not thought of as an important goal, but as something that should not accompany work and may only be 
experienced after work. Typically, work has been depicted as the opposite of play. It involves an acting hellbent 
on the production of goods or services without little if any concern for the strivings of the human purpose. In the 
context of the human purpose, while play is primarily concerned with the strivings for happiness, fulfillment, 
self expression and holism, work is chiefly concerned with productivity. When work is aligned with the strivings 
of the human purpose it becomes one and the same with play. 
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This suggests that the human purpose is more favorable to productivity because, for an individual, it is 

aligned with the strivings of happiness, self actualization, health, holism, and play; self expression and 

freedom. Work, when aligned with the human purpose is no longer a drudgery that has to be endured 

in order to secure the mere means for survival but the phenomenon through which life derives 

meaning and becomes engaging. A number of studies including that done by Karasek and Theorell(11) 

have also strongly suggested that the strivings of the human purpose are favorable to productive work. 

For instance, work that tends to control or limit the striving for autonomy not only hampers the 

creative capacity of respective individuals but also affects their health. Furthermore, motivation studies 

including Duncker's candle problem  and Large stakes and big mistakes (15) have suggested that it is when 

work is aligned with the strivings of the human purpose - not during a pursuit for rewards or acting to 

avert punishment - that creativity and productivity materialize efficiently. In contrast, it is inescapably 

evident to all that poor productivity will result, when the health, growth, happiness, holism, and 

freedom of a being are curtailed.  

Moreover, we ought to take note of how an individual may act when integrated within himself and 

without fear of losing out on rewards, or else in attempts to avert punishment. According to Maslow, 

the individual has more of themselves available for use, for enjoyment, and for creative purposes; their individual 

capabilities are heightened and combine in their most efficient integration and coordination .(1. p. 163 - 164) He is 

organized and coordinated much more perfectly than usual that he acts like an animal; without doubt or 

hesitation, with energy yet effortlessly; he is fully functioning, more spontaneous, more open to experience with 

the phenomenon at hand since there is neither a threat to thwart or defend against .  

Perhaps the instinct of workmanship - an individual’s appearance to have an impulse to achieve some 

objective and impersonal goal for instance that results to a pecuniary gain or useful product and the 

appearance of being possessed by a taste for effective work and a distaste for futile effort -  suggested 

by Veblen in Theory of the leisure class  is mostly a consequence of institutional arrangements than a 

subjective one. The instinct of workmanship, according to Henry, is but just a recent phenomenon; the 

so called primitive man  was content with underemployment:  

The primitive workman produces for a known market, and he does not try to expand it or to 

create new wants by advertising or other forms of salesmanship. On the whole he has a 

relatively firm demand, and he is content to be underemployed at his craft if it does not keep 

him busy. There is thus a traditional and relatively stable relationship not only between 

production and material needs, but also between production and psychological ones: the 
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craftsman does not try to invent new products to sell or to exchange, nor to convince his 

customers that they require more or better than they are accustomed to(7. p. 8) 

As implied in the human purpose aspects of happiness and self actualization, an individual is likely to 

engage in activities whose source and end are within, without being necessarily concerned whether the 

activities partaken in are productive  or not. If societal arrangements are such that only through 

productive activities an individual may gain acceptance and respect, then the subjective goals of an 

individual may be distorted so that they appear to be objective and extrinsically driven. A healthy 

child’s interaction with his environment satisfies his needs to exercise and build his minding processes 

and motor capacities to say the least, but under sustained regimentation, he may come to exhibit the 

instinct of workmanship even without being consciously aware. 

The human purpose is a striving for health 

The aspects of the human purpose discussed so far imply a striving for health. The very acts of 

exercising, playing - expressing and challenging one’s capacities and dimensions -, the striving to 

integrate one’s dimensions and capacities so that one acts holistically, the strivings to satiate the 

human needs as one desires, the strivings for fulfilment and happiness strongly suggest a striving for 

health. If for whatever reason an individual cannot strive to become more of what he is capable, his 

health will be affected. His capacities and dimensions will either be misused or unused, and thus in 

atrophy. Maladjustment becomes his character as Adam Smith so succinctly noted. One factual process 

through which the human body strives for health is the constant regeneration of new cells and the 

ridding itself of old ones. Cancer is but one possible outcome whenever the process, for whatever 

reason, goes out of balance. Maslow suggested that most psychopathology results from the 

suppression, frustration or twisting of essential human needs and capacities: “Gratification of any 

need whatsoever, so long as it be true helps to determine character formation.(1. p. 115 - 116) “Any true need 

gratification tends toward the improvement, strengthening, and healthy development of the individual 

[...] [it] is a move in the healthy direction, away from the neurotic direction.”(1. p. 34) Any phenomenon 

that does not afford the experience of happiness, health, self actualization and self expression results 

to the atrophy of the human capacities and dimensions inescapably resulting to a society of sick and 

maladjusted individuals.(8. p. 49; 9. p. 89) 

Undeniably, stress is most likely the main outcome for an individual whose strivings for the human 

purpose are strangulated, or inhibited. Lest we consign it as being a simple psychological disorder , it is 

vital to note that it affects the individual as a whole; “stress affects and involves virtually every tissue 
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in the body [...] [including the] brain and nerves, pituitary, adrenal, kidney, blood vessels, connective 

tissue, thyroid, liver, and white blood cells, and the manifold interrelations between them [...] the 

heart, lungs, skeletal muscles and the emotional centres in the brain”(12. p. 33 - 36) The link between stress 

and disease formation including chronic illnesses as shown by Mate in his book is obvious. Once an 

individual is in that realm, his strivings of the human purpose are compromised. 

The human purpose is a striving for the expression of an 

intrinsic drive 

The human purpose, the complex state of being and becoming more and more of what one is capable, 

as implied by the strivings for happiness, self actualization, freedom, holism, and health is not a static 

state nor an end product of some activity but rather a direct outcome of exercising, integrating, 

challenging and building of one’s capacities and dimensions. The human purpose, to say the least, is a 

never ending process. The moment, human capacities and dimensions cease to exercise, to integrate, to 

build, to be healthy, to be self driven and to be free, their potential for atrophy can be said to be at its 

highest.  

The motivation or drive to continuously be and to desire, to become more of what one is capable, is 

fundamentally inexhaustible. Of this inexhaustible motivation, we can also observe that it is 

inseparable from the individual. The child, unless subjected to regimentation will tirelessly interact 

with his environment to the extent his capacities and dimensions allow him and in so doing extend 

them. He may appear serious or playful at times but the drive - source and end - to do whatever he 

does is fundamentally intrinsic; primarily seeking to integrate, exercise and build his capacities, from 

which he may not only be fulfilled, happy but also healthy. As Dewey argued, there is no need to appeal 

to interest or coerce action when participation in phenomenon resonates with the aspects of the human 

purpose for the respective individual: “the genuine principle of interest is the principle of the 

recognized identity of the fact or proposed line of action with the self; that it lies in the direction of the 

agent’s own self-expression and is therefore, imperiously demanded, if the agent is to be himself. Let 

this condition of identification once be secured, and we neither have to appeal to sheer strength of will 

nor do we have to occupy ourselves with making things interesting to the child.”(3. p. 426) 

The human purpose is thus the ideal human engagement phenomenon. It is, in and of itself, an 

elaborate phenomenon from which not just engagement - self-direction, self-motivation, interest and 

genuine enthusiasm - can be derived and experienced but also happiness, health, holism, fulfillment, 

74 



 

growth, and self expression. This also implies that any phenomenon that does not afford the 

experience of happiness, health, self actualization and self expression is not fully aligned with the 

human purpose. A tool or practice designed with the intention of being engaging ought to embody 

these aspects of the human purpose. 

In Walden, Thoreau wrote that mechanistic participations may prevent our intrinsic drive from coming              

into fruition since they barely call forth its expression. “Little is to be expected of that day, if it can be                     

called a day, to which we are not awakened by our Genius, but by the mechanical nudgings of some                   

servitor, are not awakened by our own newly acquired force and aspirations from within, accompanied               

by the undulations of celestial music, instead of factory bells, and a fragrance filling the air—to a                 

higher life than we fell asleep from [...] millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a                    

million is awake enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or                  

divine life.” What after all may we beget from forfeiting our human purpose strivings? 

Suppose we encounter two kids, one studying maths and the other skipping rope. Which one should we 

reward? The mathematician or the rope skipper? We may be quick to answer that it is the 

mathematician who should be rewarded. But such thinking may be misleading. It should never escape 

our understanding that the two are perhaps expressing themselves; exercising their capacities and 

dimensions and potentially realizing higher potentials of themselves. An intellect and a performer or 

entertainer in the making. Even from an economic view, these two occupations are potentially quite 

lucrative even reciprocal. The mathematician may enjoy the art of skipping rope while the rope skipper 

may rely on the mathematician to do whatever math he may require. If we rewarded one of them, then 

we would be implying to the other that what he is doing is not important or desirable. And what good 

would it do us if we made the rope skipper do math? Would we be limiting the possibilities of human 

expression and potential avenues of enjoyment and study?  

Postman and Weingartner noted a curious example depicting how out of place  yet valid, our drives can 

be. “There is a sad little joke about a fifth-grade teacher in a ghetto school who asked a grim Negro 

boy, during the course of a science lesson, 'How many legs does a grasshopper have? ' 'Oh, man,' he 

replied, 'I sure wish I had your problems!' Would you penalize the boy for having different purposes 

from his teacher and, therefore, for his valuing and perceiving a different reality. And on what grounds 

would you assign a higher grade to one perceiver over another is because one has shared the teacher's 

perception of knowledge whereas the dumb perceiver has not?”(13. p. 93) According to Bebel, “If some 

person is so incapacitated by nature that it is quite impossible for him to accomplish what others 

accomplish, society cannot punish him for such shortcomings of nature. On the other hand, if some 
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one has been endowed by nature with abilities that elevate him above the others, society need not 

reward him for that which is not his personal merit.”(16. p. 400)  

Peculiarly, nature has typically been considered as being indifferent to the human condition or human 

purpose for that matter, a supposition that even Csikszentmihalyi appeared to go along with. “The 

foremost reason that happiness is so hard to achieve is that the universe was not designed with the 

comfort of human beings in mind. It is almost immeasurably huge, and most of it is hostilely empty 

and cold. It is the setting for great violence, as when occasionally a star explodes, turning to ashes 

everything within billions of miles. The rare planet whose gravity field would not crush our bones is 

probably swimming in lethal gases.”(2. p. 7) However, it may be more realistic to say that nature harbours 

infinite possibilities and opportunities for the strivings of the human purpose. Its immeasurability 

provides a never ending contemplation challenge, its seemingly emptiness is a study area in the hunt 

for dark matter among other things, and its coldness a challenge for designing space exploration 

technology. Everything nature is and brings forth is potentially an avenue for the pursuit for 

happiness, a striving for health, integration, expression, and fulfillment. As suggested in the striving 

for happiness, were we to enjoy complete happiness, we would be without will, without desire, without 

action, for there would be nothing to achieve in action. In which case, the human purpose would be 

entirely different. 

Dehumanization 

Dehumanization is the antithesis of the human purpose. Anything, that for whatever reason controls or 

limits the being and becoming more and more of what an individual is capable, opposes his essence. It 

dehumanizes him. It impedes the strivings for happiness, for fulfillment, for health, for the expression 

of the inexhaustible drive, for freedom, for play and for the capacity to work that enables the 

realization of a higher self. If our desire is that our social arrangements be dehumanizing, we might as 

well oppose Thomas Jefferson and put in writing what social arrangements will put in practice: we DO 

NOT hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their creator 

with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness . We could add all 

the strivings of the human purpose to the list. If the forces of nature are no longer implicated as factors 

impeding the strivings of the human purpose, then societal institutions and systemic arrangements 

come to question. If these are mechanistic then they deal with their members as if they were machines 

and inevitably destroys the delicate interconnectedness of the special human aspects that are 

implicated in the human purpose.  
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Carse, in wariness of a controlled human purpose and wrote that “even the open playfulness of 

children would be exploited through organized athletic, artistic, and educational regimens as a means 

of preparing the young for serious adult competition.”(17. p. 38) Gray appeared to confirm that the concern 

had become a reality where the objective of schooling is but a struggle to see who can squeeze the 

highest test scores out of students, which inevitably deprives them of sleep, freedom to play and thus 

their essence; childhood. Notably, the human purpose cannot be commanded. An individual cannot be 

commanded to be happy, to self actualize, to be integrated, to be healthy, to express themselves, or to 

be free. The bearings for the human purpose are within the individual, and it is only through a 

hearkening to themselves can they take the leap of faith and realize their higher potentialities. It is but 

the only way that an individual can realize their true genius. Certainly, a people can neither be forced to 

be free for instance by war, nor can the sick be forced to be healthy. As Carse suggested, one’s freedom 

in relation to others is neither the freedom to change others nor a possession of power over others but 

the freedom to change oneself.(17. P. 120) 

Dehumanization reduces the human to one whose being and becoming are suppressed but inescapably 

with a catastrophic effect. I need not reiterate what becomes of Jack when his work  is not play . 

According to Dewey we get either the narrow, bigoted man who is obstinate and irresponsible even in 

his own preconceived aims and beliefs or a character dull, mechanical and unalert, because the vital 

juice spontaneous ingenuity has been squeezed out of him.(3. p. 424) Dewey lamented this, not so much for 

the vast number of individuals who are dehumanized, but mostly for our inability to comprehend their 

moral and psychological predicament.(5. p. 600) 

Lanier and Postman suggested that dehumanization reduces life itself. Lanier claimed that even on a 

scientific level, we do not yet (and maybe we never will) understand the human-as-a-whole well 

enough to comprehend the human purpose for an individual. He argued that when we use mechanized 

models of learning or friendship or self actualization, and ask people to conduct their lives through our 

models, we are potentially reducing life itself.(8. p. 49) Such models encourage narrow philosophies that 

deny the mystery of the existence and experience for an individual.(8. p. 49, 52; 9. p. 71 - 91) Of intelligence tests, 

Postman did not hesitate to point out the reductionist and misinformed view they result to: “when we 

are made to believe that a test can reveal precisely the quantity of intelligence a person has, then, a 

score on a test becomes his or her intelligence. The test transforms an abstract and multifaceted 

meaning into a technical and exact term that leaves out everything of importance. An intelligence test 

is a tale told by an expert, signifying nothing. We come to believe that our score is our intelligence, or 

our capacity for creativity or love or pain, when in reality it is none of these.”(8. p. 89) Lefebvre suggested 

that quantitative and qualitative mathematics cannot grasp reality in its entirety and when such 
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reductive methods are used it is impossible to determine what aspects of reality remain elusive to 

them.(14. p. 197)  

In any case, dehumanization orients us towards a society of maladjustment.(8. p. 49; 9. p. 89) 

Csikszentmihalyi suggested that when the human purpose is controlled or threatened, the respective 

individual suffers an internal conflict, a disintegration within themselves which on the long run can 

weaken the individual so that he is no longer able to tend to his strivings of the human purpose.(2. p. 37) 

A.S. Neil, the founder of the Summerhill democratic school has commented that “the function of the 

child is to live his own life – not the life that his anxious parents think he should live, nor a life 

according to the purpose of the educator who thinks he knows best. All this interference and guidance 

on the part of adults only produces a generation of robots.” In all truism, to be and become more of 

what they are capable, individuals must be left to their own human instruments to listen and to 

determine for themselves at each moment in life. Until then, it will be impossible to lead a happy, 

healthy and fulfilling life. If you like, man shall not live by bread alone  – the gratification of a single need 

or a diminished array of his needs – but by the gratification of every need that is his essence. 
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4. Levels of Human Engagement 
 

Self realization cannot be achieved by intellect or rationality alone. We must modify considerably our picture of 

the psychological organism to respect equally rationality, emotionality, and the conative or wishing and driving 

side of our nature, [which] are not necessarily antagonistic but can be cooperative and synergic. The healthy 

person is all of a piece -  Maslow 

 

  

79 



 

This chapter explores how various human capacities and dimensions organize and interact to form 

different levels of engagement. Engagement here refers to the degree in which the aspects of the 

human purpose - the striving for happiness, for integration, for self actualization, for play, for health, 

for freedom and for the expression of a drive from within - are involved during an individual’s 

participation in a given phenomenon.(1. p. 124; 2. p. 5) The phrase human dimensions and capacities refers to 

all the sociological, physiological and psychological elements comprising an individual. Maslow’s 

human needs can be used as examples of these elements including homeostasis, belongingness, 

wishful thinking, gut feelings, spirituality, intellect, emotions, immune system, attention, perception, 

cognition, and so on. Essentially, involved are all the human purpose aspects including those that are 

capable of attaining new dimensions through growth. We are yet to and perhaps will never explicitly 

identify all human dimensions and capacities but that is beyond the point; the aim here is to highlight 

the holistic fashion in which humans strive to be and become higher potentials of themselves. 

Optimal engagement 

Optimal engagement can be said to be the highest level of engagement that can be experienced by a 

human. The key element to experiencing optimal engagement is that a phenomenon or activity is 

participated in primarily because the source and end are within the individual and thus it aligns with 

the strivings of the human purpose for a respective participant.(2. p. 5, 67; 3. p. 428) Dewey suggested that 

optimal engagement is the genuine principle of interest ;  “of the recognized identity of the fact or 

proposed line of action with the self; that it lies in the direction of the agent’s own self-expression and 

is therefore, imperiously demanded, if the agent is to be himself.”(3. p. 426) 

According to Csikszentmihalyi, even though passive, receptive and relaxing activities can be enjoyable, 

the best moments - optimal engagement - occur when as many human capacities and dimensions as 

possible are activated and taken into use, because it is then that one is fully activated, and thus at 

potential to realize their higher self.(2. p. 3 - 4) Optimal engagement refers neither to the distraction of 

individuals through continued excitation of their various pleasurable organs, nor the authoritative 

control, manipulation and guidance of individuals from which only dependence on pleasure - 

receptivity to external suggestion - and factitious experiences are attainable.(3. p. 426 - 430; 6. p. 601 - 602)  

At least two conditions are necessary for optimal engagement to be experienced: a) an integration 

within the individual, and b) (thus) an integration between the individual and his environment; a 

complete loss of fear.(7. p. 163) An integration within the individual - the unison of his capacities and 

dimensions so that he acts as a whole - implies that the individual is not facing an external threat, in 
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which case, some of his dimensions and capacities would go to defending against the threat and only a 

part of them would be left to deal with the phenomenon at hand. Furthermore, if an individual is 

defending against some external threat, then he cannot be fully integrated with his environment; part 

of his energy is taken into avoiding contact and interaction with that part of the environment that is 

perceived as being or is threatening.(7. p. 163) According to Csikszentmihalyi, optimal engagement is 

experienced in situations where the individual in his entirety freely exerts himself to solving a 

challenge as there is neither a threat to thwart or defend against, nor an internal split to deal with.(2. p. 

40) 

Integration within an individual 

Integration within an individual, occurs when an individual is facing either a great joyful or creative 

moment or else when facing a major threat or emergency.(7. p. 13) The threatening or emergency 

moments imply that an individual strives primarily just to be; the strivings for happiness, self 

actualization, and so on in such moments appear to be suspended. This at least seems to be the 

implication of the stress response mechanism which comes into effect when a threatening situation is 

encountered inducing a tendency to fight or flee.(1. p. 32; 8. p. 33 - 36) For the immensely joyful or creative 

moments, integration implies the activation of the human capacities and dimensions so that the 

individual acts or interacts as a whole with the phenomenon at hand.(1. p. 28 - 29, 42) It is paramount to pay 

attention to the joyful and creative moments as humanity has by and large eradicated threats posed by 

forces of nature.(6. p. 617) 

An Integration between the individual and his environment; a complete loss of fear 

The second condition necessary for optimal engagement to be experienced is a complete loss of fear in 

its various forms including anxiety, inhibition, defense and control, delay and restraint and a giving up 

of renunciation.(7. p. 163) The absence of fear suggests a greater openness of perception and experience, 

given that fear distorts reality and perception. In other words, an individual with a complete loss of 

fear is integrated within himself and with the environment, the phenomenon at hand. 
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Effects of optimal engagement 

Firstly, when integrated within himself and without fear, an individual is less split, and thus has more 

of himself available for use, for enjoyment, and for creative purposes.(7. p. 163) There is less wasting of 

one’s capacities and dimensions in protecting oneself as the one is free of fear. The individual’s 

capacities and dimensions are heightened and combine in their most efficient integration and 

coordination.(7. p. 164) As a result, the individual is organized and coordinated much more perfectly than 

usual so that he acts like an animal; without doubt or hesitation, with energy yet effortlessly; he is fully 

functioning, more spontaneous, more open to experience with the phenomenon at hand.(2. p. 49; 7. p. 164) He 

can attempt things that would have otherwise seemed impossible and may later be surprised by his 

unsuspected skill, confidence, creativeness, perceptiveness and virtuosity of performance.(7. p. 164) In a 

nutshell, the individual “becomes more whole and unified, more unique and idiosyncratic, more alive 

and spontaneous, more perfectly expressive, and uninhibited, more effortless, and powerful, more 

daring and courageous (leaving fears and doubts behind), more ego-transcending and self forgetful.”(7. 

p. 164)  

Furthermore, during optimal engagement the individual is at potential to realize or attain a higher 

forms of himself; to reach a peak experience, a state that Maslow described as an experience of 

“feelings of limitless horizons opening up to the vision, the feeling of being simultaneously more 

powerful and also more helpless than one was before, the feeling of great ecstasy, wonder and awe, the 

loss of placing time and space with, the conviction that something extremely important and valuable 

had happened.”(7. p. 163) Storr in Solitude: a return to the self , described it a moment of happiness or 

complete fulfilment, when a transient but transcendental experience is undergone, for instance, when 

one falls in love, makes a discovery or is surprised by joy, where they feel at once with the universe. 

Csikszentmihalyi and Dewey have suggested two different forms of happiness: pleasure and enjoyment. 

It is important to note the kind of happiness that implicated in optimal engagement. Pleasure as 

implied by Csikszentmihalyi and Dewey is experienced during contact with an external stimuli where it 

is not necessary for the respective individual to invest their psychic energy.(2. p. 45 - 47; 3. p. 428) 

Csikszentmihalyi noted that pleasure is essential to maintaining homeostasis but do not bring forth the 

growth implied by self actualization. In the worst case, according to Dewey, such pleasure marks 

passivity, a receptivity; a dependency on external suggestion; a phenomenon that Csikszentmihalyi 

suggested can for instance occur when one is “passively absorbing information from the media, with 

alcohol or drugs to dull the mind,” from which no psychological growth can proceed since there is no 
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activity in which the human dimensions and capacities of the respective individual are called forth to 

exert themselves onto.(2. p. 45) In other words according to Csikszentmihalyi, “pleasure helps to maintain 

order, but by itself cannot create new order in consciousness.”(2. p. 45) Csikszentmihalyi referred to the 

other type of happiness as enjoyment . Enjoyment occurs as accompaniment of activity, when an 18

individual by investing their capacities and dimensions experiences a peak experience in which they 

undergo the growth or complexity implied in self actualization.(2. p. 45 - 47; 3. p. 428) 

It is possible for an individual to do something that they enjoy, and feel happy while doing it, without 

surpassing their previous experiences, but during the doing, the individual can be said to be at an 

optimal state of engagement and thus at potential for surpassing their boundaries of experience; 

undergoing a peak experience. A peak experience as implied expands existing, or opens up new 

horizons of experiences, a phenomenon through which an individual becomes more complex, and thus 

at potential for attaining even higher complexity, than they previously were.(2. p. 6, 41; 7. p. 163) Peak 

experience has in other fields been referred to as the creative experience, the esthetic experience, the 

lover experience, the insight experience, the orgasmic experience, and the mystic experience.(7. p. 163)  

Optimal engagement also implies a healthy coexistence of the individual within himself, with others 

and with his environment. Maslow suggested that, most psychopathology results from the 

suppression, frustration or twisting of essential human needs, capacities and dimensions by noting 

that it is the neurotic individual who is split within himself; whose reason struggles with his emotions, 

for instance.(7. p. 115 - 116) If the aspects of the human purpose are part of human needs, then the 

“gratification of any need whatsoever, so long as it be true helps to determine character formation. Any 

true need gratification tends toward the improvement, strengthening, and healthy development of the 

individual. [...] [it] is a move in the healthy direction, away from the neurotic direction.”(7. p. 34) Karasek 

and Theorell in Healthy work: stress productivity and the reconstruction of working life  have strongly 

18 It is interesting to note that even though McGonigal (2011) based her notions of optimal experience on 
Csikszentmihalyi's concept of Flow, she made a subtle but a fundamentally misleading change. In writing that 
“intense engagement is the most pleasurable , satisfying, and meaningful emotional state we can experience,” 
she switched the term enjoyable with pleasurable and following the distinction made above, the two cannot be 
used interchangeably in this context.(2. p. 45) The experience of pleasure according to Csikszentmihalyi and Dewey 
does not require an investment of psychic energy; without such investment, then whatever is experienced 
cannot be the most intense state an individual can experience. Intense engagement - enjoyment or a peak 
experience - cannot be experienced on contact with external stimuli; the individual has to invest themselves to 
the phenomenon at hand to even be at potential of undergoing a peak experience. But since gamification 
involves external stimuli - rewards: points, badges, ... - a rationale may be seen in McGonigal’s choice of words. 
On the outset, the implication that gamification can be used to take advantage of the fact that a certain amount 
of excitation of any organ is pleasurable must be acknowledged.  
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suggested that the mere lack of autonomy not only impedes creativity at work but also negatively 

affects the health of the respective workers. 

Split engagement 

A split engagement can be described as the existence of disagreement or opposition in an individual’s 

capacities and dimensions and thus with whatever phenomenon the individual is dealing with. A split 

engagement is characterized by the presence fear within the individual. In other words, in a split 

engagement, at least one aspect of the human purpose is threatened, controlled, or is in opposition 

with the phenomenon at hand. Factors contributing to a split engagement are most likely external. 

Maslow suggested that the human capacities at play in the human purpose are weak and not strong, 

equivocal not unequivocal, doubtful, uncertain, and conflicting, and are too easily ignored, influenced 

and inhibited by culture and by learning but nonetheless exhibit their vitality under free conditions.(7. p. 

117 - 118) That is, the presence of fear – the absence of free conditions (uncertainty, the lack of 

information and the loss of control) – results to a split within an individual: his capacities and 

dimensions are led to oppose each other.(8. p. 34) In terms of motivation, fear can take at least two forms; 

firstly, as an interference of intrinsic motivation through the introduction of an extrinsic motivation, 

and secondly, in the case where no intrinsic motivation exist, an introduction of extrinsic motivations 

as an excuse, explanation, or story to deceive, manipulate or to coerce someone do something.(3. p. 428)  

Effects of split engagement 

On the outset, a split engagement results to a division and confusion of an individual’s capacities and 

dimensions and thus a disintegration within the individual.(3. p. 426) The delicate interconnectedness of 

the human capacities and dimensions is thrown into a disarray making the individual act instinctively, 

in a forced and controlled way as there is a heightened guarding of oneself following the disintegration 

in his capacities and dimensions. In an attempt to minimize the stress resulting from the 

disorganization, confusion and disintegration of their capacities and dimensions, an individual may 

seek to escape or emotionally withdraw, develop hedonic adaptation or result to avoidance behavior.(1. p. 

32, 45; 7. p. 115; 8. p. 195 - 198) A split engagement may also make an individual susceptible to external excitation, 

control and manipulation as he is driven to sacrifice autonomy for security, and thus to intellectual, 

emotional and other dependencies.(1. p. 32, 42; 3. p. 428; 8. p. 195 - 198; 9. p. 12 - 16) Maslow suggested that such 

suspension of one’s strivings of the human purpose results to a successful rejection of much of the depths 

of one’s own nature  which in turn inhibits the realization and expression of one’s inherent inclinations 

for growth and the attainment of the human purpose’s aspects: 
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The normal adjustment of the average, commonsense, well-adjusted man implies a continued 

successful rejection of much of the depths of human nature, both conative and cognitive. To 

adjust well to the world of reality means splitting of the person [...] the person turns his back 

on much in himself because it is dangerous. But in so doing, he loses a great deal, too, for these 

depths are also the source of all his joys, his ability to play, to love, to laugh, and, to be 

creative. By protecting himself against the hell in himself, he also cuts himself off from the 

heaven within. In the extreme instance, we have the obsessional person, flat, tight, rigid, 

frozen, controlled, cautious, who cannot laugh, or play, or love, or be silly, or trusting, or 

childish. His imagination, his intuitions, his softness, his emotionality tend to be strangulated 

or distorted(1. p.164 - 165) 

It has been said that stress in the short term, is the body’s way of communicating to a respective 

individual that whatever phenomenon they are dealing with is not in line with their human purpose. 

The immediate reaction following a split engagement is the activation of the stress response system, 

which is geared towards dealing with the perceived threat either by fighting or fleeing from it. A split 

engagement when experienced chronically causes the intrusion of some human capacities and 

dimensions by others in which they are in opposition with, and eventually, a civil war in the body.(4. P. 

496 - 500; 7. p. 115, 163; 8. p. 2, 195 - 198) This phenomenon where the body attacks itself is the theme of Mate’s book 

When the body says no: The cost of hidden stress . He has for instance, indicated how the immune system 

attacks the body when stress, a major outcome of the split engagement activates stress response 

mechanisms over long periods.  

Since stress is the hallmark effect of the split engagement, in addition to its impact on the 

psychological and sociological capacities and dimensions - confusion of attention, distortion of 

perception, emotional withdrawal, hedonic adaptation and so on - it is vital to note the extent to which 

it may affect an individual’s physiology.(1. p. 32, 42; 8. p. 33 - 35) According to Mate, “stress affects and involves 

virtually every tissue in the body [...] [including the] brain and nerves, pituitary, adrenal, kidney, blood 

vessels, connective tissue, thyroid, liver, and white blood cells, and the manifold interrelations between 

them [...] the heart, lungs, skeletal muscles and the emotional centres in the brain,” just so one may 

grasp the extent to which both physiological and psychological damage may result from long term 

activation of the stress response mechanism.(8. p. 33 - 36) Several studies have also strongly suggested a 

link between chronic stress and cardiovascular diseases. According to Mate, the body eventually ends 

up in civil war; the immune system attacks the body; “chronically high cortisol levels destroy tissue. 

Chronically elevated adrenaline levels raise the blood pressure and damage the heart [...] High levels of 

stress cause higher cortisol output through the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, and cortisol 
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inhibits the activity of the inflammatory cells involved in wound healing. Under stress, white blood 

cells produce less of a substance essential to healing.”(8. p. 1 - 2, 35 - 36) 

Twilight engagement 

Even though this may be difficult to demonstrate, we cannot entirely dismiss the existence of a twilight 

zone – between optimal and split engagements – where all human dimensions are neither in 

agreement nor in opposition with a phenomenon at hand. Perhaps it is in coma or when dead that an 

individual can be said to be neither in a state of optimal nor split engagement. We may say that the 

twilight engagement does not have any effect on the individual experiencing it.  

 

 

The main proposition to be noted here is that any design intended at bettering the human experience 

should be aimed at optimal engagement. Optimal engagement as implied so far is not only conducive to 

productivity but also to self expression, health, happiness, self fulfillment and self actualization. That 

one of the hallmark experiences of modern life is stress suggests that societal tools and practices are 

not designed to foster optimal engagement. The experience is everything but optimal. It not only 

makes people prone to sickness but also affects productivity, self expression, happiness, and self 

fulfillment. As long as the achievement of self actualization is inhibited, then the consequential acting 

and relating with others is likely to be anything but altruistic. Among other things, there may be an 

acting out of anger directed at oneself or others as implied in relations of exploitation, competitive - 

combative, and ethnocentrism in nature, or else an emotional withdrawal as implied in proximal 

separation .  19

  

19 See Chapter 5 Types of human relations 
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5. Types of Human Relations 

Belongingness, respect, protection, love, security, self-esteem, ... cannot be satisfied by trees, mountains or even 

dogs; only from healthy relations with other human beings. It is also, only, to other human beings that we can 

give these in the fullest measure –  Maslow 
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The discussion so far suggests a paradox. What strategy or safety check can there be to ensure that 

while everyone is engaged in their strivings of the human purpose, they do not impose themselves 

negatively on others? Various narratives have in the past played an important role in answering this 

question including those of an invisible  hand  or man  while compounding the human purpose question. 

Such narratives sought to explain the state and order of things - the ways things are or have always been 

- especially the relation of man with his fellow and their positions in the animal kingdom. But most 

importantly, the narratives sought to explain things in a manner that portrayed them as sacrosanct in 

order to dispel any thought or dialogue on the possibility of a different state of things and to beseech 

the audiences to work towards upholding and perpetuating existing orders from which a deviation 

would only result to a breakdown of society or the loss of the status of men in their stations in life. In 

most cases than not, it can be argued that such narratives achieved their objectives irrespective of the 

consequences they perpetuated; a benefiting of a few and a marginalization of the many. 

What side of a community had or has the few or a majority of members is beyond the point. Even 

democracy which arose to replace, and was hailed as being better than previous systems of governance 

also perpetuated the system of one group - an electorate or the representatives - and a small one for 

that matter to decide and run affairs on behalf of the rest and often larger group. What is notable here 

is the relations that the two bodies of people had or have with each other. It is also important to 

explore and perhaps identify what societal tools and practices nurtured or contributed to the formation 

of various human relations. The religious institutions were instrumental in the perpetuation of 

feudalism as a system of governance and in some instances went to the extent of controlling public 

consciousness for instance by preventing the publishing of scientific findings that threatened to 

disrupt the state of things by arguing or even worse by proving that the popularly held ideas were 

outright misinformed or wrong. 

Indeed, one may expect the consideration of the human relations inherent, derived or nurtured by 

various societal tools and practices to be key consideration in their design but that is not and has not 

always been the case. Unfortunately, most societal tools and practices have been designed with 

material, prestige and power objectives than anything else. John Gatto wrote that every institution’s 

unstated first goal is self preservation and expansion, rather than to undertake the human progress 

objective it proclaims to stake for itself. If we line up the modern day societal tools and practices - 

financial institutions’ fractional reserve banking and fiat currency practices - which are at the core of 

the society, we may perhaps begin to discern the type human relations they nurture or derive and 

perhaps determine if they are desirable. As Henry noted, man’s greatest challenge is learning to live 

with himself, a challenge which so far has been approached through a process of trial and error and has 
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largely been disappointing because man appears to wrings from culture the very emotional 

satisfactions he obtains from it.  

This chapter explores prevalent human relations under two general categories: high level and low level 

human relations. Various relations in both categories are presented and discussed. The relations of 

parent-child, love-sexual, friendship and neighborliness have been considered as high level while 

those of proximal separation, exploitive-dependence (master-slave), competitive-combatant, and 

ethnocentrism have been considered low level. A good or rather humanistic institution can be described 

as one that gives to its members the greatest possibility of health and self actualization by having its 

institutional arrangements set up to foster a maximum of high level human relations and a minimum 

if none low level human relations.(2. p. 105) At the heart of all human relations are the various human 

capacities and dimensions such as love, emotion, reason, intellect, and wishful thinking, that are 

characteristic of the human organism including those implied by Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. While in 

high level human relations, these capacities and dimensions are permitted and nurtured, contributing 

to the health and self actualization of the individual, in lower level relations, they are exploited and 

suppressed resulting or contributing to the development of neurosis and disease.(2. p. 151 - 157; 3. p. 1 - 12) 

Dependence is a key factor in all relations. In high level relations, dependence can be said to be healthy, 

empathetic, cooperative, mutual and reciprocal. In contrast, in low level relations, it can be said to be 

unhealthy, isolating, exploitive, oppositional, enslaving, demeaning and dehumanizing. 

High level relations 
According to Maslow, high level relations permit the greatest self expression: “the greatest 

spontaneity, the greatest naturalness, the greatest dropping of defenses, and protection against 

threat.”(2. p. 151) Maslow further suggested that high level relations are not a struggle but something that 

just happens; where there is a growing intimacy, honesty (allowing one’s faults, weaknesses, and 

shortcomings to be freely seen by the other); it is possible to be oneself, to feel natural, and it is not 

necessary to be guarded, to conceal or to try to impress, to feel tense, to watch one’s words or actions, 

to suppress or repress. “[One] can be themselves without feeling that there are demands or 

expectations upon them; they can feel psychologically as well as physically naked and still loved and 

wanted and secure”(2. p. 151) Henry suggested the following as characteristics of high level relations: 

autonomy, peace, contentment, security, relaxation, co-operation, freedom, self-respect, recognition, 

challenge, creativity and a sense of worth and usefulness.(1. p. 128) It can also be said that high level 

relations are cheerful, humorous, and playful; they come naturally as an enjoyment and a delight and 

are also characterized by the absence of anxiety.(2. p. 154) Maslow noted respect - the ability to be pleased 
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rather than threatened by the triumphs of another - as a fundamental characteristic of high level 

relations. Respect acknowledges the other person’s independence and autonomy and also means that 

the wishes of another are not controlled, or disregarded. It affords the respected individual a 

fundamental irreducible dignity, and protection from humiliation. Inherently, one’s relation to the 

other is of joy, admiration, delight, contemplation and appreciation, rather than of use.(2. p. 154)  

High level relations also allow the expression of a healthy amount of passivity, relaxation, childishness, 

and silliness, since there is no danger and we are loved and respected for who we are rather than for 

any facade we put up or role we play, we can be as we really are, weak when we feel weak, protected 

when we feel confused and childish when we wish to drop the responsibilities of adulthood.(2. p. 98, 115) 

High level relations feature cooperative behavior, mutual reciprocity, a responsibility towards each 

other, empathy and tend toward a holistic growth of the individual and thus health as there is no 

repression on individuality. They also enable the gratification of those human needs that only other 

humans can fulfill including love, respect, and belonging. It is healthy individuals that are also more 

likely to have high level relations with others.(2. p. 97 - 98) According to Mate, “one learns to love not by 

instruction, but by being loved.”(3. p. 202) On the same note, Maslow wrote that “psychological health 

comes from being loved rather than from being deprived of love.”(2. p. 151) 

Parent-child 

The parent-child relation is a special one. Firstly, the relation is cemented by nature. It contains a bond 

that goes beyond the bodily interaction with one another; one that is fundamental to the growth of the 

baby and the parent. The bond is like no other in the sense that at the beginning of the relation, the 

parent and child are one; they reside in the same body. It may be said that the need for belonging for 

the human organism begins here. Even before birth, the baby can experience its environment including 

the physiology of the mother and experience its place in it. After birth, a parent-child relation is 

perhaps the highest form of human relation. It involves the enjoyment of the other, as it is, without 

necessary seeking to change it. It also features an interesting form of respect and empathy; one of 

speaking the language of the other; a mother speaks to a child in a simplistic manner so that the child 

can understand, a child tries on his parents shoes. The mother and the child play together, with each 

finding joy and laughter in the actions of the other even when they are simple and not necessarily 

meaningful. They enjoy the company of each other.  

Maslow suggested that one of the reasons that babies are loved and wanted so much must be that they 

are without visible evil, hatred, or malice in the first year or two of their lives.(2. p. 86) The child is 

without (for lack of a better word) hypocrisy and prejudice. He or she acts out and speaks their minds 
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without fear of judgement. They may show uncertainty towards things and people they are not familiar 

with but they do not withhold their curiosity in paying attention to them. According to Mate, children 

are not born with a propensity to repress the expression of emotion; when uncomfortable or unhappy, 

they cry, show sadness and anger.(3. p. 200 - 201) Mate claimed that anything that we do to hide pain or 

sadness is an acquired response which we employ to avoid an ongoing conflict with the crucial people 

in our lives, a conflict which we are likely to lose.(3. p. 254, 267) We may hypothesize that it is not until they 

have experienced such situations that babies develop the character of repressing their intentions or 

emotions, saying things they do not mean and so on. Perhaps it is at this point in life that a 

disconcerting split occurs within them; that they are one thing yet they are expected to be another, a 

burden they have to carry henceforth. As a result, the parent-child  relation may transition to 20

friendship, neighborly or to other low level relations depending on the reciprocity exchanged by the 

two as the child approaches adolescence and tends towards autonomy. Adult Attachment Interview and 

Strange Situation studies have been used to explore the parent-child relationship. 

It also important to note that this relation may be implicated in the formation of illness. Mate pointed 

out that sensory deprivation, which may take different forms and have varying effects, is a possible 

factor in the development of the disease.(3. p. 16, p. 223 - 224) Henry contrasted child upbringing in the modern 

day nuclear family with the traditional extended one. He suggested that the privatization of child 

upbringing in the modern day nuclear family may be seen as a factor resulting to what he referred to as 

“lethal child-care”; “there is minimal social regulation of parent-child relations in our culture; this is, 

above all, what makes lethal child-care practices possible. In a primitive culture, where many relatives 

are around to take an active interest in one's baby, where life is open, or in large households, where 

many people can see what a mother is doing and where deviations from traditional practice quickly 

offend the eye and loosen critical, interested tongues, it is impossible for a parent to do as he or she 

pleases with his children. In a literal sense, a baby is often not even-one's own in such societies, but 

belongs to a lineage, clan, or household-a community-having a real investment in the baby. It is not 

private enterprise. The almost total absence of the social regulation of parent-child relations in our 

private-enterprise culture is a pivotal.”(1. p. 332) Henry further claimed that “emotional disorder in 

children is the product of underlying, culturally determined psychological conditions, different in all 

20 For an in depth sociological analysis of the parent-child relation, one may refer to part two of the book Culture 
against man  (1. p. 130 - 388). Therein, Henry discusses based on specific case studies, the family as a social unit, 
its members and their interacting with each other, and thus the relations that may emerge in the family when it 
is centered around an occupational and pecuniary culture. Henry (1. p. 322) has suggested that stresses 
experienced by parents during the occupational and pecuniary involvement are passed on to children 
unconsciously and become the basis of pathology. “Psychosis is the final outcome of all that is wrong with a 
culture. Coming to intense focus in the parents, the cultural ills are transmitted to their children, laying the 
foundation for insanity. The parents, blinded by their own disorientation, confusion, and misery, sometimes half 
mad themselves, make dreadful mistakes [...].”  
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parents, but ramifying hideously into a multitude of behaviors and feelings, until the entire psychic 

apparatus of the child is invaded by the cancer of emotional illness.”(1. p. 350) According to him, “it is 

probable that where children have become psychotic the following are fairly constant features of 

parent-child relations: (1) humiliation and metamorphosis; (2) delusional extrication; (3) mutual 

withdrawal; (4) massive ambiguities and distortions in communication; (5) unavailability of the parent 

when most needed - flight from crisis; (6) the children are regularly compelled to fight against what 

they want most.”(1. P. 387) 

Love-Sexual 
This relation, we may say, is a foundation for the highest form of human relation; the parent-child 

relation. In addition to the various values exchanged and experienced in friendship and neighborly 

relations, the love-sexual relation surpasses these two specifically in one aspect: it leads to the 

gratification of sexual needs, which are considered important for the human organism, at least in 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. A difference and perhaps an important one that may be noted between 

the love-sexual relation and other high level relations is that while you can be a parent to many 

children or be friends or neighborly to many, cultural, state, religious, and other ideological 

arrangements have at some point suggested or dictated that an individual only love one and not many. 

Deviations are however notable in practice. 

Bebel suggested that the nature of this relation has in the past been determined to a large extent by 

cultural economic needs. For instance, in Germany, polygamy was allowed towards the end of the 

reformation in order to repopulate regions whose population had been largely wiped out in the Thirty 

Years’ War.(4. p. 84, 92 - 93) In other parts, due to a declined economy, menial workers were debarred from 

marrying unless they could prove that their future families would not become an economic and social 

burden on society.(4. p. 87) In Spain and France, a tax exemption was given to couples who tied the knot.(4. 

p. 91 - 92) Spain went further, in addition to the tax exemption, public funds were used to pay dowry for 

the poor. Bebel has also suggested that the need for repopulation and thus for the state intervention in 

marriage was a means for acquiring large amounts of taxes required to run the states which had 

become expensive as a result of having big standing armies.(4. p. 90)  

Friendship 

Friendship may be described as a long term relation between individuals, with respect, understanding, 

enjoyment and a caring for each other as its main aspects. It may also involve love for each other but 

not necessarily with a sexual aspect. Friendship mainly differs from the neighborly relation in the 

dimension of time; in friendship the striving to be the guardian of the other is long term while in a 
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neighborly relation, it is short term; it happens only in the moments of contact without necessarily 

being future oriented. It may however, be said that friendship transmutes from the neighborly relation 

and it – friendship – in turn can transmute to a love-sexual relation. 

Neighborly 

Simply put, a neighborly relation involves a striving of one to be the guardian of the other, not in the 

sense of running their affairs but in safeguarding their well being, in the moments of contact, as if it 

was one’s own. It is best expressed in non-commodified social transactions such as giving a seat to an 

elderly in a bus, or helping a child cross a road, or noticing someone is experiencing a problem and 

attempting to help them. It is not necessarily determined by the familiarity of each other or the 

relation of one with the other through familial ties, but the acting and interacting with each other as 

humans; with the acknowledgement of relational needs inherent in a human.  

Low level relations 

The characteristics of low level relations can be said to be the opposite of high level relations’. The 

litany include a lack of genuine concern for each other, a strangulated interaction with others or an 

interaction mixed with embarrassment, guilt, defensiveness, role play, and with a struggle for 

dominance.(2. p. 99) Mate has suggested that fundamental to low level relations too is the violation of an 

individual’s boundary so that an individual is no longer sure where their boundaries implied in the 

human purpose end and those of others begin.(3. p. 276) According to him, in the worst cases, it is not that 

the boundaries are violated but that they are not constructed in the first place, which leaves the 

individual prone to seeking low level relations either through withdrawal and acting out so that they do 

not deal with and experience the resulting anger or stress respectively, or by compulsively 

appropriating themselves to be used by others as a way of seeking acceptance. Low level relations are 

likely to result to psychopathology and other forms of sickness as there is little or no gratification of 

needs that only other humans can fulfill.(2. p. 100) Mate has for instance pointed out that “a lack of 

psychological independence, an overwhelming need for love and affection, and the inability to feel or 

express anger have long been identified as possible factors in the natural development of the 

disease.”(3. p. 16) According to Maslow, it is the sick that are more likely to have low level relations with 

others.(2. p. 100) 

Strangerly or Proximal abandonment 
Just as it sounds, this is a strange form of relation. It may be said that in this relation, people tend to 

interact with each other as strangers; they avoid contact and when it happens, interaction tends to be 
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miniscule. This form of relation is peculiar. It appears to be neutral – there are no negative attitudes 

towards others even though genuine concern for them is usually subdued – yet its implications are 

negative; mainly in the way of loneliness and feeling of abandonment. Inescapably, since there is no 

relation with others, there is no gratification of human needs that only other humans can fulfill. The 

phrase proximal abandonment has been used to refer to the strangerly relation. Mate referred to this 

relation as proximate separation  and described it as “the phenomenon of physical closeness but 

emotional separation.”(3. p. 208) In contrast to other low level relations, in proximal abandonment, what is 

supposed to happen does not happen, while in the other low level relations, what is not supposed to 

happen, happens.(3. p. 202) 

Proximal abandonment may be seen as an inherent characteristic of societal institutions and practices. 

Urbanization, schools, businesses, health institutions; hospitals, nursing homes and so on tend to 

separate humans generationally and tear familial and high level relations for various reasons.(3. p. 223) In 

Gatto’s words: “every one of our national institutions is a place where men, women, and children are 

isolated according to some limited aspect of their total humanity: by age [...] as well as by various other 

sorting mechanisms in the other institutional arenas.”(5. p. 55 - 56) To drive his point home, Gatto wrote 

that “large cities have great difficulty supporting healthy community life, partly because of the coming 

and going of strangers, partly because of space constrictions, partly because of poisoned environments, 

but mostly because of the constant competition of institutions and networks for the custody of children 

and old people, for monopolizing the time of everyone else in between.” In his view, that has come at 

an expense; “by isolating young and old from the working life of places and by isolating the working 

population from the lives of young and old, institutions and networks have brought about a 

fundamental disconnection of the generations. The griefs that arise from this have no synthetic 

remedy; no vibrant, satisfying communities can come into being where young and old are locked 

away.” About the suggested elephant in the room, Bebel asked, “How can family relations prosper 

under such conditions?!”(4. p. 119 - 128) The resulting society is one whose members are maladjusted to 

dealing with their own human condition; “they are denied a reciprocal part in any continuous, 

well-articulated community. They are profoundly alienated from their own human interests.”(5. p. 56) 

According to Mate familial relations are an integral part of human nature; “human beings as a species 

did not evolve as solitary creatures but as social animals whose survival was contingent on powerful 

emotional connections with family and tribe. The basic premise is that, like other social animals, 

human physiologic homeostasis and ultimate health status are influenced not only by the physical 

environment but also by the social environment [...] From such a biopsychosocial perspective, 

94 



 

individual biology, psychological functioning and interpersonal and social relationships work together, 

each influencing the other.”(3. p. 189) 

The consequences of proximal abandonment have to be taken seriously, as it is now acknowledged, 

that the lack or denial of emotional contact, what may also be considered as sensory deprivation, is 

detrimental to health.(3. p. 199 - 209, 211 - 225) Mate has described at length how relational aspects may 

contribute to weakened immune systems leaving individuals susceptible to stress and illness and has 

strongly cautioned on the neglect to resolve social-emotional stresses which are easily transmittable 

across generations as has been demonstrated with the Adult Attachment Interview and Strange 

Situation studies.(3. p. 187 - 198) Particularly and increasingly, as implied by Gatto, urban dwellers are not 

part of any reciprocal, continuous, well-articulated community and are profoundly alienated from their 

own human interests – those of interacting, relating and having genuine concern for each other. It 

may also be argued that the ubiquity of communication technology is contributing to the rise of 

proximal abandonment, people are tending more to technology rather than to their fellow beings next 

to them.  

Exploitive dependence (Master – slave) 
This form of human relation is mostly found in commodified interactions where the basis for relating 

and interacting are on the one hand exploitive – one party gets more than they give back – and on the 

other hand are structured in such a way that a dependence materializes and recurs. Henry has argued 

that pecuniary philosophy or rather the commodification of human transactions is an impediment to 

high level relations.(1. p. 62) Slavery is a prime example, but so is wage slavery . In any case, the exploited 

individual toils towards the the benefit of the exploiter and consequently have little of themselves and 

time left to engage in their strivings of the human purpose.  

Richard Wolff, an economics professor has strongly suggested that exploitation is the hallmark of 

modern economic paradigms where the employer gets more from an employee than he gives back. 

According to him, it is strange that even though workers play their part in producing a surplus, they 

are in many cases poorly represented in the distribution of that surplus. In parallel, Henry wrote that 

“since one of the many revolutions of industrial society has been the sweeping away of the unifying 

functions of work, work has lost its human meaning. Although it is true that on the job some pleasure 

is obtained nowadays in socializing, the hold of the worker's fellows on him is slight. This lack of deep 

positive involvement in the people with whom one spends most of his waking life derives in part from 

the fact that he does not work for the person he works with, for the fruits of activity are not shared 

among workers but belong to the enterprise that hires them.”(1. p. 29)  Veblen in The Theory of the Leisure 

95 



 

Class  was more precise: “these conventions of business life are of the gravest consequence for the 

industrial process and for the life of the community. The immediate end of this pecuniary institutional 

structure and of its amelioration is the greater facility of peaceable and orderly exploitation.”  

According to Wolff, It is through this relation that the modern society has gotten itself a wealth gap 

among other socially stratifying elements.(10) Both Wolff and Bebel have suggested that women in 

general have been on the receiving end of such exploitive relationships especially from the perspective 

of economic labor - in employment and household situations - and as a result, this relationship has 

been a contributing factor in marriage dissolution where in the American context according to Wolff, 

women have initiated divorces more often than men.(4. p. 5 - 10, 119 - 120, 127 - 128, 173; 7.) Bebel further suggested 

that the exploitation of women is not a recent phenomenon. “Whatever similarities exist between the 

position of woman and that of the workingman, woman has one precedence over the workingman. She 

is the first human being which came into servitude. Women were slaves before men.”(4. p. 9 - 10) According 

to Wolff the predicament befalling women  as a result of exploitive relations has also contributed to the 

increased use of psychotropic drugs in the American female population.(7) In Bebel view the exploitive 

dependence relation is not limited to the economic realm but easily extends to other realms of life 

including the spiritual, sexual, judicial, political, education, social and so on. It must be clear to us that 

wealth inequality is just the tip of an iceberg. It determines or affects social mobility, health, education, 

political power and consequently all other aspects of life. As Gabler wrote in Life: The movie: How 

entertainment conquered reality , it is the wealthy who are most likely to hold political posts; wealth, 

social mobility and political impotencies are bestowed upon the common man.  

A fundamental aspect that may be observed in exploitive-dependence relations is that they start out 

with seemingly good intentions but end up as undesirable. For instance with fractional reserve 

banking, loans are seen as a good. They are intended to be assistive, but with the involvement of usury, 

the end result is exploitive. Another main aspect of the exploitive - dependence relation is that the 

individuals involved in them do not voluntarily choose each other, and when they do, choices are based 

on technical factors alone; little interest is paid to human aspects unlike in long-term oriented high 

level relations such as friendship or love. According to Maslow, human relations aimed at improving 

the health of individuals should be based on participants selecting each other where the choice should 

be made not solely on the basis of reputation, size of fee, technical training, skill, and the like, but also 

on the basis of ordinary human liking for each other.(2. p. 101) Vigilance is a necessity in the design of 

societal tools and practices, else they result to and nurture exploitive-dependence relations whenever 

applied. 
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Competitive - combative 

This human relation strives to find, expose and exploit the vulnerabilities of one by another, so that 

eventually the one is diminished and the other exalted according to the respective competition or 

combat aspects. Participants in this kind of relation clearly identify each other as competitors and thus 

as opponents. Sibling rivalry may also be seen as a competitive or combative relation.(2. p. 87) When the 

competitive - combative relation takes place over long periods, it may impede or inhibit the coming 

into being of the high levels human relations. Opponents, as the enemies they are act or interact with 

the intent of defeating and destroying each other. While the intent of relating to each other is of this 

kind, any high relations that may form are likely to be factitious. Potentially this form of relationship 

can transmute to ethnocentrism 

Ethnocentrism 

Ethnocentrism can be said to be the lowest form of human relationship. It is built on the premise that 

one’s culture – beliefs, tools, practices – is better than those of others. By default ethnocentrism seeks 

to belittle, demean, disregard and even to outright eliminate the other. No need to point fingers on this 

as most societies have histories laden with ethnocentric driven atrocities. Unfortunately this is also 

evident in the present. To sidestep a bit, Stephen Hawking have warned us against making contact with 

intelligent extraterrestrials if we were to find any, with his belief being that what happened to the 

natives in the Americas with the arrival of the Europeans would be a likely occurrence were aliens to 

visit earth. 

Learning to see and accept things beyond the boundaries created by one’s culture or else keeping an 

open mind about what is beyond one’s horizon is important if we are to guard against ethnocentrism. 

According to Postman and Weingartner, cultural baggage impedes this openness:  

[...] for most people, the acceptance of a particular doctrine is largely attributable to the 

accident of birth. They might be said to be 'ideologically inter-changeable', which means that 

they would have accepted any set of doctrines that happened to be valued by the tribe to which 

they were born. Each of us whether from the American tribe, Russian tribe, or Hopi tribe, is 

born into a symbolic environment as well as a physical one. We become accustomed very early 

to a 'natural' way of talking, and being talked to, about 'truth'. Quite arbitrarily, one's 

perception of what is 'true' or real is shaped by the symbols and symbol-manipulating 

institutions of his tribe. Most men, in time, learn to respond with favor and obedience to a set 

of verbal abstractions which they feel provides them with an ideological identity. One word for 

this, of course, is 'prejudice'. None of us is free of it, but it is the sign of a competent 'crap 
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detector' that he is not completely captivated by the arbitrary abstractions of the community in 

which he happened to grow up.  

In our own society, if one grows up in a language environment which includes and approve 

such a concept as 'white supremacy', one can quite 'morally' engage in the process of 

murdering civil-rights workers. Similarly, if one is living in a language environment where the 

term 'black power' crystallizes an ideological identity, one can engage, again quite 'morally', in 

acts of violence against any non-black persons or their property. An insensitivity to the 

unconscious effects of our 'natural' metaphors condemns us to highly constricted perceptions 

of how things are and, therefore, to highly limited alternative modes of behavior(7. p. 4 - 5)  

We must however make the attempt if we intend to bring about progress and build culturally rich 

societies, as well as live and interact as lovers, neighbors and friends.  

On the importance of high level relations 

Incomprehensibly, it is possible for an individual to have all forms of relations with others 

simultaneously. This should not necessarily be surprising especially if our societal tools and practices 

fundamentally nurture or result to varied, frequently opposing and contending interests.(4. p. 52) If these 

tools and practices inherently foster proximal separation, exploitive dependence, competition, war and 

ethnocentrism, then the respective roles played within them are implicated. Undeniably, the nature of 

human relations is so skewed and twisted that we now find ourselves claiming, or being audience to 

figments, that it is natural for humans to have low level relations. Such figments are ignorant of the 

human purpose, and as such are false and superficial.(4. p. 10 - 11)  It is paramount to consider human 

relations that may be nurtured or inherent in various societal tools and practices, if not for other 

things, simply for the health of the human members participating in them. As Maslow pointed out, 

there are human needs that can only be satisfied through positive interaction with other humans. 

Fundamentally, it should be noted that while high level relations permit the aspects of the human 

purpose, low level relations impede and in worst cases destroy the delicate and complex state in which 

the human purpose is realized. 

Metaphorically, a healthy human relation is akin to the relation between a seed and the soil, where a 

seed sees part of itself – the source of growth – in the soil and the soil – its renewal – and thus part of 

itself in the seed. In other words, the relation is of mutual reciprocity, respect and cooperation. The 

seed sees the source of its growth in the soil through the use of the various minerals in the soil while 
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the soil sees its regeneration (renewal) through the growth, fruition and finally fertilization by the 

plant (after its life), not in an exploitive way, but in a way that continually nurture new seeds. The 

plant itself does not necessarily die but rather also undergoes a renewal. This relationship is special in 

a number of ways, but most importantly in the respect of the well-being of the other perhaps due to 

the recognition that the health of the one, is in, and is also fostered by that of the other. Certainly, if 

either or both the soil and seed would suppress their relation to each other, growth for both would be 

inhibited. The seed would lack vital nutrients and minerals for its growth while the soil would fail to 

regenerate. Both the soil and seed would be under stress; they would lack an expression of their 

originality in themselves and the other. In absence of what is visibly a vital attachment – a healthy 

relation that spurs growth in each – both would eventually die! 

High level relations imply a seeing of aspects that complete oneself in others, an act inherent in the 

human purpose as long as one seeks to be integrated within himself and with his environment. This 

appears to suggest a paradox; that some core aspects about oneself, aspects that make him whole are 

not within him but in others. It perhaps ought not to be a wonder that high level relations nurture the 

human purpose; happiness, health, fulfillment, play, freedom, and expression. Also, as pointed out by 

Maslow, there are certain human needs that can only be met and fulfilled through healthy relations 

with other humans. The being does not only achieve wholeness within himself only through receiving 

respect, protection, love and belongingness but also by giving these in their full measure to others. 

This seeing of part of oneself in others makes one want to reach out to others, to care for them, as one 

would care for himself, to join with them as one strives for integration within himself. It makes one go 

out of their way to see through the well being of others as implied by Maslow and Csikszentmihalyi in 

their concepts of self actualization and flow respectively. The more one strives at and attains self 

actualization, the more altruistic he becomes. If one can only be expected to love his neighbor as much 

he loves himself, then there is perhaps no greater feeling than that of loving others. To be unable to 

love others is to be unable to love oneself. And there perhaps cannot be a greater curse; one cannot be 

fully integrated within himself. As long as their interaction and relation with others does not involve 

this seeing, a void remains that nothing else can fill.  

The love implied in this seeing seals our fate as human beings. It is the genuine phenomenon in which 

an individual gets to know himself and attains integration within. Love as we see it here is implicated 

in the human purpose. The need for belonging is not fulfilled when one shares a name, or an object 

with others but through this seeing of oneself in others so that inevitably a community takes shape; 

one finds part of himself in everyone around him; one belongs. A social tool or practice that impedes 

this expression of love is sick, deficient and in opposition with the human purpose. To reiterate, 
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regarding the pursuit for happiness, a god could not have been more precise: “Love one another that 

your joy may be full.” (John) 

 

The suggestion that we ought to redesign societal tools and practices to better fit the human purpose is 

often met with a complacent argument that we need not delve into the way things are or have always 

been done. Of anyone to argue that nothing ought to be changed in our social tools and practices - 

including monetary, economic, political, military, and so on - is to suggest that people should go on 

relating and interacting with each other in low level relations because that is how they have always 

done. Such an argument, to say the least, is indifferent or ignorant to an optimal human experience 

and for whatever reason, incapable of comprehending the potential social progress that lies within 

reach. Bebel suggested that we could substantially improve human relations if we cared to address our 

production and distribution methods: “The convenient assertion that is resorted to daily by ignorant or 

dishonest people, both in regard to the relation between man and woman as also in regard to the 

relation between the rich and the poor the assertion that it has always been thus and will always 

continue to be so is utterly false, superficial and contrary to the truth in every respect [...] if in the past 

progress of human development, these relations have been transformed as a result of the changing 

methods of production and distribution, it is obvious that a further change in the methods of 

production and distribution must again lead to a new transformation in the relation.”(4. p. 10) “The finest 

qualities of our nature, like the bloom on fruits, can be preserved only by the most delicate handling. 

Yet we do not treat ourselves nor one another thus tenderly,” Thoreau noted in Walden.  
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6. Design for Oneself 
 

I am too high-born to be propertied, to be a secondary at control, or useful serving-man and instrument -  David 

Thoreau  
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Thus far, to put it in Henri Lefebvre’s words, this thesis suggested that the more needs an individual 

has, the more he exists, the more powers and aptitudes he is able to exercise, the more he is free and 

thus the more he is able to find and realize himself. Based on this notion, this chapter proposes design 

for oneself -  a practical and theoretical participation in the design of tools and practices, in one’s social 

and human totality - as one manner for maximizing the potentialities for attaining self actualization 

and other aspects of the human purpose. In order to provide a context for this proposition, the chapter 

begins by looking at the unsavory conditions which materialize when individuals are systematically 

excluded from the totality of their human and social reality.  

The processes of designing, using, modifying and disposing off of technology - tools and practices - 

intended for the betterment of the human experience and purpose for that matter, must be left in the 

hands of every individual, for it is in these processes that an individual can build their unique needs 

into the technology, understand its impact on their lives and have the ability to modify or do away with 

it, to accommodate their shifting needs and values in a balance that is suitable for them, individually. 

Any other alternative inescapably is an imposition of the values and needs of others on that individual. 

An imposition implies a number of indiscernible yet far reaching effects. 

A lack of individual control in the design, modification and disposing off of such technology inevitably 

creates a dependency; manipulative and thus exploitive. On the one hand, we have the user, who as a 

result of being detached from these processes, increasingly becomes unconcerned, uninformed and 

even misinformed about the design of the tool appropriated to him, and is thus, among other things, 

deprived of learning how to design for himself. Such dependency in matters pertaining to the strivings 

of the human purpose inevitably results to a phenomenon comparable to the effects of the hidden 

curriculum in compulsory schooling as have been suggested in chapter 1. The impotency that befalls 

such a user puts him at risk of losing “the habit of exertion, and generally becomes as stupid and 

ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become,” as Adam Smith noted. 

If a designer relates with the user in a manipulative, exploitive manner, then the user is inherently 

blinded and prevented from understanding all aspects of whatever technology is appropriated to them, 

especially the drawbacks it may harbor or impose on them. In the phenomenon of global economy, 

there is no way for a consumer to know where and how the products they purchase are made or by 

who, leave alone where the raw materials came from, how they were obtained, shipped, refined and all 

the externalities surrounding these activities. But the consumer is not even expected to know any of 

these. One can almost say with certainty that the consumer has been dumbed down, with the 

expectation firmly placed on him being (as John Gatto put it) to enthusiastically demand what he is 
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commanded to demand . According to Lefebvre, the consumer “obeys suggestions and the orders given to 

him by advertising or the demands of social prestige.”(1. p. 10 - 11) The consequences that he may suffer 

from consuming his purchases or those that he may impart on others even merely by making the 

purchase are beyond his comprehension. Most likely, if the product is digital, the user has little chance 

of finding out all the intricacies built into the tool. Ask him what the user license binds him to, or what 

responsibilities  (pertaining to the product) its maker disclaims, and the user cannot be the wiser. 21

Better yet, ask him what data personal or otherwise he gives to the maker and how the maker stores, 

uses or sells it, to who and in what terms. In fact, suggest that it is not he that is using the tool but 

rather the tool using him. We can almost be certain that he will express an indescribable indifference 

or ignorance. But if he is detached from all these processes, and such has become his habit, we cannot 

expect him to be the wiser.(2. p. 9 - 10) 

Critical thought, if any is left is directed at some factitious need or value that the tool fulfills. Factitious 

because if it is not one’s needs and values that are embodied by a tool or practice, these are made up 

and are separate from the genuine needs of the respective individual. The possibility that our fictional 

user will during our dialogue with him at one point express the need to design for himself is next to 

zilch. Once detached from the very content that are his life, we may result to Lefebvre’s remark to 

describe the peculiar condition in which our user may find himself: “the individual who is deprived of 

human reality is also deprived of truth. He is separated from his concrete human and social reality, 

deprived of a consciousness of the practical, historical and social whole [...] Turned back upon himself, 

secure within some imaginary inner fortress, he is the plaything of every hallucination, every 

spontaneous or deliberate ideological illusion.”(3. p. 152)  

Postman argued that “those who have control over the workings of a particular technology - tool or 

practice - accumulate power and inevitably for a kind of conspiracy against those who have no access 

to the specialized knowledge made available by that technology. The benefits and deficits of a new 

technology are not distributed equally.”(2. p. 9) It is almost inevitable that an inequality will materialize if 

users  increasingly rely on designers  for their everyday tools and practices. An equality rooted in a tool or 

practice, will gradually spread to other tools and practices as can be observed in a wealth inequality. 

Users lose their part in the making of reality, history and the meanings implied therein, especially if 

technology redefines subjective aspects such as freedom, truth, intelligence, fact, wisdom, history and 

so on, without caring to bring this to attention and or inviting a critical view on itself.(2. p. 8) Postmann 

21 In the context of schooling, as much as we would like a rigorous curriculum administered to students, we 
have to acknowledge that none of the curriculum making or enforcing institutions can take responsibility 
whenever any student comes off a failure of the very things that the curriculum was supposed to school him 
about 
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further suggested that when users become well detached or veiled from their respective social reality, 

they may see designers’ specialized knowledge as wisdom, a view that designers may share but with a 

regrettable outcome. Critical questions such as who will be the benefactor of the greater power and 

freedom, and whose power and freedom will be reduced by a respective technology cannot be raised.(2. p. 

11) Case in point, while we may debate issues such as privacy or wealth inequality, we continuously 

appear to be powerless in tackling them head on.  

Innately, every individual has an inexhaustible drive to exercise and expand his human capacities and 

dimensions in whatever faculties he may find fulfilling. However, to assume that another human can 

have a better understanding of the individual’s human purpose needs, values, and their shifting over 

time, will most likely result to ventriloquism; where users will perceive and deal with a phenomenon in 

the perspective of the designer. If a tool can determine and affect the things we think about, then the 

tool can alter the manner of our thinking and the things we think with.(2. p. 20) In that effect, when we 

appropriate ourselves to a tool appropriated to us, we cannot afford to be ignorant of the extent to 

which that tool may affect our capacities and dimensions. In learning, John Gatto, and Neil Postman 

and Charles Weingartner have argued that such an arrangement prevents the student from designing 

their learning according to their needs and values, and thus invites them to be used by the tool - 

compulsory curriculum - designed by others. To say the least, the tool limits what  is to be learned, and 

thus from where, when  and how .  

We may be familiar with the argument that technology does not plays part in the development of 

unintended behavior. But perhaps we ought to be careful in going along with such a figment. 

Technology, Postmann suggested, is implicated even before it is taken into use because it already 

exhibits some affordances. “Language is not merely a vehicle of thought but also the driver [...] to a 

man with a hammer, everything looks like a nail. To a man with a pencil, everything looks like a list. 

To a man with a camera, everything looks like an image. To a man with a computer, everything looks 

like data. To a man with a grade sheet, everything looks like a number.”(2. p. 14) We may proceed to 

remark that while we wield a tool, it in return affects how we view and deal with the world. In most 

cases, as long as we have it - especially if we have not taught ourselves to design for ourselves, and 

thus lack the ability to change the technology - it freezes our needs and values in time. 

Language is a peculiar example. Even though it enables communication, it, in addition, also permits 

and restricts certain views of reality. It embodies our cultural preoccupations in its structure; how we 

relate to nature and others, what we can talk about and how, and what we cannot. If the language is a 

box, then it enables us to effectively talk about the things in the box according to our preoccupations, 
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while it restricts our viewing and talking of anything residing outside the box. The fact that the box is 

made for us, then, inevitably implies that needs and values are also made for us, and in most cases, we 

are neither the wiser nor do we have a say over the matter. Thus whenever we use such language 

unconsciously, it could be said that we are completely immersed in some phenomenon yet we are 

unaware of all consequences we suffer from it; we have ingested the parts of others their values, 

attitudes, opinions or other aspects of their personalities, and incorporated them into the our image. It 

may thus be argued that we are rude, direct, or polite, without there being a realization that the 

structure of our language makes us so and without there being any effort on our part. Of the dumbed 

down user, if his use of a tool or practice appropriated to him follows a trajectory such that, the more 

he uses it, the less he lives and the more readily he recognizes his own needs in the tool or practices, 

then the less he understands his own existence and his own desires (Guy Debord – The society of 

spectacle ). Effectively, since he merely follows a script, merely appropriating himself to the values and 

needs of others, he becomes impoverished in his dimensions and capacities, which he has misused or 

have left unused and are thus in atrophy. 

If the plight of individuals dispossessed of material capacities on which they build their livelihoods 

should capture our attention, then a plight of individuals dispossessed of phenomenon from which 

they may develop their non-material capacities and dimensions should not escape us. A dispossession 

of a material capacity implies a change such that what one has previously been in full control of, one 

no longer owns and may only access in a limited manner. Land or housing may be good examples. The 

concern here is with the human capacities and dimensions that we may refer to as non-material but 

since the two appear to be intertwined, perhaps even complementary, delving into the material makes 

it easier to contemplate the non-material.  

If one is dispossessed of some material capacity, then one is also dispossessed of his non-material 

capacities and dimensions that may come to play or fruition during contact and interaction with that 

material capacity. The dispossession of the material however may appears to be more apparent than 

that of non-material. The dispossession of land is explicit and immediately felt, but the dispossession 

of the non-material may not always be obvious and may not even be felt immediately. The two 

however, appear to follow the same trajectory: a dispossession - if it is not immediately and fully 

compensated for so that the previous condition is returned to e.g. land is compensated by land - is 

followed by a reliance, a dependence on others for the provision of the outcomes that one obtained 

from what they are now dispossessed of. In the worst cases a complete deprivation follows. 
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An individual dispossessed of housing will rely on others for a place to live, usually in exchange for 

rent or labor. An individual dispossessed the independence of developing his minding capacities or 

frames of references will rely on a frame of reference appropriated to him, in the expectation that he 

accepts, observes and upholds it. To be clear, the housing and frame of reference are not merely given, 

something is expected in return by the giver. If in return something is implicitly or otherwise expected, 

then a tenancy is implied. The resulting relationship comes to resemble that of a landlord and a tenant. 

It implies an inequality, and a dependence. These need not be economic, they may permeate and 

involve other aspects of life. The landlord provides a script - a set of material and or non-material 

capacities, explicit or otherwise - for the tenant to uphold as long as the tenancy lasts.  

The tenant is fundamentally disadvantaged not merely because he relies on others for his provisions 

but since the script he is expected to abide by is not a genuine expression and representation of 

himself. If he lives the script then he has diminished chances of exerting himself at developing his 

respective capacities and dimensions; these are impoverished, and inescapably in atrophy.(4. p. 43 - 45) If 

celebrant of his tenancy, in the thinking that he has been spared exertion in the development of his 

own housing or frame of reference, then he is a celebrant of his atrophying capacities and dimensions. 

But how else can can you have an individual as a willing accomplice in his own impoverishment. 

Clearly, none can be more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe themselves to be free 

(Goethe). To follow or rather to play a role in a script Carse argued resembles a theatrical play which 

involves a suspension of one’s freedom to make the role played real, to face the world through a 

mask.(4. p. 12 - 14) If in reality, such suspension of one’s freedom makes an individual the plaything of 

every hallucination, every spontaneous or deliberate ideological illusion as Lefebvre suggested, then 

the plight of such an individual must come to our attention. 

Two sides can of course be observed on the tenancy coin. Lefebvre suggested that it “has its pleasant 

advantages; it creates a certain taste and a certain skill in the use of everyday objects. At the same time, 

its end product is submission to an impersonal, encyclopedic and vulgarized culture […] It is the world 

as an entity passively perceived, and without effective participation, and processes unfold within it 

which are visible but inaccessible.”(1. p. 90) He suggested that this organization can be superseded “by 

practical and theoretical participation in work and in the knowledge of work, in the social and human 

totality.”(3. p. 150) The next section explores what such practical and theoretical participation in work, its 

knowledge and in the social human totality may imply in the context of this discussion. 
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Principles of design for oneself  

A practical and theoretical participation in work, in the knowledge thereof, in the social and human 

totality implies an active participation both in the design of tools and practices and in the development 

of the rationales guiding their design. Such participation also implies a timely embodiment of an 

individual’s needs and values in the designed tool or practice, a design for oneself. Design for oneself 

implies a holistic comprehension of a respective tool or practice. This is the first principle of design for 

oneself noted; active participation and self representation. Any tool or practice designed thus, is within 

the bounds of one’s values, needs, ingenuity, spontaneity and critical thought at any given time. The 

term organic  may be used in describing such an active participation and self representation, to imply 

that a respective design artefact is alive ; it grows with the growth attained in a respective individual. 

Such a living  tool or practice lacks any complexity that can surpass the individual’s capacities. It can be 

used with minimal possibility of ab-using the user, a notion resonates with Maslow’s claim that one 

cannot choose wisely for a life unless he dares to listen to himself, his own self, at each moment in life. 

A tool that surpasses or freezes the capacities of its users – the needs, values, ingenuity, spontaneity, 

critical thought – is inherently a complex tool. It is inorganic , it is incapable of keeping up with the 

growth in the needs and values of its respective users and does not represent these. Inescapably, a 

complex tool, when used, stands to ab-use its user. A user caught up in such a phenomenon, again in 

Lefebvre’s words, “ceas[es] to be human [and] is turned into another tool to be used by other tools.” In 

other words, whatever complexity the tool bears – for instance, in its needs or values – can be a means 

for ab-using the user. This is true regardless of the form the tool takes whether it be a technical 

contract, a mode of habit, a complex financial trading algorithm, a school curriculum, a computer, a 

frame of reference or a hammer. We may thus argue that whenever we use technology designed for us, 

we use that technology against ourselves since in using it, we have to set aside our needs and values 

and conform to those imposed on us.(4. p. 127)  In using an inorganic  (dead) tool, the implicated capacities 

and dimensions for the respective users are at risk of atrophy for the tool allows them neither growth 

nor fruition.  

In Walden , Thoreau wrote that it is in tenancy  or inorganic  setups that the human experience is at its 

lowest, when seemingly good acts orient human growth tendencies to slumber and invite individuals 

excluded from self representation and active participation in their human totality and social reality to 

be ab-used. “There is no odor so bad as that which arises from goodness tainted. It is human, it is 

divine, carrion.” It brings to mind a documentary film that discusses the ‘civilization’ of Native 
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Americans, where one of the civilizing efforts made was to ‘educate’ them on the concept of private 

ownership, something that was alien to them and contrary to their concept of collective ownership or 

guardianship. The implications were unsavory. Colonialism spearheaded by missionaries allegedly 

spreading good news  was divinity made carrion; moral decay of the highest order. It has not even been 

in the interest of a mephistopheles, to go thus far. 

Thoreau suggested at least two, quite unlikely propositions regarding the notion of active participation 

and self-representation. Firstly, he wrote, “If I knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my 

house with the conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my life [...] for fear that I should 

get some of his good done to me [...] I would rather suffer evil the natural way.” His desire to be left 

alone to determine what would be good for him and how to achieve it, rather than have someone 

suggest these and thereby be denied the opportunity to experience life for himself and develop his own 

adaptations to it was unequivocal. According to him, “a man is not a good man to me because he will 

feed me if I should be starving, or warm me if I should be freezing, or pull me out of a ditch if I should 

ever fall into one. I can find you a Newfoundland dog that will do as much.” Thoreau further noted that 

it may be through such good-deeds that the needy are perpetually left in need. “Be sure that you give 

the poor the aid they most need, though it be your example which leaves them far behind.” Implying 

that it is from such good-doing that the faculties of the receiving party may be dumbed down and thus, 

left undeveloped, maladjusted to determine for themselves what indeed would be good for them and 

how best to achieve it. Not even philanthropy was convincingly appealing to him. “Philanthropy is not 

love for one's fellow-man in the broadest sense,” he wrote. “It may be that he who bestows the largest 

amount of time and money on the needy is doing the most by his mode of life to produce that misery 

which he strives in vain to relieve [...] You boast of spending a tenth part of your income in charity; 

maybe you should spend the nine tenths so, and be done with it.” Undeniably, any man of rectitude 

would be compelled to rid himself or his fellow man of the inequality implied, not prolong it or use it to 

his own advantage. Wealth inequality by itself is a clear indication of the exclusion of individuals from 

the totality of their social reality, and only the tip of the implied iceberg. 

Secondly, Thoreau wrote that he would be wary of anyone who would have thought his manner of 

living good so that he would have sought to adopt it, for it cannot be expected that he maintains it. He 

wrote in favor of diversity in the manners of living, where everyone ought to determine his own. “One 

young man of my acquaintance, who has inherited some acres, told me that he thought he should live 

as I did, if he had the means. I would not have any one adopt my mode of living on any account; for, 

beside that before he has fairly learned it I may have found out another for myself, I desire that there 

may be as many different persons in the world as possible; but I would have each one be very careful to 
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find out and pursue his own way, and not his father's or his mother's or his neighbor's instead. The 

youth may build or plant or sail, only let him not be hindered from doing that which he tells me he 

would like to do. It is by a mathematical point only that we are wise, as the sailor or the fugitive slave 

keeps the polestar in his eye; but that is sufficient guidance for all our life. We may not arrive at our 

port within a calculable period, but we would preserve the true course.” While not everyone may be so 

empowered by the position taken by Thoreau, a balance can only be struck when a position is taken 

voluntarily. 

If another principle of design for oneself has been implied, it is that the designer and user be one and 

the same simultaneously. Wherever such - for lack of a better word - singularity  fails to materialize, a 

manipulative and inescapably exploitive relation is set to occur from which the users become among 

other things, used. Active participations and self representation cannot materialize without such 

singularity. While such singularity may be evident for cases involving an individual, the undertaking is 

more challenging when it involves a group of people or a community. How can the designer - user 

singularity be attained in a community where there is a huge variance of the strivings of the human 

purpose for each individual? 

The Mondragon experiment(5) - a worker run cooperative - presents a curious case example of an 

institution where the designer - user singularity is apparent. In its factories, those designing the 

running of everyday processes and activities comprise of workers who are not exempted from their 

stations at the production line because of their management roles but who have to tend to their 

stations as workers and at the same time take up their management roles. In contrast, a workplace or 

any institution that divides the designers or managers of its operations and the users or workers 

subjected to institutional design shields the designers from having a comprehensive experience of their 

design. Such designers are not in a position to determine whether their design meets the needs and 

values of the users in a timely manner. In the Mondragon case, the workers, who are at the same time 

the designers and users, are subjected to their own design and are thus in a better position to design 

the factory processes so that they are actually in sync with the needs and values of workers, which they 

themselves are. This implication to subject or expose managers to the everyday experiences of workers 

is not to be confused with popular depictions of reality TV that include manager visitation of workers at 

work or brief involvement with tasks and workers by managers.  

Empathy is a challenging element to implement in design, especially when the singularity of the 

designer and user implied by organic design is not achievable. When we look at a design as implied so 

far, we are not merely looking at a tool or a practice, we are also looking at the needs and values - of 
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the designer of the tool - in time. The human purpose however leaves us at a disarray because 

individual needs and values are not comparable as we have seen in chapter 3. Thus it is impossible for 

any design to accommodate the different needs and values of its users in time, leave alone in their 

shift. Postman has argued that among other things, even simple tools such as questionnaires are 

usually designed to limit the kind of answers - needs and values - respondents make.(2. p. 133 - 140) He 

suggested that while such tools are designed to collect ‘opinions’, we must not forget that they tend to 

freeze them in time, while in reality they are in fluctuation. 

Importantly too concerning the issue of implementing empathy in design is the fact that various 

phenomena cannot allow for empathic experiences to materialize. For instance, a teacher or education 

policy maker cannot experience a school system in a similar way as a child. While the teacher’s main 

concerns - needs and values - may be to implement the demands placed on them by the policy maker, 

the child’s main concern may be to play with his peers, or to explore whatever subject happens to catch 

his attention in the time. In this situation, the teacher and the child find themselves at loggerheads; 

whatever happens thereafter does so by coercion or manipulation not through empathy, if compulsory 

education remains mandated. Inescapably then, what is potentially a pivotal tool potentially becomes a 

case of structural violence, subtly but with an undeniable impact if we are to acknowledge the critique 

of compulsory schooling. Concerning this phenomenon, in The end of education: redefining the value of 

school,  Postman suggested that education and learning would be a lot easier if teacher and student 

shared an interest in the premise. 

We may also consider the open source community as a prime example of the user-designer singularity. 

A key practice in the open source community is that an application’s source code is open to be used as a 

user may desire, is modifiable and shareable. When a developer has access to such code, he can review 

it and build his own needs and values into it so that it suits him. In that case, his needs and values are 

not frozen by the software, neither is he a passive recipient of the values and needs of the developer 

who created the original code. The user is one and the same with the designer. Furthermore, we can 

say that developers in open source communities relate with each other as friends; they share their 

inventions and partake in the inventions and creativity of others. In contrast to proprietary software, it 

is not just the code that is hidden but also the entire list (litany could be a better word) of needs and 

values appropriated to the users. The users in effect are often without any idea whether the 

applications are ideal for them; including whether they are of the highest possible quality, and how to 

remove the respective developers’ needs and values that do not embody their own and build in their 

own. In any case, such a relation is observably a low level one.  
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This implies another principle of design for oneself: that it produces and nurtures high level human 

relations. The type of human relations inherent and resulting from organically designed tools and 

practices should be one measure whether they represent the needs and values of their members in 

time. If the relations inherent in or fostered by financial, judicial, health, military, education, religious, 

and political tools and practices are manipulative, exploitive, competitive, combatant, of generational 

and proximal separation, and ethnocentristic instead of love, friendship, or neighborliness, then such 

institutions do not reflect the values and needs of their members in time and as such are not 

organically designed. That should be the case at least as long as we agree with Aristotle that, more than 

anything else, men and women seek happiness. In other words, in paraphrasing Maslow’s description 

of a good society, an organic design has its arrangements set up in such a way as to foster, encourage, and 

produce a maximum of good human relationships and a minimum if any of bad human relationships . If an 

organic design fundamentally strives for good human relations, then they must inherently strive to do 

no evil. According to Carse, “evil is never intended as evil. The contradiction inherent in all evil is that 

it originates in the desire to eliminate evil.” An organic design must be free of efforts to build low level 

relations. 

In principle, design for onself also implies locality, resulting from the singularity of the designer and 

user. Locality suggests that an organic design has a higher potential to be attuned to the needs and 

values of its members than a globalized or outsourced design as there are no complexities or 

externalities  - the designer and user are aware of the intricacies embodied or involved - in a respective 

tool or practice. In addition to being timely attuned to needs and values, organic design inherently 

cushions from external ab-use as it does not contain connections that leave it prone to becoming the 

plaything of hallucination, spontaneous or deliberate ideological illusion of external institutions. 

Locality also implies a shielding from any problems that befall a global tool or practice. External 

interference or globalization here may refer to the decimation of local tools and practices by external 

exploitive forces such as political, social or economic. Perhaps just like individuals, institutions may 

voluntarily adopt foreign tools or practices for the benefit of their members, without there being any 

hidden agendas of exploitation, colonization or such. 

In addition, locality implies a numerical limit for an institution’s membership; theoretically or 

otherwise. I wish not to get into the technicality of this but inevitably, it becomes impossible to 

practice design for oneself (democracy) for a large membership. As Michael Moore once argued, there 

is no way that two political parties can represent the needs, ambitions and values of 300 million 
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people. In business, Mondragon  cooperatives suggested a maximum membership for the smooth 22

running and communication of a coop as it applied in their case; “It comes a size that however 

intelligently and sophisticatedly the structures have been arranged, coop communication will 

breakdown and disputes will be liable to take place. So from then on it was decided that except in 

exceptional circumstances, no coop would be allowed to exceed 500 people. And if there was a danger 

of that happening, then every effort would be made to split up the enterprise into independent 

component units.”  Locality; by and for respective members imply that individuals be part and parcel of 

the totality of their respective human reality. That they immerse themselves in the concrete human 

and social reality, of the practical, historical and social whole. 

In at least one respect, an organic design may have a global value system; of recognizing and 

respecting the planet as a shared heritage for all humanity including future generations. It must 

embody a guardianship of the planet rather than its usage. While natural capital will be used, it may 

not be used in a manner that exploits, weakens and destroys respective ecosystems. Perhaps the 

necessity to recognize the planet as a shared heritage can be stressed in the use of natural and 

manmade resources especially when their use in large amounts or high concentrates destroy respective 

ecosystems either through resource depletion e.g. freshwater, rainforests and so on, or through 

pollution or environmental damage, for instance, with the hazardous usage and disposal of nuclear 

waste or the mindless garbage disposal into the planet’s orbit. Perhaps such a global value system 

ought to be taken seriously when we recognize that radiation leakage from nuclear power or 

biochemical plants and fallout from respective systems or accidents are neither bound by man made 

borders, nor are their effects bound into specific generations.  

Generational inclusiveness might also be considered as a principle of design for oneself. According to 

Gatto “every one of our national institutions is a place where men, women, and children are isolated 

according to some limited aspect of their total humanity: by age, and a few other considerations in the 

case of compulsory schooling, as well as by various other sorting mechanisms in the other institutional 

arenas.”(7. p. 55) The separation of generations irrespective of criteria has created large cities filled with 

strangers, where a healthy community life is replaced by the competition for the custody of every 

generation for the sake of the economy. As a result there is no vibrant, satisfying communities for 

urban dwellers; they are largely denied a reciprocal part in any continuous, well-articulated 

community and are profoundly alienated from their own human condition and interests.(4. p. 133; 7. p. 50 - 60; 8. 

p. 223 - 225) If we are to be concerned with a practical and theoretical participation in work and in the knowledge 

22 5iF3R. [Screen name]. (2012, April 19). The Mondragon Experiment - Corporate Cooperativism (1980) FULL 
[Video file]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-obHJfTaQvw (43:00) 
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of work, in the social and human totality , then for all those tools and practices that an individual chooses 

to be part of, a partial, ineffective, encyclopedic participation no longer applies. If an individual is to 

learn how a tool works, how it is designed, and understand its respective intricacies, in order to design 

the tool for himself, then the individual has to be fully involved in the tool in its totality.  

With generational exclusivity, there is nothing for the young to learn from the old if the two are not to 

be equal partners in whatever phenomenon they are part of. This appears as a fundamental failure of 

the schooling system; the young are alienated from a full practical and theoretical participation of their 

human and social reality and sidelined to an encyclopedic ineffective participation whose end is just as 

effective. Moreover, generational exclusivity goes beyond learning and may be implicated in disease 

formation. Mate has claimed that current socio-economic practices inevitably result to generational 

separation - a form of sensory deprivation of the very things that humans can give and receive only 

from other humans - a major factor in disease causation;  

The main effect of recent trends on the family under the prevailing socio-economic system, 

accelerated by the current drive to “globalization” has been to undermine the family structure 

and to tear asunder the connections that used to provide human beings with a sense of 

meaning and belonging. Children spend less time around nurturing adults than ever before 

during the course of human evolution. The nexus previously based in extended family, village, 

community and neighborhood has been replaced by institutions - daycare, school, where 

children are more oriented to their peers than to reliable parents or parent substitutes. The 

nuclear family, supposedly the basic unit of the social structure, is under intolerable pressure. 

In many, both parents are having to work to assure the basic necessities one salary could 

secure a few decades ago. The separation of infants from their mothers and all other types of 

relocation which leave few possibilities for interpersonal contact are very common forms of 

sensory deprivation: they may become major factors in disease(8. p. 223 - 224)  

Voluntary participation may be yet another principle of organic design implied. McGonigal defined 

voluntary participation as a characteristic of games where a player participating in a game willingly 

and knowingly accepts the goals, the rules, and the feedback to ensure that intentionally stressful and 

challenging work is experienced as safe and enjoyable activity.(9. p. 20) In an article, The most basic freedom 

is freedom to quit , Gray implied that voluntary participation is a fundamental freedom on which all other 

freedoms are based; “[when we] think of life’s broader goals—the goals of surviving, avoiding injury, 

finding happiness, and living in accordance with our personal values among people whom we respect 

and who respect us—then we see that freedom to quit is essential to all of these goals. I am talking 
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here about the freedom to walk away from people and situations that are harmful to our wellbeing.”(6) 

Voluntary participation may thus be defined as the freedom to seek optimally engaging experiences 

characterized firstly, by the withdrawal from phenomenon that may harbor harmful experiences and 

secondly, by participation in phenomenon that may result to optimal experiences for the respective 

individual. Withdrawal is given preference due to the default nature of being where we find ourselves 

as, or being regarded as, part of a phenomenon without there being an active and conscious decision on 

our part to partake in it.  

Maslow wrote that unlike animals who are never in doubt of what they are, what they want and do not 

want, humans inner capacities and dimensions – such as the need for love, for knowledge, for a 

philosophy, and so on – are delicate and subtle and not strong and overpowering as in animals.(10. p. 120) 

He went on to suggest that it is under free conditions that the human capacities and dimensions can 

integrate and as whole strive for the aspects of the human purpose. “From the point of view of 

fostering self-actualization or health a good environment is one that offers raw materials and then 

gets out of the way and stands aside to let the organism itself utter its wishes and demands and make 

its choices.” The key question, to paraphrase Thoreau in Walden  then is: How can every human get their 

own living honestly, with freedom left for their proper pursuits ? This is a curious but no simple question. 

Indeed, how can one live honestly to himself, with his freedom directed at those pursuits that would be 

most satisfying, fulfilling to him? Would this not require that he voluntarily choose what phenomenon 

to partake in and how, based on his strivings for self actualization? According to Thoreau, if man could 

live honestly, with freedom directed at proper pursuits, he would have “freedom in his love, and in his 

soul be free.”  

Interestingly and contrary to what maybe the typical assumption, voluntary participation neither 

facilitates laziness nor promote challenge or risk avoidance. Rather, it builds upon reflection - the 

acknowledgement of possible activities and their consequences - to ensure that the experience of 

dealing with challenges is potentially fulfilling for the respective individual. This freedom to withdraw 

or participate in a phenomenon as one desires is a fundamental aspect of the human purpose and thus 

also fundamental to experiencing optimal engagement.  

Connotations of power come into mind when we think and talk about freedom. As suggested in chapter 

3, the freedom implicated in the human purpose is inseparable from an individual. It facilitates the 

acting freely in choosing what capacities and dimensions one may exercise, challenge and build as they 

strive for happiness, self actualization, health, self expression and an integration within themselves. 

Fundamentally, if none is inherently better than the other, then one’s freedom in relation to others is 
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neither the freedom to change others nor is it the possession of power over others, but the freedom to 

change oneself.(4. p. 120; 6) Else we find ourselves under mob rule, where the 51% determine the matters 

for the other 49, or the 1% for the 99. We need not delve into situations where ‘giving and taking’ of 

freedoms have occurred. According to Carse, one cannot be free by opposing another; personal freedom 

is not founded or dependent on the loss of freedom for others.(4. p. 60)  

Almost surprisingly, by default, we find ourselves as part of societal tools and practices for which we 

never chose to be part of and in which our participation is not voluntary. As noted by Thoreau On the 

duty of civil disobedience,  all humans must recognize the right to refuse allegiance to and to resist a tool 

or practice when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. His was not just a talk, he 

went further, and the walking. In writing, he withdrew his membership from organizations in which it 

had been an assumed without his consent.  

Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, and commanded me to pay a certain 

sum toward the support of a clergyman whose preaching my father attended, but never I 

myself. "Pay," it said, "or be locked up in the jail." I declined to pay. But, unfortunately, 

another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see why the schoolmaster should be taxed to support 

the priest, and not the priest the schoolmaster; for I was not the State's schoolmaster, but I 

supported myself by voluntary subscription. I did not see why the lyceum should not present 

its tax-bill, and have the State to back its demand, as well as the Church. However, at the 

request of the selectmen, I condescended to make some such statement as this in writing:- 

"Know all men by these presents, that I, Henry Thoreau, do not wish to be regarded as a 

member of any incorporated society which I have not joined." This I gave to the town clerk; 

and he has it. The State, having thus learned that I did not wish to be regarded as a member of 

that church, has never made a like demand on me since; though it said that it must adhere to 

its original presumption that time. If I had known how to name them, I should then have 

signed off in detail from all the societies which I never signed on to; but I did not know where 

to find a complete list. 

Voluntary participation also implies a neutral state of existence to which one falls back to when they 

withdraw their participation from some phenomenon and from which one makes a choice to participate 

in some other phenomenon. To illustrate the neutral state, we may consider humanistic education 

where students in this model of learning have a neutral state of being the curious, playful individuals 

who can voluntarily choose to participate in classes and be taught and can also withdrawal from classes 

to engage in activities and challenges of their desire. Of curiousity here too is the newly suggested 

115 



 

neutral state that is raising heads on the internet; basic income for all  which would afford a level of 
23

individual freedom and control in what individuals would do with their lives since they would not have 

to drudge. Or not so newly, Thoreau had written in its favor back in 1863: “The aim of the laborer 

should be, not to get his living, to get "a good job," but to perform well a certain work; and, even in a 

pecuniary sense, it would be economy for a town to pay its laborers so well that they would not feel 

that they were working for low ends, as for a livelihood merely, but for scientific, or even moral ends.” 

(Life without principle) For individuals, their acting and participating in society would no longer be 

dictated by their economic needs but likely by the strivings of their human purpose; scientific or moral. 

It is not important to say that a basic income for all should be brought into effect due to unemployment 

or technological unemployment, it should be important for the sake of the human purpose: happiness, 

health, self fulfilment, and self expression above everything else. Without overstating or predicting its 

impact, I think it would be pivotal in freeing the human mind and its creative forces.  

Of course it may be said that voluntary participation comes at a cost. When we choose one option over 

another, we lose whatever we may have gained from the option that we forego. In some cases, choices 

are not any better in themselves, especially if we have to select between two evils. In the case of 

slavery, for instance, the options may have been of life, an oppressed one, or death. In such cases 

however, Carse suggested that the oppressed take up their role voluntarily even though their refusal to 

participate may be costly in terms of bodily harm or even death.(4. p. 11) As Gray has noted, it has been 

typically said that “quitters never win, and winners never quit. But those who never win and never quit 

are idiots.”(6) On the same footing, if the design of societal tools and practices are such that the 

participants can neither win nor quit, then we may regard the designers of those tools and practices as 

idiots! A grave offense that these idiots have made is not to design for deliberate withdrawal from, and 

practical alternatives for, societal tools and practices (On the duty of civil disobedience ).  

Considering the nature of our societal tools and practices, we see that they do not feature a neutral 

state and other practical alternatives. Usually, one’s participation in them is the only option and 

requires no active action of consent by oneself. Regrettably, the individual finds himself participating 

in a situation which is not optimally engaging and is sadly powerless at withdrawing from them. Carse 

argued that although it may be evident enough in theory that whoever participates in a given 

phenomenon does so freely, it is often the case that individuals will be unaware of this absolute 

freedom and will come to think that whatever they do they must do, for two reasons. One, because the 

23 Parramore, L. (2014, May 7). 5 Reasons to Consider a No-Strings-Attached Basic Income for all Americans. 
Retrieved October 15, 2015, from 
http://www.filmsforaction.org/articles/5-reasons-to-consider-a-nostringsattached-basic-income-for-all-ame
ricans/ 
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lack of adherence to the rules and expectation surrounding the role that the individual plays can mean 

that their permission to play the role can be revoked and two because life is deemed unworthy without 

the rewards that may be had from playing the roles. “While no one is forced to remain in their role 

(lawyer, rodeo performer, yogi), each role is nonetheless surrounded both by ruled constraints and 

expectations on the part of others. One senses a compulsion to maintain a certain level of performance, 

because permission to participate in the phenomenon can be canceled. We cannot do whatever we 

please and remain in our roles (lawyers ..)- and yet we could not be either unless we pleased.”(4. p. 10 - 11) 

Absolute abstinence – death – is perhaps the highest neutral state attainable by a human being 

because once entered, an individual withdrawals their participation from all societal tools and practices 

surrounding them. While this may seem extreme, it has to be recognized as a conscious and active 

effort to withdrawal from an adverse phenomenon, as perceived by the respective individual. In 

addition, we cannot afford to delude ourselves that the problem, is in the individual, more than it is in 

the societal tools and practices that they participate in. A sick society will inescapably produce sick and 

maladjusted individuals.  

According to Carse, nature is the genius of itself. Unlike a machine which has to be driven by energy 

from the outside, nature is driven by its own genius, originating from within itself.(4. p. 119 - 121) 

Additionally as suggested in chapter 3, this drive or motivation is inexhaustible and inseparable from 

an individual. Coercive participation opposes human essence. If one is forced to participate in a 

phenomenon, then as suggested by the split engagement, they end up acting instinctively; their stress 

response mechanism is activated, if they cannot fight, they will seek withdrawal; emotional if physical 

is denied. In such a state, their capacity to act as a whole is diminished since part of themselves goes 

out to defend against or avert the perceived stress. According to Carse, such phenomenon results to the 

creation of waste persons; those whose human purpose for whatever reason do not fit into (mostly 

occupational and pecuniary) resource desired by society.(4. p. 133)  

Voluntary participation affords individuals the freedom to seek optimally engaging experiences by 

featuring a neutral state to which participation can be withdrawn to or engaged from. A tool or practice 

designed for voluntary participation has to among things feature a neutral state, afford the freedom to 

seek optimally engaging (enjoyable, satisfying and meaningful) experiences, turn on the awareness 

that vitality cannot be given, only found from within, respect patterns of spontaneity and originality 

and minimize if not eradicate the creation of waste persons.  

Other principles for design for oneself may be suggested. The reader is invited to fill in the gaps.  
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Conclusion 

 

In some aspects, at a certain time in history,  “The most important thing about America [...] was the 

simple fact that new starts had been shown to be possible [...] institutions rebuilt from their 

foundations or more rational, freer lines. The improvement, the regeneration, of human laws and 

institutions was no longer a mere matter of Utopian dreaming. It was happening before men’s eyes” - 

William Doyle 
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At this juncture, there should no doubt that this thesis strongly suggests a design driven transition 

towards humanistic tools and practices. If every societal tool and practice is designed to serve humans, 

to embody and foster the strivings of the human purpose, then it is realistic and optimistic to ponder 

and to begin working towards such a transition. Jacques Fresco has argued that culture itself is not a 

static or stagnant system with an end which when reached, implies no further human progress. In any 

case, culture - the tools and practices - are and must be in transition if they are to nurture the human 

purpose a system that appears to have no boundaries for growth as implied by self actualization to say 

the least. 

It might seem like the discussion herein has neglected the economic arrangements that are certainly a 

core determinant of the kind of human engagement a society comes to embody. For instance, with 

slavery or serfdom, the human purpose for a majority was severely inhibited, human relations during 

those times were exploitive, combatant and ethnocentric; of which one may argue mainly because of 

the economic arrangements. We can almost trace a societal need for material wealth as a transition 

toward capitalism took place. With capitalism and its sister -isms, the picture has not changed much; 

there has been an explosion of material wealth but not necessarily an improvement in the human 

purpose, human relations, the human experience.  

One may indeed remark as Postman that modern inventions appear to be improved means to an 

unimproved end and borrowing from him pose the question “what good to us is a long life if it is 

difficult and barren of joys, and if it is so full of misery?” And yet, we are so compelled at 

industriousness as Thoreau noted, “This world is a place of business. [...] It is nothing but work, work, 

work. [...] I think that there is nothing, not even crime, more opposed to poetry, to philosophy, ay, to 

life itself, than this incessant business. If a man walk in the woods for love of them half of each day, he 

is in danger of being regarded as a loafer; but if he spends his whole day as a speculator, shearing off 

those woods and making earth bald before her time, he is esteemed an industrious and enterprising 

citizen.” According to Henry, culture - fundamentally, economic inventions - created by man have 

become nothing more than tools working against himself. Consequently he observed that “the 

orientation of man toward survival, to the exclusion of other considerations, has made society a grim 

place to live in, and for the most part human society has been a place where, though man has survived 

physically he has died emotionally.”  

If we were to consider the implication of Henry’s claim that man has died emotionally, we need not 

look further than the prevalent aspects including a wealth divide, the sale of inferior, obsoletely 

planned, toxic goods, wage slavery, the prevalence of low level human relations, the denial of basic 
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human needs - food and housing and the systematic destruction of the environment - the very thing 

that life and economic activity itself relies on. Were our societal and systemic institutions embodying 

and nurturing positive human relations, such aspects would be non-existent. And as such, society 

would not be emotionally in decay. 

To consider the concept of man in the modern culture where the main roles - occupational and 

pecuniary - to be played are defined by economic institutions would reveals an unsavory image. 

According to Henry, modern man appears  “Insatiably desiring, infinitely plastic, totally passive, and 

always a little bit sleepy; unpredictably labile and disloyal (to products) [eager to discard whatever he 

has in order to acquire new versions of the same]; basically wooly-minded and non-obsessive about 

traditional truth; relaxed and undemanding with respect to the canons of traditional philosophy, 

indifferent to its values, and easily moved to buy whatever at the moment seems to help his underlying 

personal inadequacies [...].” 

The phenomenon of modern societies may be summed as follows: they are oriented towards an 

economic efficiency - of creating material wealth, reducing the cost of production, maximizing profits, 

commodifying anything - at the expense of everything else. Economic efficiency, the organization of 

productive labor so that raw materials can be turned into consumer goods with as little effort (cost) as 

possible requires a technical efficiency. Technical efficiency not only implies the automation of 

production but also the scientific study of people so that demand can endlessly be created for the goods 

to be supplied. From this, we can piece together some rationale for why modern societies are designed 

as they are. Essentially, whatever aspect of a society is not contributing to economic efficiency; an 

externality  in economic terms, is disregarded. But therein lies the human purpose and the environment. 

The human purpose and nature are not necessarily productive. Nature has been assumed to be 

indifferent to the materials ‘needs’ of man, but so has the human purpose. It is also interesting to note 

that these two also are largely elusive to the technical precision required for economic efficiency.  

The consequence of growth based economic paradigms chiefly capitalism appear to suggest a transition 

into sustainable, less wasteful, empathic and human engaging paradigms. Growth based economic 

paradigms to say the least, have resulted to structural violence to the human purpose and the 

environment. The technical measures for efficiency have tended only to the mechanical means of 

production and consumption while the human purpose have mostly been neglected. Interestingly 

however, these technical measures have strongly suggested the need to reconsider the human purpose 

and its potential in the light of ever growing technical efficiency and thus technological 

unemployment.  
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The means of production are getting so sophisticated and efficient that we are reaching a point where 

human involvement in production of goods and services is gradually becoming unnecessary. It is not 

just that the automated production is cheaper and faster, it is also effective, since human fallibility is 

reduced if not entirely removed from the processes. While this is good for producers, it results to a 

contradiction because human exemption from occupational participation reduces their pecuniary 

ability. So even if whatever is produced is cheaper, it may gradually only be affordable by fewer. This 

contradiction has called forth debate from which two main proposal have seemed to appear. On the one 

hand there has been proposals to curtail automation so people can still be largely involved in 

production and thus in consumption. On the other, there has been a recognition that there is a higher 

potential for humanity to be realized, beyond the daily involvement in drudgery and that perhaps 

automation is the key to opening up that potential. The capitalist’s strivings to cut the cost of and 

streamline production have however appeared immune to the debate as the implementation of 

automation continues and thus suggest it may be best to ponder the human purpose in a post capital 

world.  

Our predicament however, is not solely economic. In fact, all societal or systemic institutions; social, 

political and economic are visibly undergoing a crisis or rather are on the verge of a transition. The 

environment upon which all life depends is also under strain irrespective of the perspective one may 

take. Somehow, even though intuitively and scientifically we have acknowledged that the current state 

of things is doing more harm than good, we have been slow to bring about change, and even when 

change has been contemplated it has been done so in institutional silos so that whatever has been 

suggested fails to provide a holistic vision. As a result, the potential impact of such suggestions have 

been hard to envision leave alone to put into practice. We may use the phrase cultural lag to describe 

the state in which we are living; we are scientifically, in addition to being intuitively, aware, of the ills 

our way of living is doing to us and to the environment, yet, we are slow to act upon that awareness. 

Perhaps we are in a state of cognitive dissonance as a result.  

It might have mattered once, but it now seems a cliche to say that any aspect of society or environment 

is in decline or collapse especially if expressed in the terms resource depletion, pollution, global 

warming, and the like. It appears to me that the need for humanistic institutions and systems is being 

suggested by various cultural facets and societal institutions that we can no longer ignore or postpone 

it. If the opportunity is there to make our inventions improved means to an improved end, then it 

should be taken. If ignorant, we will be plagued by fear of change and the uncertainties that such 

change may imply. But fear will not stop our culture from being driven closer and closer to entropy; to 

an edge where change will eventually happen suddenly and chaotically. Rather than deny the obvious, 
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it best to embrace and start dealing with it. Rather than risk a build-up of energy so that change cannot 

be properly designed as desired, it might be best that the energy is invested in planning for and 

designing a transition.  

The strivings of the human purpose require a certain social fabric to materialize; humanistic. Without 

the underlying social fabric, whatever fabric we uphold will come to be in opposition, an imposition or 

an inhibition to it. Richard Wolff in his discussions about the shortcomings of capitalism in America 

claimed that the dealing with social problems as if they were personal problems cannot amount to 

much. Specifically, he argued that to address the core contradiction of the capitalism; the giving less to 

worker than he gives to the employer and thus a wealth divide, cannot be dealt with through personal 

solutions of working long hours and taking debt. He suggested that it is through social movements that 

societal problems can be addressed and dealt with meaningfully, because social movements through 

numbers have the political, economic and social power that individuals by themselves do not. As an 

example, he pointed to the American labor movement and socialist parties of the 1930s that were 

politically pivotal in addressing the societal problems resulting from the great depression that began in 

1929. 

There is thus a need to create social movements to be used as platforms for addressing the matters of 

human purpose on a societal level. The attempt to deal with these matters on an individual level is 

comparable to dealing with the shortcomings of capitalism individually; the result tends to worsen the 

situation for the individual. Without such movements oriented towards humanism, there is not much 

to be expected regarding the human purpose, and thus an optimal human experience. In any case, if 

modern societies and respective institutions are designed with the interest of capital at their core, then 

to change this core so that it is concerned with the human purpose requires a redesign of the society 

and respective practices. This endeavor is not something addressable at the individual level. As history 

suggests, such monumental changes in society are facilitated by social movements. The transition from 

feudalism to capitalism or the abolition of slavery was made possible by social movements. Modern 

means of production - labor automation - are already orient us towards a transition. It is our 

responsibility to decide the kind. 

Regarding the aspect of economic relations, it might be worth to note that the hallmark of most 

revolutions have been embodied largely in the terms liberty  or freedom , equality  and fraternity  (a feeling 

of friendship and support or brotherhood). This has been the case at least with the monumental 

revolutions including the Haitian, the American and the French. Other revolutions and struggles for 

independence have also had these aspects at their heart. These terms have also been soberly noted in 

122 



 

many monumental writings; “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal ; 

that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, 

liberty , and the pursuit of happiness” (Thomas Jefferson). Contradictions inherent in the relations 

nurtured by economic practices, if we take history into consideration, are not something to be 

overlooked. If anything, they seem to be the catalyst that ignites a society to strive for high level 

relations and to minimize if not eradicate low level ones. Notably, these revolutions have been realized 

through social movements not individual effort.  

Wolff(2) further contrasted the issues of reform and revolution from an economic perspective using 

slavery as a case example. He described reformists are those who seek to improve the current system 

without necessarily changing it, and revolutionaries as those who seek to transform the current 

conditions so that some fundamental challenges in the present can be done away with. In the case of 

slavery, Wolff argued that reformists sought better living conditions, better diets and minimized 

disintegration of slaves’ families. Revolutionaries on their part acknowledged these problems but for 

them, the fundamental problem was that there was slavery, thus in contrast to the reformists, the 

revolutionaries sought to end slavery, not to improve the working and living conditions of the slaves. 

Wolff argued in favor of revolutionary changes. According to him, as long as the systematic affordances 

are not changed, any reforms made can be undone simply because the systemic structure which would 

allow such undoing remains intact. To illustrate, he pointed at the undoing of major social and 

economic reforms - including a high income limit - made during the great depression, which were 

possible only because the fundamental structure of capitalism which made the undoing possible had 

been left in place. Thus according to him, attempts made to address the systemic shortcomings of 

capitalism as long as they leave the capitalist structure intact become prone to being undone as soon as 

they are put into place since the systemic incentives to undo them are left in place. The implication 

here is that, a genuine consideration of the human experience, and an optimal one as that, cannot take 

hold until such fundamental contradictions in societal tools and practices are dealt with.  

Modern cultures seem to be well adapted to institutional needs which have in many cases been in 

opposition with the human purpose. One can almost relate the story The Country of the Blind  with the 

peculiar phenomenon of modern society. A mere suggestion that a change can be made here or there 

for the better, or that a different, an alternative way of doing things is possible is often met with a 

denial and labelling. Usually not much thought is given to the idea raised or to the fact that things as 

they are have resulted to the thinking of new or alternative possibilities. Utopia is the chief term used 

to condemn the desire to discuss leave alone actualize new or alternative possibilities. There is a strong 

tendency to hang on to the cultural and institutional identities irrespective of their ability to nurture 
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the human purpose. Inescapably then, a struggle arises to conform ideas and ideals with the aims 

inherent in established culture to belittle and dispel any thoughts that might result to the desire to 

consider for once what alternatives there can be.  

In The Country of the Blind  when Nunez, a sighted man said to the blind that he could see, one of the 

blind remarked that Nunez’s senses were imperfect and asked that Nunez be led by hand. He, Nunez, 

was told that “there is no such word as see .” The blind had no idea they were blind, they actually 

considered Nunez’s organs of sight a disability. As Henry has noted, “in order to be accepted in a 

culture one must accept or adopt an uncritical attitude toward its customs and its fears.” Inevitably 

too, Nunez encountered this fate. He gave in and admitted to blind that he could not see in order to be 

fully accepted as a member of the Country of the blind . It was recommended that his eyes be surgically 

removed so he would no longer speak of things no one understood following a diagnosis by a blind 

doctor that his eyesight was a disease which caused the constant irritation and distraction to his brain .  

In The Country of the Blind ,  what could have potentially opened up a new horizon of reality was wasted, 

just as the aims of societal and systemic institutions create what James Carse referred to as waste 

persons; those whose strivings of the human purpose for whatever reason do not fit the roles desired 

by the respective institutions. A similar fate awaits and meets ideas, alternatives and visions of new 

horizons. The thinker, designer, visionary must give up his ideas or else he is denied channels for 

communicating, exploring or building them. In modern societies, modern thinkers are made to appear 

backwards. The Wright brothers were made to look nothing but visionaries simply because they 

attempted to do something that even scientists of the day had claimed to be impossible. If anything is 

to be learnt from an experience such as the Wright brothers’, it perhaps ought to be that every 

individual’s desire to create, to make a new, to change should be nurtured, that the expression, 

exercise and growth of their capacities and dimensions should be embraced even when their ideas 

could potentially open new horizons to the unknown. A plant that is not allowed to grow freely and 

bear fruit according to its capacity will be stunted. No benefit can be expected from such a plant and its 

place in nature. Its capacity to bear fruit and regenerate the soil will be wasted. The window for new 

horizons must therefore always be left open if social and human progress is the societal aim. If every 

individual is a beacon of themselves to the world, then to dim or hide that beacon is not only to deny 

the world that unique marker but also to deny the beacon its place in the world.  

William Doyle observed that as a country that once appeared as a beacon to others, “the most 

important thing about America [...] was the simple fact that new starts had been shown to be possible 

[...] institutions rebuilt from their foundations or more rational, freer lines. The improvement, the 
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regeneration, of human laws and institutions was no longer a mere matter of Utopian dreaming. It was 

happening before men’s eyes in America.” In this regard, one cannot help but wonder what the 

strivings for new beginnings expressed for instance by the Scottish or the Catalan are geared towards. 

On the one hand one may appreciate the potential for new beginnings while on the other hand it is 

dispiriting when the aims for new beginnings are nothing but a desire to replicate current systemic 

designs under new names or titles. But as long as there is a striving to improve the human experience 

and as long as an opportunity to do so avails itself, we must maintain an optimistic outlook that we 

shall become the beacon or that others will, sooner than later.  

In a nutshell, this thesis suggests a redesign of societal tools and practices in order to nurture the 

human purpose. If we may use a mechanical metaphor, a modern smartphone can be said to be at least 

1000 times more powerful than the Apollo Guidance Computer that took man to the moon. Despite 

their superior computing power, most modern smartphones are used for simple and miniscule tasks 

that their technical prowess goes unused. The same can be said of the humans, that even though they 

potentially possess the same mental and physical abilities as the greatest intellects, artists, athletes 

and so on, their ingenuity, creativity, and abilities remain unseen simply because these are not 

nurtured and the avenues through which they may exercise, develop and come to fruition are not 

availed. Since modern societies are to a large extent oriented towards an occupational and pecuniary 

culture and not the human purpose, then the majority of people are inevitably made into waste 

persons. We need to revert the design in order to change the picture.  
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