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"Flow is the process of achieving happiness through control over one's inner
life. The optimal state of inner experience is order in consciousness. This
happens when we focus our attention (psychic energy) on realistic goals and
when our skills match the challenges we face."
~ Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi ~
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Luckily you don’t have to be an extreme athlete to reach flow. Though most
slackers find movement, play, and facing your fears to be excellent sources of
flow, there are many other paths to experiencing this optimal state of mind
and all of its performance enhancing benefits. Once you learn how to take
control of your consciousness and restructure any activity to reliably produce
flow, you will be able to accomplish a healthier, happier, more fulfilling life.
Keep in mind, however, that there is no exact formula for happiness, and this
book does not promise that. A joyful life is an individual creation that cannot
be copied from a recipe. Optimal experiences depend on the individual ability
to create and control what happens in consciousness moment by moment.
Instead of providing a list of do’s and don’ts, what follows are general
principles you can use to transform boring and meaningless lives into ones
full of enjoyment. This will be a voyage through the realms of the mind,
chartered with the tools of science. What I can promise you, is that this won’t
be easy and it will take time. You’re going to have to put in the work, and
there are no shortcuts you can take to speed up the process. Many forces
within yourself and within the environment will stand in your way. “It is a little
like trying to lose weight: everyone knows what it takes, everyone wants to do
it, yet it is next to impossible for so many. The stakes here are higher,
however. It is not just a matter of losing a few extra pounds. It is a matter of
losing the chance to have a life worth living.” (7)
If you feel discouraged, just remember that the rules are clear and within
everyone’s reach, and all things that are worth a damn require hard work. For
those of you who care about such things, this book should provide enough
guidance to make possible the transition from theory to practice. Though
without some mental effort and a commitment to reflect honestly on your
own experiences, you will not gain much from what follows.

LET’S GET SOME THINGS STRAIGHT
Let’s start off by getting some things straight: Every single one of us has the
ability to control our reality, control our emotions, and decide what our lives
will be like. Happiness is simply how we interpret events; it is a CHOICE. You
are only a victim if you choose to be. Thus, we all have the ability to be
happy. . . most of us just need some help learning how to find it.

I know what you’re thinking: those are some pretty bold claims. I get it. If you
would have told me this just a few years ago I would have been like NOPE.
Hell no. Nah. Say this outloud to nearly anyone and you’ll get a lengthy list of
rebuttals: What about people born severely disabled or born into poverty?
What about mental patients? What about prisoners and slaves and people
put in concentration camps against their will? What about all the people
that are simply born unlucky?
But think about this: Many people are born into the right country, at the right
time, in the right family, with plenty of love, perfect looks, a good job and
ample opportunities, yet even they struggle to find happiness. “Despite the
fact that we are now healthier and grow to be older, despite the fact that
even the least affluent among us are surrounded by material luxuries
undreamed of even a few decades ago . . . and regardless of all the
stupendous scientific knowledge we can summon at will, people will often
end up feeling that their lives have been wasted, that instead of being filled
with happiness their years were spent in anxiety and boredom.” (1)
When the luckiest of us are unhappy, what chance do the rest of us have?
The following chapters will show you that EVERYONE can be happy,
regardless of their situation, as long as they are willing to put in the work.
*DISCLAIMER: I can’t take much credit for most of what follows as it is mainly
a series of excerpts from the book Flow: the psychology
of optimal experience by Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi. I have
organized many excerpts and summarized much of the
rest in the best way I saw fit for the spiritual purposes we
are attempting to attain within this book named
WALKING IN FLOW Thus, all the numbers in parentheses
from here on out will be references to “Flow” unless
otherwise specified. If any of this fascinates you, I highly
recommend that you buy his book for yourself (and all
his others!) to read more in depth about each topic.
There is a lot I left out!*

THE ANATOMY OF CONSCIOUSNESS
The only way we will be able to master our minds is if we understand the way
subjective states are shaped, so let’s start by understanding how
consciousness works and how it is controlled.
Every single emotion we experience from love to hate, curiosity to boredom-initially comes into the mind as information only. This information represents
what is happening outside and inside the body and is presented to us in such
a way that it can be analyzed and acted upon. We use attention to select the
relevant information from the potential millions of bits available. Attention is
what helps us retrieve the appropriate references from our memories in order
to evaluate an event and then choose how to handle it. Despite its great
powers, attention cannot observe or hold in focus more information than can
be processed simultaneously. “Because attention determines what will or will
not appear in consciousness, and because it is also required to make any
other mental events. . . happen there, it is useful to think of it as psychic
energy. Attention is like energy in that without it no work can be done, and in
doing work it is dissipated. We create ourselves by how we invest this energy.
Memories, thoughts, and feelings are all shaped by how we use it. Entirely
different realities will emerge depending on how it is invested. And it is an
energy under our control, to do with as we please; hence, attention is our
most important tool in the task of improving the quality of experience.” (33)
Therefore, consciousness is essentially a sorting station that sets priorities
among all of our sensations, perceptions, feelings, and ideas. Consciousness is
what makes us different from wild animals. It allows us to deliberately weigh
what the senses tell us and respond accordingly. Without it, we would still
“know” what is going on, but we would act on reflex and instinct instead.
Another reason consciousness is so fascinating is because it is not entirely
controlled by its biological programming--meaning it is self-directed.
Throughout centuries of evolution, the human nervous system has become
so complex that it is now able to affect its own states. Consciousness has
developed the ability to override its genetic instructions and set its own
independent course of action regardless of its genetic blueprint and its
objective environment. It can straight up INVENT information that did not
exist before! It is the reason we can create stories, make up lies, daydream,

contemplate the universe, be in denial, and invent scientific theories, among
other amazing feats.
This is why people have the ability to make themselves happy, or miserable,
regardless of what is actually happening around them, just by changing the
contents of their consciousness. We all know people who can turn impossible
circumstances into a fun challenge to overcome, just through the force of
their personalities. On the flip side, we all know someone who can turn the
best situation into a nightmare with their negativity. And there’s a good
chance that every one of you reading this has been on both sides of the coin
at some point in your lives. Deep down, I’d say most of us KNOW what we
have to do to change a dire or boring situation into something we can enjoy.
What it comes down to is whether or not we want to keep feeling sorry for
ourselves and expend the energy to do so.
Once we know and understand how consciousness works, we start to realize
that happiness is not something that just happens. It is not the result of good
luck or being born to a rich family. It is not something we can buy or demand
or require. It is not a result of outside events, but, rather, how we interpret
them. There are many states of the mind, and happiness is simply one of
them. It “is a condition that must be prepared for, cultivated, and defended
privately by each person. People who learn to control inner experience will be
able to determine the quality of their lives, which is as close as any of us can
come to being happy. Yet we cannot reach happiness by consciously
searching for it. . . . It is a circuitous path that begins with achieving control
over the contents of our consciousness.” (2)
So what does it mean to be conscious?
“It simply means that certain specific conscious events (sensations, feelings,
thoughts, intentions) are occurring, and that we are able to direct their
course. . . . The events that constitute consciousness--the things we see, feel,
think, and desire--are information that we can manipulate and use. Thus we
might think of consciousness as intentionally ordered information. . . . Since
for us outside events do not exist unless we are aware of them, consciousness
corresponds to subjectively experienced reality. While everything we feel,
smell, hear, or remember is potentially a candidate for entering
consciousness, the experiences that actually do become part of it are much
fewer than those left out. Thus, while consciousness is a mirror that reflects

what our senses tell us about what happens both outside our bodies and
within the nervous system, it reflects those changes selectively, actively
shaping events, imposing on them a reality of its own. The reflection
consciousness provides is what we call our life: the sum of all we have heard,
seen, felt, hoped, and suffered from birth to death. Although we believe that
there are ‘things’ outside consciousness, we have direct evidence only of
those that find a place in it. . . . consciousness can contain a famine in Africa,
the smell of a rose, the performance of the Dow Jones, and a plan to stop at
the store to buy some bread all at the same time. But that does not mean
that its content is a shapeless jumble.
We may call intentions the force that keeps information in consciousness
ordered. Intentions arise in consciousness whenever a person is aware of
desiring something or wanting to accomplish something. Intentions are also
bits of information, shaped either by biological needs or by internalized social
goals. They act as magnetic fields, moving attention toward some objects and
away from others, keeping our mind focused on some stimuli in preference
to others. We often call the manifestation of intentionality by other names,
such as instinct, need, drive, or desire. But these are all explanatory terms,
telling us why people behave in certain ways. Intention is a more neutral and
descriptive term; it doesn’t say why a person whats to do a certain thing, but
simply states that he does.
For instance, whenever blood sugar level drops below a critical point, we start
feeling uneasy . . . Because of genetically programmed instructions to restore
the level of sugar in the blood, we might start thinking about food. We will
look for food until we eat and are no longer hungry. In this instance we could
say that it was the hunger drive that organized the content of consciousness,
forcing us to focus attention on food. But this is already an interpretation of
the facts--no doubt chemically accurate, but phenomenologically irrelevant.
The hungry person is not aware of the level of sugar in his bloodstream; he
knows only that there is a bit of information in his consciousness that he has
learned to identify as ‘hunger.’
Once the person is aware that he is hungry, he might very well form the
intention of obtaining some food. . . . alternatively, he could disregard the
pangs of hunger entirely. He might have some stronger and opposite
intentions, such as losing weight, or wanting to save money, or fasting for
religious reasons. Sometimes, as in the case of political protesters who wish to

starve themselves to death, the intention of making an ideological statement
might override genetic instructions, resulting in voluntary death. . . . there are
enough exceptions in every culture to show that goals are quite flexible. . .
The existence of people like these shows that consciousness can be ordered
in terms of different goals and intentions. Each of us has the freedom to
control our subjective reality.” (26-28)
Despite all the incredible feats the conscious mind is able to accomplish,
there are many forces that constantly attempt to work against it. One of the
main forces that affects consciousness negatively is psychic disorder. Psychic
disorder is information that conflicts with existing intentions and distracts us
from carrying them out (i.e. pain, fear, rage, anxiety, jealousy, etc.), which in
turn causes a condition called psychic entropy within the self. All of the
aforementioned feelings render our attention ineffective. Instead of choosing
what to focus on, our attention is forced onto undesirable objects. How this
happens is always the same: “some information that conflicts with an
individual's goals appears in consciousness. Depending on how central that
goal is to the self and on how severe the threat to it is, some amount of
attention will have to be mobilized to eliminate the danger, leaving less
attention free to deal with other matters. . . . Prolonged experiences of this
kind can weaken the self to the point that it is no longer able to invest
attention and pursue its goals.” (37)
Yet these outside events that cause so much strife, initially only appear in
your consciousness as information. The event is not necessarily negative or
positive until the self interprets that raw information in the context of its own
interests and determines whether or not it is harmful. Meaning you, and only
you, have the power to decide to let that negativity into the equation.
On the opposite end of the spectrum from psychic entropy is the optimal
experience we all know and love: flow! In other words, the optimal state of
inner experience is one in which there is order in consciousness. In flow state,
there is no disorder to straighten out, no threat for the self to defend against.
“When the information that keeps coming into awareness is congruent with
goals, psychic energy flows effortlessly. There is no need to worry, no reason
to question one’s adequacy. But whenever one does stop to think about
oneself, the evidence is encouraging: “You are doing all right.” The positive
feedback strengthens the self, and more attention is freed to deal with the
outer and the inner environment.” (39)

“When a person is able to organize his or her consciousness so as to
experience flow as often as possible, the quality of life is inevitably going to
improve because even the usually boring routines of work become
purposeful and enjoyable. In flow we are in control of our psychic energy, and
everything we do adds order to consciousness. One of our respondents, a
well-known West Coast rock climber, explains concisely the tie between the
avocation that gives him a profound sense of flow and the rest of his life: ‘It’s
exhilarating to come closer and closer to self-discipline. You make your body
go and everything hurts; then you look back in awe at the self, at what you’ve
done, it just blows your mind. It leads to ecstasy, to self-fulfillment. If you win
these battles enough, that battle against yourself, at least for a moment, it
becomes easier to win the battles in the world.’
The ‘battle’ is not really against the self, but against the entropy that brings
disorder to consciousness. It is really a battle for the self; it is a struggle for
establishing control over attention. The struggle does not necessarily have to
be physical, as in the case of the climber. But anyone who has experienced
flow knows that the deep enjoyment it provides requires an equal degree of
disciplined concentration.” (40-41)
“Following a flow experience, the organization of the self is more complex
than it had been before. It is by becoming increasingly complex that the self
might be said to grow. Complexity is the result of two broad psychological
processes: differentiation and integration. Differentiation implies a
movement toward uniqueness, toward separating oneself from others.
Integration refers to its opposite’: a union with other people, with ideas and
entities beyond the self. A complex self is one that succeeds in combining
these opposite tendencies. The self becomes more differentiated as a result
of flow because overcoming a challenge inevitably leaves a person feeling
more capable, more skilled…. After each episode of flow a person becomes
more of a unique individual, less predictable, possessed of rarer skills.
Complexity is often thought to have a negative meaning, synonymous with
difficulty and confusion. That may be true, but only if we equate it with
differentiation alone. … Flow helps to integrate the self because in that state
of deep concentration consciousness is unusually well ordered. Thoughts,
intentions, feelings, and all the senses are focused on the same goal.
Experience is in harmony. And when the flow episode is over, one feels more
“together” than before, not only internally but also with respect to other

people and to the world in general.
A self that is only differentiated--not integrated--may attain great individual
accomplishments, but risks being mired in self-centered egotism. By the
same token, a person whose self is based exclusively on integration will be
connected and secure, but lack autonomous individuality. Only when a
person invests equal amounts of psychic energy in these two processes and
avoids both selfishness and conformity is the self likely to reflect complexity.”
(41-42)

THE ROOTS OF DISCONTENT
More than anything else, all humans seek happiness. At the root of every goal
-- success, beauty, health, love, money, power -- is the expectation that it will
make us happy.
Yet it is so difficult for us to achieve happiness. Why do we always feel so
discontent?
For starters, one of the greatest myths that humankind has developed to
reassure itself of its importance is that the universe was created to answer
our needs. Sorry (not sorry) to burst your bubble...but it wasn’t.
One of the major functions of every culture has been to shield its members
from the all the chaos: the enormity of our isolation in the cosmos, how
precarious our hold on survival actually is, and the randomness of it all. Myths,
beliefs, stories, patriotism, ethnic traditions, social classes, and religions
(including this one) all attempt to transform the random, crushing forces of
the universe into manageable, or at least understandable, patterns. Life is
hard enough without our consciousness constantly analyzing every single
thing we do and think and feel. And since humans are wired to always
assume the worst (it’s what keeps us alive), facing the odds of existence
would be even more difficult without such trust in the exclusive privileges
that culture and religion provide.
But 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.
Even planet Earth, which can be so idyllic and picturesque, is not to be taken
for granted. To survive on it men and women have had to struggle for
millions of years against ice, fire, floods, wild animals, and invisible
microorganisms that appear out of nowhere to snuff us out. It seems that
every time a pressing danger is avoided, a new and more sophisticated threat
appears on the horizon. No sooner do we invent a new substance than its
by-products start poisoning the environment. . . . The earth may be our only
home, but it is a home full of booby traps waiting to go off at any moment. . . .
It is not that the universe is random in an abstract mathematical sense….But
natural processes do not take human desires into account. They are deaf and
blind to our needs, and thus they are random in contrast with the order we
attempt to establish through our goals. … “The universe is not hostile, nor yet
is it friendly,” in the words of JH Holmes. “It is simply indifferent.”(8-9)
This cultural hubris of assuming we are entitled to a universe that is
insensitive to human needs is problematic in the sense that it grants an
unjustified sense of security. An unrealistic trust in the shields of cultural
myths can lead to equally extreme disillusion when they fail. When people
start taking innovation for granted and believing that life is always going to
easy, they are stripped of their ability to face adversity with courage and
determination. As soon as something goes wrong, they quickly realize that
what they had believed in is not entirely true and abandon faith in cultural
values and everything else they have learned to trust. They find themselves
struggling with the chaos of unease and lethargy, and use that struggle as a
reason to give up hope and stop trying.
“This tends to happen whenever a culture has had a run of good luck and for
a while seems indeed to have found a way of controlling the forces of nature.
At that point it is logical for it to begin believing that it is a chosen people who
need no longer fear any major setback. The Romans reached that juncture
after several centuries of ruling the Mediterranean, the Chinese were
confident of their immutable superiority before the Mongol conquest, and
the Aztecs before the arrival of the Spaniards. . . .
Such symptoms of disillusion are not hard to observe around us now. The
most obvious ones relate to the pervasive listlessness that affects so many
lives. Genuinely happy individuals are few and far between. How many people
do you know who enjoy what they are doing, who are reasonably satisfied

with their lot, who do not regret the past and look to the future with genuine
confidence?” (11)
An even more common symptom is the feeling of existential
dread--essentially, the fear of being. It is a feeling that arises from the
experience of human freedom and responsibility. The feeling that life has no
meaning, nothing makes sense, and there is no point in existing. All of the
historical strivings of humankind have been for nothing; we are just forgotten
specks drifting in the void of space.
How many of you have ever wondered, “Is this all there is?”
Well, don’t worry. You’re far from alone.
“Childhood can be painful, adolescence confusing, but for most people,
behind it all there is the expectation that after one grows up, things will get
better. During the years of early adulthood the future still looks promising,
the hope remains that one’s goals will be realized. But inevitably the
bathroom mirror shows the first white hairs, and confirms the fact that those
extra pounds are not about to leave; inevitably eyesight begins to fail and
mysterious pains begin to shoot through the body. . . .these intimations of
mortality plainly communicate the message: Your time is up, it’s time to
move on. When this happens, few people are ready. ‘Wait a minute, this can’t
be happening to me. I haven’t even begun to live. Where’s all that money I
was supposed to have made? Where are all the good times I was going to
have?’
A feeling of having been led on, of being cheated, is an understandable
consequence of this realization. From the earliest years we have been
conditioned to believe that a benign fate would provide for us. After all,
everybody seemed to agree that we had the great fortune of living in the
richest country that ever was, in the most scientifically advanced period of
human history, surrounded by the most efficient technology, protected by
the wisest Constitution. Therefore, it made sense to expect that we would
have a richer, more meaningful life than any earlier members of the human
race. . . .Yet despite all these assurances, sooner or later we wake up alone,
sensing that there is no way this affluent, scientific, and sophisticated world is
going to provide us with happiness. . . . While humankind collectively has
increased its material powers a thousandfold, it has not advanced very far in

terms of improving the content of experience. ” (12-16)
Unfortunately, there is not much we can do to change the way the universe
operates, and we will always have little-to-no influence on the forces that
disrupt our well-being. Our sense of self-worth, the joy we feel in life, is
entirely dependent on how the mind filters and interprets our everyday life. It
is not the result of the controls we are able to exert over the forces of the
universe. This isn’t to say we shouldn’t keep learning how to master the
external environment, as the survival of the human race will certainly
depends on it, but it will not add one bit to how good we personally feel, or
even reduce the chaos of the world as humans experience it. To do that, we
have to master our consciousness itself.
The second reason we are always so discontent is because humans are
chronically dissatisfied. Whenever some of our needs are temporarily met, we
immediately start wishing for more. For the majority of people on this earth,
life goals are simple: survive, have children (who will also survive), and do so
with as much comfort and dignity as is possible. Yet as soon as our survival
needs are met, we grow anxious. The basics are no longer enough. As our
money and comfort rise, the sense of satisfaction we hoped we would
achieve with it generally decreases. Even though we know that material
success may not bring happiness, we continue to engage in an endless
struggle to reach external goals, expecting they will improve life. Yet with
more wealth and more power comes more responsibilities, and all we end up
feeling is stressed: stressed to maintain our life-style, stressed to keep
improving it, and stressed about losing everything we’ve worked for. Stress.
Stress. Stress. “This paradox of rising expectations suggests that improving
the quality of life might be an insurmountable task. In fact, there is no
inherent problem in our desire to escalate our goals, as long as we enjoy the
struggle along the way. The problem arises when people are so fixated on
what they want to achieve that they cease to derive pleasure from the
present. When that happens, they forfeit their chance of contentment.
Though the evidence suggests that most people are caught up on this
frustrating treadmill of rising expectations, many individuals have found ways
to escape it. These are people who, regardless of their material conditions,
have been able to improve the quality of their lives, who are satisfied, and
who have a way of making those around them also a bit more happy.

Such individuals lead vigorous lives, are open to a variety of experiences, keep
on learning until the day they die, and have strong ties and commitments to
other people and to the environment in which they live. They enjoy whatever
they do, even if tedious or difficult; they are hardly ever bored, and they can
take in stride anything that comes their way. Perhaps their greatest strength
is that they are i n control of their lives.” (10)
Clearly, it appears to be more beneficial to find out how everyday life can be
made more harmonious and more satisfying, and thus achieve by a direct
route what cannot be reached through the pursuit of symbolic goals. (44-45)

RECLAIMING EXPERIENCE
Above all else, achieving control of your inner experience will require a drastic
change in attitude regarding what is important and what is not.
“We grow up believing that what counts most in our lives is that which will
occur in the future. . . .Of course this emphasis on the postponement of
gratification is to a certain extent inevitable. As Freud and many others before
and after him have noted, civilization is built on the repression of individual
desires. It would be impossible to maintain any kind of social order, any
complex division of labor, unless society’s members were forced to take on
the habits and skills that the culture required, whether the individuals liked it
or not. Socialization, or the transformation of a human organism into a person
who functions successfully within a particular social system, cannot be
avoided. The essence of socialization is to make people dependent on social
controls, to have them respond predictably to rewards and punishments. And
the most effective form of socialization is achieved when people identify so
thoroughly with the social order that they no longer can imagine themselves
breaking any of its rules.
In making us work for its goals, society is assisted by some powerful allies: our
biological needs and our genetic conditioning. All social controls, for instance,
are ultimately based on a threat to the survival instinct. The people of an
oppressed country obey their conquerors because they want to go on living.
Until very recently, the laws of even the most civilized nations (such as Great
Britain) were enforced by the threats of caning, whipping, mutilation, or
death.

When they do not rely on pain, social systems use pleasure as the
inducement to accept norms. The ‘good life’ promised as a reward for a
lifetime of work and adherence to laws is built on the cravings contained in
our genetic programs. Practically every desire that has become part of
human nature, from sexuality to aggression, from a longing for security to a
receptivity to change, has been exploited as a source of social control by
politicians, churches, corporations, and advertisers.” (16-17)
It is important to clarify here the difference between pleasure and enjoyment.
Seeking pleasure is a simply a feeling of contentment-- a reflex response-wired into us to ensure preservation of the species. Eating is pleasurable in
order to ensure our bodies get the nourishment we need. Sex is pleasurable
to ensure we have children and continue the human race. Pleasure is an
important ingredient to the quality of life, but by itself it does not bring
happiness. It does not add complexity to the self because when something is
pleasurable, our conscious plans play a minimal role. Pleasure helps to
maintain order, but by itself cannot create new order in consciousness. There
is nothing wrong with following your genetic programming and seeking
pleasure, as long as you are able to retain control over them when necessary,
prioritize other things, and pursue other goals.
Enjoyable events, on the other hand, are quite different. They do add a level of
complexity to the self. “Enjoyable events occur when a person has not only
met some prior expectation or satisfied a need or a desire but also has gone
beyond what he or she has been programmed to do and achieved something
unexpected, perhaps something even unimagined before. Enjoyment is
characterized by this forward movement: by a sense of novelty, of
accomplishment…. After an enjoyable event we know that we have changed,
that our self has grown: in some respect, we have become more complex as a
result.
Experiences that give pleasure can also give enjoyment, but the two
sensations are quite different. . . . we can experience pleasure without any
investment of psychic energy, whereas enjoyment happens only as a result of
unusual investments of attention. A person can feel pleasure without any
effort, if the appropriate centers in his brain are electrically stimulated, or as a
result of the chemical stimulation of drugs. But it is impossible to enjoy a

tennis game, a book, or a conversation unless attention is fully concentrated
on the activity.
It is for this reason that pleasure is so evanescent, and that the self does not
grow as a consequence of pleasurable experiences. Complexity requires
investing psychic energy in goals that are new, that are relatively challenging.
. . . But if one gets to be too complacent, feeling that psychic energy invested
in new directions is wasted unless there is a good chance of reaping extrinsic
rewards for it, one may end up no longer enjoying life, and pleasure becomes
the only source of positive experience. . . .
Without enjoyment life can be endured, and it can even be pleasant. But it
can be so only precariously, depending on luck and the cooperation of the
external environment. To gain personal control over the quality of experience,
however, one needs to learn how to build enjoyment into what happens day
in, day out.” (46-48)
“The “liberated” view of human nature, which accepts and endorses every
instinct or drive we happen to have simply because it’s there, results in
consequences that are quite reactionary.” (18, flow). When we seek pleasure
obsessively, without question, we give up that control over our consciousness.
We become helpless and vulnerable. If you can’t resist food, alcohol, sex, or
any other form of pleasure, you are not free to direct your psychic energy.
Instead of doing activities you actually want to do, things that meet your
goals, you end up surrendering to the pleasures that your body has been
programmed (or misprogrammed) to seek. In order to achieve a healthy
independence of society, you must regain this control over your instincts. As
long as you respond predictably to what feels good and what feels bad, you
are an easy target to the endless people willing to exploit your pleasures for
their own ends.
Furthermore, when the rewards you desire are not of your own conscious
choosing, or are chosen as a result of what other people say they should be,
you miss out on potentially thousands of fulfilling experiences. You fail to
notice them because they are not your desires.
“There is no question that to survive, and especially to survive in a complex
society, it is necessary to work for external goals and to postpone immediate
gratifications. But a person does not have to be turned into a puppet jerked
about by social controls. The solution is to gradually become free of societal

rewards and learn how to substitute for them rewards that are under one’s
own powers. This is not to say that we should abandon every goal endorsed
by society; rather, it means that, in addition to or instead of the goals others
use to bribe us with, we develop a set of our own.
The most important step in emancipating oneself from social controls is the
ability to find rewards in the events of each moment. If a person learns to
enjoy and find meaning in the ongoing stream of experience, in the process
of living itself, the burden of social controls automatically falls from one’s
shoulders. Power returns to the person when rewards are no longer relegated
to outside forces. It is no longer necessary to struggle for goals that always
seem to recede into the future, to end each boring day with the hope that
tomorrow, perhaps, something good will happen. Instead of forever straining
for the tantalizing prize dangled just out of reach, one begins to harvest the
genuine rewards of living. But it is not by abandoning ourselves to instinctual
desires that we become free of social controls. We must also become
independent from the dictates of the body, and learn to take charge of what
happens in the mind. Pain and pleasure occur in consciousness and exist only
there. As long as we obey the socially conditioned stimulus response patterns
that exploit our biological inclinations, we are controlled from the outside.”
(19)
Learning to find enjoyment and reward in each moment is the only
consistent way we are able to improve our life experience. Therefore, every
flow experience must be made up of activities we enjoy. We discussed the
elements of enjoyment (aka the elements of flow) in detail earlier on in THE
BOOK OF FLOW, but we will provide a brief summary here. The common
characteristics of optimal experience are: “a sense that one’s skills are
adequate to cope with the challenges at hand, in a goal-directed, rule-bound
action system that provides clear clues as to how well one is performing.
Concentration is so intense that there is no attention left over the think about
anything irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self-consciousness
disappears, and the sense of time becomes distorted. An activity that
produces such experiences is so gratifying that people are willing to do it for
its own sake, with little concern for what they will get out of it, even when it is
difficult, or dangerous.” (71). What this means is that the psychological
conditions that make flow possible, seem to be the same the world over. No
matter the activity, the reasons are the same. With this knowledge of what

makes an experience enjoyable, we can now provide examples that all of us
can use to enhance the quality of life.

FINDING FLOW IN EVERYDAY LIFE
Most people, children AND adults, “need external incentives to take the first
steps in an activity that requires a difficult restructuring of attention. Most
enjoyable activities are not natural; they demand an effort that initially one is
reluctant to make. But once the interaction starts to provide feedback to the
person’s skills, it usually begins to be intrinsically rewarding. An autotelic
experience is very different from the feelings we typically have in the course
of life. So much of what we ordinarily do has no value in itself, and we do it
only because we have to do it, or because we expect some future benefit
from it. . . . [But] because flow activities are freely chosen and more intimately
related to the sources of what is ultimately meaningful, they are perhaps
more precise indicators of who we are.” (68, 77)
It is now time to further explore the ways in which we can better direct our
purpose, extract our best self in every circumstance, discover new
opportunities for action, and disregard external threats. To achieve control
over what happens in the mind, one can draw upon an almost infinite range
of opportunities for enjoyment --for instance, through sports, games, art, and
hobbies, through the use of physical and sensory skills-- ranging from
athletics to music to Yoga, through the development of symbolic skills such
as poetry, philosophy, or mathematics, through work and through your
career, through relationships with family, parents, spouses, children, and
friends, and, yes, even through adversity, tragedy, and suffering.

FLOW THROUGH THE BODY
“When we are unhappy, depressed, or bored we have an easy remedy at
hand: to use the body for all it is worth.
Few learn to move with the grace of an acrobat, see with the fresh eye of an
artist, feel the joy of an athlete who breaks his own record, taste with the
subtlety of a connoisseur, or love with a skill that lifts sex into a form of art.
Because these opportunities are easily within reach, the easiest step toward
improving the quality of life consists in simply learning to control the body
and its senses.” (94)

There has been an everlasting debate on the worth of the human body. Many
scientists have attempted to value the body based on its parts, its chemical
ingredients, the capacity of the mind, and it’s neural wiring. Yet none of these
consider how priceless the body truly is: “without it there would be no
experiences, and therefore no record of life as we know it. Trying to attach a
market value to the body and its processes is the same as attempting to put
a price tag on life: By what scale can we establish its worth?
Everything the body can do is potentially enjoyable. Yet many people ignore
this capacity, and use their physical equipment as little as possible, leaving its
ability to provide flow unexploited. When left undeveloped, the senses give us
chaotic information: an untrained body moves in random and clumsy ways,
an insensitive eye presents ugly or uninteresting sights, the unmusical ear
mainly hears jarring noises, the coarse palate knows only insipid tastes. If the
functions of the body are left to atrophy, the quality of life becomes merely
adequate, and for some even dismal. But if one takes control of what the
body can do, and learns to impose order on physical sensations, entropy
yields to a sense of enjoyable harmony in consciousness. . . .
Before exploring further how physical activity contributes to optimal
experience, It should be stressed that the body does not produce flow merely
by its movements. The mind is always involved as well. . . . Flow cannot be a
purely physical process: muscles and brain must be equally involved.” (95-96)
The senses offer an almost unlimited amount of enjoyment, but only to those
who work hard to develop the skills they require. “To those who do not, the
body remains indeed a lump of rather inexpensive flesh.” (96)

FLOW THROUGH MOVEMENT
Sports, athletics, and movement in general provide a great way to break
through the limitations of what a person and a body believe they can
accomplish. Countless activities, including dancing, miming, acting, yoga,
and the martial arts, rely on rhythmic or harmonious movements to
transform the body into an instrument, a form of expression, and a source of
enjoyment. “The popularity of charades as a parlor game is due to the fact
that it allows people to shed for a time their customary identity, and act out
different roles. Even the most silly and clumsy impersonation can provide an
enjoyable relief from the limitations of everyday patterns of behavior, a

glimpse into alternative modes of being.” (100). And the best part? It is
something available to everyone! No matter how fit or unfit, every single
person ALWAYS has room for a little improvement. You can only benefit from
getting a little stronger, going a little faster, feeling a little healthier, and
pushing yourself a little further.
“However unimportant an athletic goal may appear to the outsider, it
becomes a serious affair when performed with the intent of demonstrating a
perfection of skill.” (98) When looked at through this lens, even the simplest
physical acts can be transformed into an enjoyable, flow experience. “The
essential steps in the process are:
(a) to set an overall goal, and as many subgoals as are realistically feasible;
(b) to find ways of measuring progress in terms of the goals chosen;
(c) to keep concentrating on what one is doing, and to keep making finer
and finer distinctions in the challenges involved in the activity;
(d) to develop the skills necessary to interact with the opportunities
available; and
(e) to keep raising the stakes if the activity becomes boring.
Take, for example, walking: It is one of the most trivial physical activities
imaginable, yet it can be profoundly complex and enjoyable, almost an art
form, if a person sets goals and takes control of the process.
(a) A great number of different goals might be set for a walk. For instance,
the choice of the itinerary: where one wishes to go, and by what route.
Or developing a personal style, a way to move the body easily and
efficiently. An economy of motion that maximizes physical well-being is
another obvious goal. Within the overall route, some subgoals might be
to select places to stop or landmarks to see.
(b) For measuring progress, the feedback may include how fast and how
easily the intended distance was covered; how many interesting sights
one has seen; and how many new ideas or feelings were entertained
along the way.
(c) The challenges of the activity are what force us to concentrate. The
challenges of a walk will vary greatly, depending on the environment.
For those who live in large cities, flat sidewalks and right-angle layouts
make the physical act of walking easy. Walking on a mountain trail is
another thing altogether: for a skilled hiker each step presents a
different challenge to be resolved with a choice of the most efficient
foothold that will give the best leverage, simultaneously taking into

account the momentum and the center of gravity of the body and the
various surfaces--dirt, rocks, roots, grass, branches--on which the foot
can land.
(d) In the city the terrain itself is not challenging, but there are other
opportunities for developing skills. The social stimulation of the crowds,
the historical and architectural references of the urban milieu can add
enormous variety to a walk. There are store windows to see, people to
observe, patterns of human interaction to reflect on. Some walkers
specialize in choosing the shortest routes, others the most interesting
ones; some pride themselves in walking the same route with
chronometric precision, others like to mix and match their itinerary. In
winter some aim to walk as long as possible on the sunny stretches of
the sidewalk, and to walk as much in the shad as possible in the
summer. There are those who time their crossings exactly for when the
traffic lights change to green.
(e) Of course these chances for enjoyment must be cultivated; they don’t
just happen automatically to those who do not control their itinerary.
Unless one sets goals and develops skills, walking is just featureless
drudgery. “ (97-98)
Another simple way to cultivate more challenge in your life is to enter a
competitive situation. Competition is a quick way to develop complexity,
stimulation, and enjoyment. “What each person seeks is to actualize her
potential, and this task is made easier when others force us to do our best. Of
course, competition improves experience only as long as attention is focused
primarily on the activity itself. If extrinsic goals--such as beating the
opponent, wanting to impress an audience, or obtaining a big professional
contract--are what one is concerned about, then competition is likely to
become a distraction, rather than an incentive to focus consciousness on
what is happening.” (73) When beating your opponent becomes more
important than performing your best, enjoyment tends to disappear.
“Competition is enjoyable only when it is a means to perfect one’s skills; when
it becomes an end in itself, it ceases to be fun.” (50)
Keep in mind that NO activity is going to be enjoyable if you approach it with
the bad attitude that you must do it because it is good for you, or fashionable,
or because all your friends are doing it. So many people get burnt out on
trying to get in shape because they feel it is what they have to do and then
end up hating every second of it: “They have made the usual mistake of

confounding form and substance, and assume that concrete actions and
events are the only “reality” that determines what they experience. For such
individuals, joining a fancy health club should be almost a guarantee that
they will enjoy themselves. However, enjoyment, as we have seen does not
depends on what you do, but rather on how you do it.” (99)

FLOW THROUGH SEX
When you have sex, is it always an enjoyable experience? Be honest with
yourself.
Did you answer no? Great! Because for most people, sex is dull and boring.
“Historically, romance seems to have been restricted to youth and to those
who had the time and the money to indulge in it; the vast majority in any
culture appear to have had a very humdrum sex life. ‘Decent’ people the
world over do not spend too much energy on the task of sexual reproduction,
or on the practices that have been built on it. Romance resembles sports in
this respect as well: instead of doing it personally, most people are content to
hear about it or watch a few experts perform it.” (102) And for those of you in
relationships… you probably know where I am going with this. When you first
met your partner, I’m sure it was extremely easy to obtain pleasure from
sex--and truly enjoy it. But over time it gets increasingly difficult to keep
enjoying sex with the same person as it is probably true that humans, like the
majority of mammalian species, are not monogamous by nature.
So what can you do about this? How can you spice up your love life and keep
it spiced up? Fortunately, there are many ways to make sex more enjoyable:
First off, let’s start by acknowledging that enjoyable sex depends entirely on
what happens in the consciousness of those involved: “The same sexual act
can be experienced as painful, revolting, frightening, neutral, pleasant,
pleasurable, enjoyable, or ecstatic--depending on how it is linked to a
person’s goals. A rape may not be distinguishable physically from a loving
encounter, but their psychological effects are worlds apart.” (101)
Make sure you take that fact into consideration--truly think about it and
remember it--before focusing on anything else in this chapter.

“To take pleasure in sex one needs only to be healthy and willing: no special
skills are required, and soon after the first experiences, few new physical
challenges arise again. Like all pleasures, sex will become boring with time; It
can turn from a genuinely positive experience into either a meaningless ritual
or an addictive dependence, unless you transform it into an enjoyable activity.
Eroticism is one form of cultivating sexuality that focuses on the
development of physical skills. In a sense, eroticism is to sex as sport is to
physical activity. The Kama Sutra and The Joy of Sex are two examples of
manuals that aim to foster eroticism by providing suggestions and goals to
help make sexual activity more varied, more interesting and challenging. . . .
But the real cultivation of sexuality begins only when psychological
dimensions are added to the purely physical. . . .Romance -- the rituals of
wooing first developed in the Romance region of southern France -- provides
an entire new range of challenges to lovers. For those who learn the skills
necessary to meet them, it becomes not only pleasurable, but enjoyable as
well. . . .
A third dimension of sexuality begins to emerge when in addition to physical
pleasure and the enjoyment of a romantic relationship the lover feels
genuine care for his partner. There are then new challenges one discovers: to
enjoy the partner as a unique person, to understand her, and to help her fulfill
her goals. With the emergence of this third dimension sexuality becomes a
very complex process, one that can go on providing flow experiences all
through life. . . . It is impossible for partners not to grow bored unless they
work to discover new challenges in each other’s company, and learn
appropriate skills for enriching the relationship. Initially physical challenges
alone are enough to sustain flow, but unless romance and genuine care also
develop, the relationship will grow stale.
How to keep love fresh? The answer is the same as it is for any other activity.
To be enjoyable, a relationship must become more complex. To become
more complex, the partners must discover new potentialities in themselves
and in each other. To discover these, they must invest attention in each other
-- so that they can learn what thoughts and feelings, what dreams reside in
their partner’s mind. This in itself is a never-ending process, a lifetime’s task.
After one begins to really know another person, then many joint adventures
become possible . . .What is important is the general principle: that sexuality,

like any other aspect of life, can be made enjoyable if we are willing to take
control of it, and cultivate it in the direction of greater complexity.” (101-103)

FLOW THROUGH SIGHT
It is easy to understand why physical activity can be enjoyable, “but few
people step beyond these physical activities to explore the almost unlimited
capacities of the other organs of the body, even though any information that
the nervous system can recognize lends itself to rich and varied flow
experiences.
Seeing, for instance, is most often used simply as a distant sensing system, to
keep from stepping on the cat, or to find the car keys. Occasionally people
stop to “feast their eyes” when a particular gorgeous sight happens to appear
in front of them, but they do not cultivate systematically the potential of their
vision. Visual skills, however, can provide constant access to enjoyable
experiences.” (106)
Great works of art and mundane sights alike can all be delightful with
enough training. As is true of all flow activities, one cannot expect to take true
enjoyment in a pursuit without cultivating the necessary skills. “Compared to
several other activities, however, seeing is immediately accessible . . . so it is a
particular pity to let it rest undeveloped.” (108)

FLOW THROUGH MUSIC
Music is an incredibly easy and accessible way to experience flow, and there
are a variety of ways to do so. Simply listening to music helps organize the
mind and reduce psychic entropy, while making music is not only enjoyable
but requires incredible complexity in learning how to produce harmonious
sounds. Like the mastery of any complex skill, making music also helps
strengthen the self.
“Listening to music wards off boredom and anxiety, and when seriously
attended to, it can induce flow experiences. . . .It is not the hearing that
improves life, it is the listening. We hear music, but we rarely listen to it, and
few could have ever been in flow as a result of it.

As with anything else, to enjoy music one must pay attention to it. To the
extent that recording technology makes music too accessible, and therefore
taken for granted, it can reduce our ability to derive enjoyment from it. Before
the advent of sound recording, a live musical performance retained some of
the awe that music engendered when it was still entirely immersed in
religious rituals. . . . One approached the event with heightened expectations,
with the awareness that one had to pay close attention because the
performance was unique and not to be repeated again.
The audiences at today’s live performances . . . continue to partake in some
degree in these ritual elements; there are few other occasions at which large
numbers of people witness the same event together, think and feel the same
things, and process the same information. . . The very conditions of live
performance help focus attention on the music, and therefore make it more
likely that flow will result at a concert than when one is listening to
reproduced sound. . . .[Yet] any sound can be a source of enjoyment if
attended to properly. . . even the intervals of silence between sounds, if
listened to closely, can be exhilarating.
Those who make the most of the potential for enjoyment inherent in music . .
. have strategies for turning the experience into flow. They begin by setting
aside specific hours for listening. When the time comes, they deepen
concentration by dousing the lights, by sitting in a favorite chair, or by
following some other ritual that will focus attention. They plan carefully the
selection to be played, and formulate specific goals for the session to come.
Listening to music usually starts as a sensory experience. At this stage, one
responds to the qualities of sound that induce the pleasant physical reactions
that are genetically wired into our nervous system. . . . We are particularly
sensitive to the rhythm of the drums or the bass . . . which some contend is
supposed to remind the listener of the mother’s throbbing heart first heard in
the womb.
The next level of challenge music presents is the analogic mode of listening.
In this stage, one develops the skill to evoke feelings and images based on
the patterns of sound.
The most complex stage of music listening is the analytic one. In this mode
attention shifts to the structural elements of music, instead of the sensory or

narrative ones. Listening skills at this level involve the ability to recognize the
order underlying the work, and the means by which the harmony was
achieved. They include the ability to evaluate critically the performance and
the acoustics; to compare the piece with earlier and later pieces of the same
composer, or with the work of other composers writing at the same time; and
to compare the orchestra, conductor, or band with their own earlier and later
performances, or with the interpretation of others. . . . Having set such goals,
a listener becomes an active experience that provides constant feedback (e.g.
‘von Karajan has slowed down,’ ‘the Berlin brasses are sharper but less
mellow’). As one develops analytic listening skills, the opportunities to enjoy
music increase geometrically. “ (109-111)
If we really want to go deep into flow, we can try making music for ourselves
and experience even greater rewards than we would from listening alone.
There is a connection between the ability to create harmony in sound and the
more general and abstract harmony that underlies the kind of social order we
call a civilization. “Mindful of that connection, Plato believed that children
should be taught music before anything else; in learning to pay attention to
graceful rhythms and harmonies their whole consciousness would become
ordered.
Our culture seems to have been placing a decreasing emphasis on exposing
young children to music skills. Whenever cuts are to be made in a school’s
budget, courses in music (as well as art and physical education) are the first
to be eliminated. It is discouraging how these three basic skills, so important
for improving the quality of life, are generally considered to be superfluous in
the current educational climate. Deprived of serious exposure to music,
children grow into teenagers who make up for their early deprivation by
investing inordinate amounts of psychic energy into their own music. They
form rock groups, buy tapes and records, and generally become captives of a
subculture that does not offer many opportunities for making consciousness
more complex.
Even when children are taught music, the usual problem often arises: too
much emphasis is placed on how they perform, and too little on what they
experience. Parents who push their children to excel at the violin are
generally not interested in whether the children are actually enjoying the
playing; they want the child to perform well enough to attract attention, to
win prizes, and to end up on the stage of Carnegie Hall. By doing so, they

succeed in perverting music into the opposite of what it was designed to be:
they turn it into a source of psychic disorder. Parental expectations for
musical behavior often create great stress, and sometimes a complete
breakdown. - (111-112)
Just remember, music is meant to be enjoyed. And although learning to play
an instrument is easiest while young, it is really never too late to start!

FLOW THROUGH TASTE
As we all know, eating is one of the most basic pleasures built into our
nervous system. In every culture, the simple process of consuming calories
has been transformed into an art form that provides enjoyment in addition to
pleasure.
“The preparation of food has developed in history according to the same
principles as all other flow activities. First, people took advantage of the
opportunities for action (in this case, the various edible substances in their
environment), and as a result of attending carefully they were able to make
finer and finer distinctions between the properties of foodstuffs. . . . Once
aware of these properties, people could experiment with them and then
develop rules for putting together the various substances in the most
pleasing combinations. These rules became the various cuisines; their variety
provides a good illustration of the almost infinite range of flow experiences
that can be evoked with a relatively limited number of edible ingredients.
In our culture, despite the recent spotlight on gourmet cuisine, many people
still barely notice what they put in their mouths, thereby missing a potentially
rich source of enjoyment. To transform the biological necessity of feeding into
a flow experience, one must begin by paying attention to what one eats. It is
astonishing- as well as discouraging -- when guests swallow lovingly
prepared food without any sign of having noticed its virtues. What a waste of
rare experience is reflected in that insensitivity! Developing a discriminating
palate, like any other skill, requires the investment of psychic energy. But the
energy invested is returned many times over in a more complex experience.
The individuals who really enjoy eating develop with time an interest in a
particular cuisine, and get to know its history and its peculiarities. They learn
to cook in that idiom, not just single dishes, but entire meals that reproduce
the culinary ambience of the region.” (114)

“Like all other sources of flow related to bodily skills . . . the cultivation of taste
only leads to enjoyment if one takes control of the activity. As long as one
strives to become a gourmet or a connoisseur of wines because it is the “in”
thing to do, striving to master an externally imposed challenge, then taste
may easily turn sour. But a cultivated palate provides many opportunities for
flow if one approaches eating--and cooking--in a spirit of adventure and
curiosity, exploring the potentials of food for the sake of the experience rather
than as a showcase for one’s expertise. The other danger in becoming
involved with culinary delights--and here again the parallels with sex are
obvious--is that they can become addictive. . .given a taste of what they are
genetically programmed to desire, people will want more of it, and will take
time away from the necessary routines of everyday life in order to satisfy their
craving.
But repression is not the way to virtue. When people restrain themselves out
of fear, their lives are by necessity diminished. They become rigid and
defensive, and their self stops growing. Only through freely chosen discipline
can life be enjoyed, and still kept within the bounds of reason. If a person
learns to control his instinctual desires, not because he has to, but because he
wants to, he can enjoy himself without becoming addicted. A fanatical
devotee of food is just as boring to himself and to others as the ascetic who
refuses to indulge his taste. Between these two extremes, there is quite a bit
of room for improving the quality of life.” (115)

FLOW IN THE MIND
Optimal experiences do not come exclusively through the senses. Some of
the best experiences of our lives are generated inside the mind, triggered by
information that challenges us to think (reading, writing, creating scientific
theories, solving metal puzzles, interpreting musical notation, analyzing art,
etc) “These activities are primarily symbolic in nature, in that they depend on
natural languages, mathematics, or some other abstract notation system like
a computer language to achieve their ordering effects in the mind.” (118)
“It is useless to remember facts unless they fit into patterns, unless one finds
likenesses and regularities among them. The simplest ordering system is to
give names to things; the words we invent transform discrete events into
universal categories. The power of the word is immense. . . . The building

blocks of most symbol systems, words make abstract thinking possible and
increase the mind’s capacity to store the stimuli it has attended to. Without
systems for ordering information, even the clearest memory will find
consciousness in a state of chaos. After names came numbers and concepts,
and then the primary rules for combining them in predictable ways. By the
sixth century BC, Pythagoras and his students had embarked on the
immense ordering task that attempted to find common numerical laws
binding together astronomy, geometry, music, and arithmetic. Not
surprisingly, their work was difficult to distinguish from religion, since it tried
to accomplish similar goals: to find a way of expressing the structure of the
universe. . . . Besides stories and riddles all civilizations gradually developed
more systematic rules for combining information, in the form of geometric
representations and formal proofs. With the help of such formulas it became
possible to describe the movement of the stars, predict precisely seasonal
cycles, and accurately map the earth. Abstract knowledge, and finally what
we know as experimental science, grew out of these rules.
It is important to stress here a fact that is all too often lost sight of: philosophy
and science were invented and flourished because thinking is pleasurable. If
thinkers did not enjoy the sense of order that the use of syllogisms and
numbers creates in consciousness, it is very unlikely that now we would have
the disciplines of mathematics and physics. This claim, however, flies in the
face of most current theories of cultural development. . . . [where] every
creative step is interpreted as the product of extrinsic forces, whether they be
wars, demographic pressures, territorial ambitions, market conditions,
technological necessity, or the struggle for class supremacy. External forces
are very important in determining which new ideas will be selected from
among the many available; but they cannot explain their production. . . . Great
thinkers have always been motivated by the enjoyment of thinking rather
than by the material rewards that could be gained by it. ” (125-126).
“To enjoy a mental activity, one must meet the same conditions that make
physical activities enjoyable. There must be skill in a symbolic domain; there
have to be rules, a goal, and a way of obtaining feedback. One must be able
to concentrate and interact with the opportunities at a level commensurate
with one’s skills.
In reality, to achieve such an ordered mental condition is not as easy as it
sounds. Contrary to what we tend to assume, the normal state of the mind is

chaos. Without training, and without an object in the external world that
demands attention, people are unable to focus their thoughts for more than
a few minutes at a time. . . . Entropy is the normal state of consciousness--a
condition that is neither useful nor enjoyable.
To avoid this condition, people are naturally eager to fill their minds with
whatever information is readily available, as long as it distracts attention from
turning inward and dwelling on negative feelings. This explains why such a
huge proportion of time is invested in watching television, despite the fact
that it is very rarely enjoyed. . . . While people watch television, they need not
fear that their drifting minds will force them to face disturbing personal
problems. It is understandable that, once one develops this strategy for
overcoming psychic entropy, to give up the habit becomes almost
impossible.” (118-120)
People without an internalized symbolic system can all too easily become
captives of the media. They are easily manipulated by demagogues, pacified
by entertainers, and exploited by anyone who has something to sell. If we
have become dependent on television, on drugs, and on facile calls to
political or religious salvation, it is because we have so little to fall back on, so
few internal rules to keep our mind from being taken over by those who
claim to have the answers. (128)
The better route for avoiding chaos in consciousness, of course, is through
habits that give control over mental processes to the individual, rather than
to some external source of stimulation.. . . To acquire such habits requires
practice, however, and the kind of goals and rules that are inherent in flow
activities. For instance, one of the simplest ways to use the mind is
daydreaming: playing out some sequence of events as mental images. But
even this apparently easy way to order thought is beyond the range of many
people. . . . daydreaming is a skill that many children never learn to use. Yet
daydreaming not only helps create emotional order by compensating in
imagination for unpleasant reality--as when a person can reduce frustration
and aggression against someone who has caused injury by visualizing a
situation in which the aggressor is punished--but it also allows children (and
adults) to rehearse imaginary situations so that the best strategy for
confronting them may be adopted, alternative options considered,
unanticipated consequences discovered--all results that help increase the

complexity of consciousness. And, of course, when used with skill,
daydreaming can be very enjoyable.” (120)
“The point is that playing with ideas is extremely exhilarating. Not only
philosophy but the emergence of new scientific ideas is fueled by the
enjoyment one obtains from creating a new way to describe reality. . . . When
a person has learned a symbolic system well enough to use it, she has
established a portable, self-contained world within the mind.” (127)
“Just as the use of the limbs and of the senses is available to everyone
without regard to sex, race, education, or social class, so too the uses of
memory, of language, of logic, of the rules of causation are also accessible to
anyone who desires to take control of the mind. Many people give up on
learning after they leave school because thirteen or twenty years of
extrinsically motivated education is still a source of unpleasant memories.
Their attention has been manipulated long enough from the outside by
textbooks and teachers, and they have counted graduation as the first day of
freedom. But a person who forgoes the use of his symbolic skills is never
really free. His thinking will be directed by the opinions of his neighbors, by
the editorials in the papers, and by the appeals of television. He will be at the
mercy of “experts.” Ideally, the end of extrinsically applied education should
be the start of an education that is motivated intrinsically. At that point the
goal of studying is no longer to make the grade, earn a diploma, and find a
good job. Rather, it is to understand what is happening around one, to
develop a personally meaningful sense of what one’s experience is all about.
From that will come the profound joy of the thinker.” (141-142)

FLOWING WITH MEMORY
Memory is one of the oldest mental skills from which all others derive.
Without it, we wouldn’t be able to remember and we couldn’t follow the rules
that make all other mental functioning possible. When a person has nothing
to remember, life can become severely impoverished.
“A person who can remember stories, poems, lyrics of songs, baseball
statistics, chemical formulas, mathematical operations, historical dates,
biblical passages, and wise quotations has many advantages over one who
has not cultivated such a skill. The consciousness of such a person is
independent of the order that may or may not be provided by the
environment. She can always amuse herself, and find meaning in the

contents of her mind. While others need external stimulation -- TV, reading,
conversation, or drugs -- to keep their minds from drifting into chaos, the
person whose memory is stocked with patterns of information is autonomous
and self-contained. Additionally, such a person is also a much more cherished
companion, because she can share the information in her mind, and thus
help bring order into the consciousness of those with who she interacts. How can one find more value in memory? The most natural way to being is to
decide what subject one is really interested in . . . If you decide what you
would like to have in memory, the information will be under your control, and
the whole process of learning by heart will become a pleasant task, instead of
a chore imposed from the outside. . . . Of course there is always a danger that
the person who has mastered a domain of information will use it to become
an overbearing bore. We all know people who cannot resist flaunting their
memory. But this usually occurs when someone memorizes only in order to
impress others. It is less likely that one will become a bore when one is
intrinsically motivated--with a genuine interest in the material, and a desire
to control consciousness, rather than in controlling the environment. (123-124)

FLOWING WITH WORDS
From crossword puzzles to writing poetry, to solving riddles, reading a book,
recording your thoughts in a journal, and having a good conversation--all of
these are great opportunities for us to enter flow and enhance our lives with
words.
“And again, there is no reason to stop at being a passive consumer. . . . Writing
is an easily accessible skill that gives the mind a disciplined means of
expression. If the only point to writing were to transmit information, then it
would deserve to become obsolete. But the point of writing is to create
information, not simply to pass it along. [Writing] allows one to record events
and experiences so that they can be easily recalled, and relived in the future.
It is a way to analyze and understand experiences, a self-communication that
brings order to them.
Like any other flow activity, however, writing that becomes addictive
becomes dangerous: it forces the writer to commit himself to a limited range
of experiences, and forecloses other options for dealing with events. But

when writing is used to control experience, without letting it control the
mind, it is a tool of infinite subtlety and rich rewards.” (131-132)

FLOWING WITH HISTORY
“Although history lacks the clear rules that make other mental activities like
logic, poetry, or mathematics so enjoyable, it has its own unambiguous
structure established by the irreversible sequence of events in time.
Observing, recording, and preserving the memory of both the large and small
events of life is one of the oldest and most satisfying ways to bring order to
consciousness.
In a sense, every individual is a historian of his or her own personal existence.
Because of their emotional power, memories of childhood become crucial
elements in determining the kind of adults we grow up to be, and how our
minds will function. . . . The task of making sense of the past again becomes
important in old age. Erik Erikson has held that the last stage of the human
life cycle involves the task of achieving ‘integrity,’ or bringing together what
one has accomplished and what one has failed to accomplish in the course of
one’s life into a meaningful story that can be claimed as one’s own.
Remembering the past is not only instrumental in the creation and
preservation of a personal identity, but it can also be a very enjoyable process.
People keep diaries, save snapshots, make slides and home movies, and
collect souvenirs and mementos to store in their houses to build what is in
effect a museum of the life of the family.
Having a record of the past can make a great contribution to the quality of
life. It frees us from the tyranny of the present, and makes it possible for
consciousness to revisit former times. It makes it possible to select and
preserve in memory events that are especially pleasant and meaningful, and
so to ‘create’ a past that will help us deal with the future.
Most of us don’t think of ourselves as having been amateur historians all
along. But once we become aware that ordering events in time is a necessary
part of being a conscious being, and moreover, that it is an enjoyable task,
then we can do a much better job of it.” (132-133)
There are several ways to practice turning history into a flow experience
including: keeping a journal, writing a family chronicle, focusing on a
particular aspect of the past and then researching and collecting relevant

books and memorabilia, learning the history of the community in which you
live by visiting museums, reading books, and joining historical associations, or
even researching as far back as possible into the ethnic group you belong to.
“All too often we are inclined to view history as a dreary list of dates to
memorize . . . Knowledge that is seen to be controlled from the outside is
acquired with reluctance, and it brings no joy. But as soon as a person
decides which aspects of the past are compelling, and decides to pursue
them, focusing on the sources and the details that are personally meaningful,
and recording findings in a personal style, then learning history can become a
full-fledge flow experience.” - 134

FLOWING WITH SCIENCE
“What concerns us here is amateur science, the delight that ordinary people
can take in observing and recording laws of natural phenomena. It is
important to realize that for centuries great scientists did their work as a
hobby, because they were fascinated with the methods they had invented,
rather than because they had jobs to do and fat government grants to spend.
Nicolaus Copernicus perfected his epochal description of planetary motions
while he was a canon at the cathedral of Frauenburg, in Poland. Astronomical
work certainly didn’t help his career in the Church, and for much of his life the
main rewards he had were aesthetic, derived from the simple beauty of his
system compared to the more cumbersome Ptolemaic model. Galileo had
been had been trained in medicine, and what drove him into increasingly
dangerous experimentation was the delight he took in figuring out such
things as the location of the center of gravity of various solid objects. Newton
formulated his major discoveries soon after he received his B.A. at Cambridge,
in 1665, when the university was closed because of the plague. Newton had to
spend two years in the safety and boredom of a country retreat, and he filled
the time playing with his ideas about a universal theory of gravitation.”
(136-137) The list goes on and on.
“Is the situation really that different these days? Is it really true that a person
without a Ph.D., who is not working at one of the major research centers, no
longer has any chance of contributing to the advancement of science?
. . . There is no doubt that a layman cannot contribute, as a hobby, to the kind
of research that depends on multibillion-dollar supercolliders, or on nuclear

magnetic resonance spectroscopy. But then, such fields to not represent the
only science there is. The mental framework that makes science enjoyable is
accessible to everyone. It involves curiosity, careful observation, a disciplined
way of recording events, and finding ways to tease out the underlying
regularities in what one learns. It also requires the humility to be willing to
learn from the results of past investigators, coupled with enough skepticism
and openness of mind to reject beliefs that are not supported by facts.
Defined in this broad sense, there are more practicing amateur scientists
than one would think. Some focus their interest on health. . . some learn
whatever they can about breeding domestic animals, or creating new hybrid
flowers. Others diligently replicate the observations of early astronomers with
their backyard telescopes. There are closet geologists who roam the
wilderness in search of minerals, cactus collectors who scour the desert
mesas for new specimens, and probably hundreds of thousands of individuals
who have pushed their mechanical skills to the point that they are verging on
true scientific understanding.
What keeps many of these people from developing their skills further is the
belief that they will never be able to become genuine, ‘professional’ scientists,
and therefore that their hobby should not be taken seriously. But there is no
better reason for doing science than the sense of order it brings to the mind
of the seeker. If flow, rather than success and recognition, is the measure by
which to judge its value, science can contribute immensely to the quality of
life.” (137-138)

FLOWING WITH PHILOSOPHY
“Amateur philosophers, unlike their professional counterparts at universities,
need not worry about historical struggles for prominence among competing
school, the politics of journals, and the personal jealousies of scholars. They
can keep their minds on the basic questions. What these are is the first task
for the amateur philosopher to decide. IS he interested in what the best
thinkers of the past have believed about what it means to ‘be’? Or is he more
interested in what constitutes the ‘good’ or the ‘beautiful’?
As in all other branches of learning, the first step after deciding what area one
wants to pursue is to learn what others have thought about the matter. By
reading, talking, and listening selectively one can form an idea of what the
“state of the art” in the field is. Again, the importance of personally taking

control of the direction of learning from the very first steps cannot be
stressed enough. If a person feels coerced to read a certain book, to follow a
given course because that is supposed to be the way to do it, learning will go
against the grain. But if the decision is to take that same route because of an
inner feeling of rightness, the learning will be relatively effortless and
enjoyable. . . . specialization is for the sake of thinking better, and not an end
in itself. Unfortunately many serious thinkers devote all their mental effort to
becoming well-known scholars, but in the meantime they forget their initial
purpose in scholarship.
In philosophy as in other disciplines there comes a point where a person is
ready to pass from the status of passive consumer to that of active producer.
To write down one’s insights expecting that someday they will be read with
awe by posterity would be in most cases an act of hubris. . . But if one records
ideas in response to an inner challenge to express clearly the major questions
by which one feels confronted, and tries to sketch out answers that will help
make sense of one’s experiences, then the amateur philosopher will have
learned to derive enjoyment from one of the most difficult and rewarding
tasks of life.” (138-139).

FINDING FLOW IN WORK
“Like other animals, we must spend a large part of our existence making a
living: calories needed to fuel the body don’t appear magically on the table,
and houses and cars don’t assemble themselves spontaneously. There are no
strict formulas, however, for how much time people actually have to work. . .
[But we do know that] work requiring great skills and that is done freely will
refine the complexity of the self; and, on the other hand, there are few things
as entropic as unskilled work done under compulsion. . . . Because work is so
universal, yet so varied, it makes a tremendous difference to one’s overall
contentment whether what one does for a living is enjoyable or not.
It does not seem to be true that work necessarily needs to be unpleasant. It
may always have to be hard, or at least harder than doing nothing at all. But
there is ample evidence that work can be enjoyable, and that indeed, it is
often the most enjoyable part of life.” (143-144)
“Work not only transforms the environment by building bridges across rivers
and cultivating barren plains; it also transforms the worker from an animal

guided by instincts into a conscious, goal-directed, skillful person. . . . One
might argue here that endorsing the [autotelic’s] lifestyle over that of his
fellow works is reprehensibly ‘elitist.’ After all, the guys in the saloon are
having a good time, and who is to say that grubbing away in the backyard
making rainbows is a better way to spend one’s time? By the tenets of
cultural relativism the criticism would be justifiable, of course. But when one
understands that enjoyment depends on increasing complexity, it is no
longer possible to take such radical relativism seriously. The quality of
experience of people who play with and transform the opportunities in their
surroundings is clearly more developed as well as more enjoyable than that of
people who resign themselves to live within the constraints of the barren
reality they feel they cannot alter.” (149)
“Individuals that are able to transform their jobs into complex activities do
this “by recognizing opportunities for action where others did not, by
developing skills, by focusing on the activity at hand, and allowing
themselves to be lost in the interaction so that their selves could emerge
stronger afterward. . . .Despite severe limitations of the environment, these
people are able to change constraints into opportunities for expressing their
freedom and creativity. Their method represents one way to enjoy one’s job
while making it richer. The other is to change the job itself, until its conditions
are more conducive to flow, even for people who lack autotelic personalities.
The more the job inherently resembles a game--with variety, appropriate and
flexible challenges, clear goals, and immediate feedback--the more enjoyable
it will be regardless of the worker’s level of development. Thus transformed,
work becomes enjoyable, and as the result of a personal investment of
psychic energy, it feels as if it were freely chosen, as well.” (151-152).
“One of the most interesting examples of how the phenomenon of flow
appeared to thinkers of earlier times is the concept of Yu referred to about
2300 years ago in the writings of the Taoist scholar Chuang Tzu. Yu is a
synonym for the right way of following the path, or Tao: it has been translated
into English as “wandering”; as “walking without touching the ground”; or as
“swimming,” “flying,” and “flowing.” Chuang Tzu believed that to Yu was the
proper way to live -- without concern for external rewards, spontaneously,
with total commitment -- in short, as a total autotelic experience. . . .
“Perception and understanding have come to a stop and spirit moves where
it wants. In other words, the mystical heights of the Yu are not attained by
some superhuman quantum jump, but simply by the gradual focusing of

attention on the opportunities for action in one’s environment, which results
in a perfection of skills that with time becomes so thoroughly automatic as to
seem spontaneous and otherworldly. . . . it is also remarkable that over
twenty-three centuries ago the dynamics of this experience were already so
well known.” (150-151)
“So work can be either brutal or boring, or enjoyable and exciting…. The
sooner we realize that the quality of the work experience can be transformed
at will, the sooner we can improve this enormously important dimension of
life. Yet most people still believe that work is forever destined to remain “the
curse of Adam.
In theory, any job could be changed so as to make it more enjoyable by
following the prescriptions of the flow model. At present, however, whether
work is enjoyable or not ranks quite low among the concerns of those who
have the power to influence the nature of a given job. Management has to
care for productivity first and foremost, and union bosses have to keep safety,
security, and compensations uppermost in their minds. In the short run these
priorities might well conflict with flow-producing conditions. This is
regrettable, because if workers really enjoyed their jobs they would not only
benefits personally, but sooner or later they would almost certainly produce
more efficiently and reach all the other goals that now take precedence.
At the same time, it would be erroneous to expect that if all jobs were
constructed like games, everyone would enjoy them.Even the most favorable
external conditions do not guarantee that a person will be in flow. Because
optimal experience depends on a subjective evaluation of what the
possibilities for action are, and of one’s own capacities, it happens quite often
that an individual will be discontented even with a potentially great job. . .
Well-paid but repetitive routines soon begin to feel their tedium. . .
.Specialization can be lucrative, but it makes enjoying the job more difficult. . .
. Pioneers burn out for the opposite reason of the routine specialist: they have
accomplished the impossible once, but they haven't found a way to do it
again.” (154-155)
“What this indicates is that important as the structure of a job is, by itself it
won’t determine whether or not a person performing that job will find
enjoyment in it. Satisfaction in a job will also depend on whether or not a
worker has an autotelic personality. . . . To improve the quality of life through

work, two complementary strategies are necessary: On the one hand jobs
should be redesigned so that they resemble as closely as possible flow
activities. . . But it will also be necessary to help people develop autotelic
personalities. . . by training them to recognize opportunities for action, to
hone their skills, to set reachable goals. Neither one of these strategies is
likely to make work much more enjoyable by itself; in combination, they
should contribute enormously to optimal experience.” (157)
Yet for many of us, no matter how much flow we experience at work, we still
report feeling discontent. We would still rather be doing something else. This
phenomenon brings us to the strange paradox of work: “In our studies we
have often encountered a strange inner conflict in the way people relate to
the way they make their living. On the one hand, our subjects usually report
that they have had some of their most positive experiences while on the job.
From this response it would follow that they would wish to be working, that
their motivation on the job would be high. Instead, even when they feel good,
people generally say that they would prefer not to be working, that their
motivation on the job is low. The converse is also true: when supposedly
enjoying their hard-earned leisure, people generally report surprisingly low
moods; yet they keep on wishing for more leisure.
As expected, the more time a person spent in flow during the week, the
better was the overall quality of his or her reported experience. People who
were more often in flow were especially likely to feel ‘strong,’ ‘active,’ ‘creative,’
‘concentrated,’ and ‘motivated.’ What was unexpected, however, is how
frequently people reported flow situations at work, and how rarely in leisure.
[When asked if people would rather be doing something else], the results
showed that people wished to be doing something else to a much greater
extent when working than when at leisure, and this regardless of whether
they were in flow. In other words, motivation was low at work even when it
provided flow, and it was high in leisure even when the quality of experience
was low.” (157- 159)
Thus we have the paradoxical situation: On the job people feel skillful and
challenged, and therefore feel more happy, strong, creative, and satisfied. In
their free time people feel that there is generally not much to do and their
skills are not being used, and therefore they tend to feel more sad, weak, dull,
and dissatisfied. Yet they would like to work less and spend more time in

leisure. . . .[Clearly], when it comes to work, people do not heed the evidence
of their senses. They disregard the quality of immediate experience, and base
their motivation instead on the strongly rooted cultural stereotype of what
work is supposed to be like. They think of it as an imposition, a constraint, an
infringement of their freedom, and therefore something to be avoided as
much as possible.
It could be argued that although flow at work is enjoyable, people cannot
stand high levels of challenge all the time. They need to recover at home, to
turn into couch potatoes for a few hours each day even though they don’t
enjoy it. But comparative examples seem to contradict this argument. As
these findings suggest, the apathy of many of the people around us is not
due to their being physically or mentally exhausted. The problem seems to lie
more in the modern worker’s relation to his job, with the way he perceives his
goals in relation to it.
When we feel that we are investing attention in a task against our will, it is as
if our psychic energy is being wasted. Instead of helping us reach our own
goals, it is called upon to make someone else’s come true. The time
channeled into such a task is perceived as time subtracted from the total
available for our life. Many people consider their jobs as something they have
to do, a burden imposed from the outside, an effort that takes life away from
the ledger of their existence. So even though the momentary on-the-job
experience may be positive, they tend to discount it, because it does not
contribute to their own long-range goals.(159-160)
“It should be stressed, however, that ‘dissatisfaction’ is a relative term. . . In our
studies we find that American workers tend to mention three main reasons
for their dissatisfaction with their jobs, all of which are related to the quality of
experience typically available to them at work--even though, as we have just
seen, their experience at work tends to be better than it is at home. (Contrary
to popular opinion, salary and other material concerns are generally not
among their most pressing concerns.) The first and perhaps most important
complain concerns the lack of variety and challenge. This can be a problem
for everyone, but especially for those in lower-level occupations in which
routine plays a major role. The second has to do with conflicts with other
people on the job, especially bosses. The third reason involves burnout: too
much pressure, too much stress, too little time to think for oneself, too little

time to spend with the family. This is a factor that particularly troubles the
higher echelons--executives and managers.
Such complaints are real enough, as they refer to objective conditions, yet
they can be addressed by a subjective shift in one’s consciousness. Variety
and challenge, for instance, are in one sense inherent characteristics of jobs,
but they also depend on how one perceives opportunities. Some people see
challenges in tasks that most people would find dull and meaningless.
Whether a job has variety or not ultimately depends more on a person’s
approach to it than on actual working conditions.
The same is true of the other causes of dissatisfaction. Getting along with
co-workers and supervisors might be difficult, but generally can be managed
if one makes the attempt. Conflict at work is often due to a person’s feeling
defensive out of a fear of losing face. To prove himself he sets certain goals for
how others should treat him, and then expects rigidly that others will fulfill
those expectations. This rarely happens as planned, however, because others
also have an agenda for their own rigid goals to be achieved. Perhaps the
best way to avoid this impasse is to set the challenge of reaching one’s goals
while helping the boss and colleagues reach theirs; it is less direct and more
time-consuming than forging ahead to satisfy one’s interests regardless of
what happens to others, but in the long run it seldom fails.
Finally, stresses and pressures are clearly the most subjective aspects of a job,
and therefore the ones that should be most amenable to the control of
consciousness. Stress exists only if we experience it; it takes the most
extreme objective conditions to cause it directly. The same amount of
pressure will wilt one person and be a welcome challenge to another. There
are hundreds of ways to relieve stress, some based on better organization,
delegation of responsibility, better communication with co-workers and
supervisors; others are based on factors external to the job, such as improved
home life, leisure patterns, or inner disciplines like transcendental meditation.
“ (160-161)
“These piecemeal solutions may help, but the only real answer to coping with
work stress is to consider it part of a general strategy to improve the overall
quality of experience. Of course this is easier said than done. To do so involves
mobilizing psychic energy and keeping it focused on personally forged goals,
despite inevitable distractions.” (162)

THE WASTE OF FREE TIME
“Now it may be useful to consider how the use of leisure time contributes--or
fails to contribute--to the overall quality of life.
Although, as we have seen, people generally long to leave their places of work
and get home, ready to put their hard-earned free time to good use, all too
often they have no idea what to do there. Ironically, jobs are actually easier to
enjoy than free time, because like flow activities they have built-in goals,
feedback, rules, and challenges, all of which encourage one to become
involved in one’s work, to concentrate and lose oneself in it. Free time, on the
other hand, is unstructured, and requires much greater effort to be shaped
into something that can be enjoyed. Hobbies that demand skill, habits that
set goals and limits, personal interests, and especially inner discipline help to
make leisure what it is supposed to be -- a chance for re-creation. But on the
whole people miss the opportunity to enjoy leisure even more thoroughly
than they do with working time.
The tremendous leisure industry that has arisen in the last few generations
has been designed to help fill free time with enjoyable experiences.
Nevertheless, instead of using our physical and mental resources to
experience flow, most of us spend many hours each week watching
celebrated athletes playing in enormous stadiums. Instead of making music,
we listen to platinum records cut by millionaire musicians. Instead of making
art, we go to admire paintings that brought in the highest bids at the latest
auction. We do not run risks acting on our beliefs, but occupy hours each day
watching actors who pretend to have adventures, engaged in
mock-meaningful action.
This vicarious participation is able to mask, at least temporarily, the
underlying emptiness of wasted time. But it is a very pale substitute for
attention invested in real challenges. The flow experience that results form
the use of skills leads to growth; passive entertainment leads nowhere.
Collectively we are wasting each year the equivalent of millions of years of
human consciousness. The energy that could be used to focus on complex
goals, to provide for enjoyable growth, is squandered on patterns of
stimulation that only mimic reality. Mass leisure, mass culture, and even high
culture when only attended to passively and for extrinsic reasons--such as the
wish to flaunt one’s status --are parasites of the mind. They absorb psychic

energy without providing substantive strength in return. They leave us more
exhausted, more disheartened than we were before.
Unless a person takes charge of them, both work and free time are likely to
be disappointing. Most jobs and many leisure activities--especially those
involving the passive consumption of mass media--are not designed to make
us happy and strong. Their purpose is to make money for someone else. If we
allow them to, they can suck out the marrow of our lives, leaving only feeble
husks. But like everything else, work and leisure can be appropriated for our
needs. People who learn to enjoy their work, who do not waste their free
time, end up feeling that their lives as a whole have become much more
worthwhile. “The future,” wrote CK Brightbill, “will belong not only to the
educated man, but to the man who is educated to use his leisure
wisely.”(162-163)

ENJOYING SOLITUDE AND OTHER PEOPLE
“More than anything else, the quality of life depends on two factors: how we
experience work, and our relations with other people. . . .We are biologically
programmed to find other human beings the most important objects in the
world. Because they can make life either very interesting and fulfilling or
utterly miserable, how we manage relationships with them makes an
enormous difference to our happiness. If we learn to make our relations with
others more like flow experiences, our quality of life as a whole is going to be
much improved.
On the other hand, we also value privacy and often wish to be left alone. Yet it
frequently turns out that as soon as we are, we begin to grow depressed. It is
typical for people in this situation to feel lonely, to feel that there is no
challenge, there is nothing to do. For some, solitude brings about in milder
form the disorienting symptoms of sensory deprivation. Yet unless one learns
to tolerate and even enjoy being alone, it is very difficult to accomplish any
task that requires undivided concentration. For this reason, it is essential to
find ways to control consciousness even when we are left to our own devices.”
(164-165)
“Of the things that frighten us, the fear of being left out of the flow of human
interaction is certainly one of the worst. There is no question that we are

social animals; only in the company of other people do we feel complete. In
many preliterate cultures solitude is thought to be so intolerable that a
person makes a great effort never to be alone. In many different human
societies, the worst sanction the community can issue is shunning. The
person ignored grows gradually depressed, and soon begins to doubt his or
her very existence. In some societies the final outcome of being ostracized is
death: the person who is left alone comes to accept the fact that he must be
already dead, since no one pays attention to him any longer; little by little he
stops taking care of his body, and eventually passes away.
The Latin locution for “being alive” was inter hominem esse, which literally
meant “to be among men”; whereas “to be dead” was interim hominem esse
desinere, or “to cease to be among men.” Exile from the city was, next to
being killed outright, the most severe punishment for a Roman citizen; no
matter how luxurious his country estate, if banished from the company of his
peers the urban Roman became an invisible man. . . . The density of human
contacts that great cities afford is like a soothing balm; people in such centers
relish it even when the interactions it provides may be unpleasant or
dangerous. The crowds streaming along Fifth Avenue may contain an
abundance of muggers and weirdos; nevertheless, they are exciting and
reassuring. Everyone feels more alive when surrounded with other people.”
(165)
“There is no question that we are programmed to see out the company of
peers . . . Animals that develop a competitive edge against other species
through cooperation survive much better if they are constantly within sight
of one another. . . . As human adaptation began to rely increasingly on culture,
additional reasons for sticking together became important. For instance, the
more people grew to depend for survival on knowledge instead of instinct,
the more they benefited from sharing their learning mutually; a solitary
individual under such conditions became an idiot, which in Greek originally
meant a “private person” -- someone who is unable to learn from others.
At the same time, paradoxically, there is a long tradition of wisdom warning
us that “Hell is other people.” . . . And when we examine the most negative
experiences in the life of average people, we find the other side of the
glittering coin of gregariousness: the most painful events are also those that
involve relationships.

How is it possible to reconcile the fact that people cause both the best and
the worst times? This apparent contradiction is actually not that difficult to
resolve. Like anything else that really matters, relationships make us
extremely happy when they go well, and very depressed when they don’t
work out. People are the most flexible, the most changeable aspect of the
environment we have to deal with. The same person can make the morning
wonderful and the evening miserable. Because we depend so much on the
affection and approval of others, we are extremely vulnerable to how we are
treated by them. Therefore, a person who learns to get along with others is
going to make a tremendous change for the better in the quality of life as a
whole.
It is the very flexibility of relationships that makes it possible to transform
unpleasant interactions into tolerable, or even exciting ones. How we define
and interpret a social situation makes a great difference to how people will
treat one another, and to how they will feel while doing it.” (166-167)
“A social situation has the potential to be transformed by redefining its
rules….Human relations are malleable, and if a person has the appropriate
skills their rules can be transformed.”(168)

LONELINESS + LEARNING TO LOVE ALONE TIME
“The average adult spends about one-third of his or her waking time alone,
yet we know very little about this huge slice of our lives, except that we
heartily dislike it.
Most people feel a nearly intolerable sense of emptiness when they are alone,
especially with nothing specific to do...Almost every activity is more enjoyable
with another person around, and less so when one does it alone... But the
most depressing condition is not that of working or watching TV alone; the
worst moods are reported when one is alone and there is nothing that needs
to be done.
Why is solitude such a negative experience? The bottom-line answer is that
keeping order in the mind from within is very difficult. We need external
goals, external stimulation, external feedback to keep attention directed. And
when external input is lacking, attention begins to wander, and thoughts
become chaotic--resulting in the state of psychic entropy.

With nothing to do, the mind is unable to prevent negative thoughts from
elbowing their way to center stage. . . . Worries about one’s love life, health,
investments, family, and job are always hovering at the periphery of attention,
waiting until there is nothing pressing that demands concentration. As soon
as the mind is ready to relax, zap! The potential problems that were waiting in
the wings take over. It is for this reason that television proves such a boon to
so many people. . . .at least the flickering screen brings a certain amount of
order to consciousness. … Of course, avoiding depression this way is rather
spendthrift, because one expends a great deal of attention without having
much to show for it afterward. More drastic ways of coping with the dread of
solitude include the regular use of drugs, or the recourse to obsessive
practices, which may range from cleaning the house incessantly to
compulsive sexual behavior. While under the influence of chemicals, the self
is relieved from the responsibility of directing its psychic energy; we can sit
back and watch the patterns of thought that the drug is providing
for--whatever happens, it’s out of our hands. And like television, the drug
keeps the mind from having to face depressing thoughts. While alcohol and
other drugs are capable of producing optimal experiences, they are usually at
a very low level of complexity. Unless consumed in highly skilled ritual
contexts, as is practiced in many traditional societies, what drugs in fact do is
reduce our perception of both what can be accomplished and what we as
individuals are able to accomplish, until the two are in balance. This is a
pleasant state of affairs, but it is only a misleading simulation of that
enjoyment that comes from increasing opportunities for actions and the
abilities to act. . . . The danger is that in becoming dependent on chemicals
for patterning the mind, he risks losing the ability to control it by himself.(168-170)
“The same argument that holds for what might at first sight seem the
opposite of pleasure:masochistic behavior, risk taking, gambling. These ways
that people find to hurt of frighten themselves do not require a great deal of
skill, but they do help one to achieve the sensation of direct experience. Even
pain is better than the chaos that seeps into an unfocused mind. Hurting
oneself, whether physically or emotionally, ensures that attention can be
focused on something that, although painful, is at least controllable -- since
we are the ones causing it.” (170-171)
“The ultimate test for the ability to control the quality of experience is what a
person does in solitude, with no external demands to give structure to

attention. … To fill free time with activities that require concentration, that
increase skills, that lead to a development of the self, is not the same as killing
time by watching television or taking recreational drugs. Although both
strategies might be seen as different ways of coping with the same threat of
chaos, as defenses against ontological anxiety, the former leads to growth,
while the latter merely serves to keep the mind from unraveling. A person
who rarely gets bored, who does not constantly need a favorable external
environment to enjoy the moment, has passed the test for having achieved a
creative life. Learning to use time alone, instead of escaping from it, is
especially important in our early years.” (171)
“Adolescents who never learn to control their consciousness grow up to be
adults without a ‘discipline.’ They lack the complex skills that will help them
survive in a competitive, information-intensive environment. And what is
even more important, they never learn how to enjoy living. They do not
acquire the habit of finding challenges that bring out hidden potentials for
growth.
But the teenage years are not the only time when it is crucial to learn how to
exploit the opportunities of solitude. Unfortunately, too many adults feel that
once they have hit twenty or thirty--or certainly forty--they are entitled to
relax in whatever habitual grooves they have established. They have paid
their dues they have learned the tricks it takes to survive, and from now on
they can proceed on cruise control. Equipped with the bare minimum of
inner discipline, such people inevitably accumulate entropy with each
passing year. Career disappointments, the failure of physical health, the usual
slings and arrows of fate build up a mass of negative information that
increasingly threatens their peace of mind. How does one keep these
problems away? If a person does not know how to control attention in
solitude, he will inevitably turn to the easy external solutions: drugs,
entertainment, excitement--whatever dulls or distracts the mind.” (172)
“The way to grow while enjoying life is to create a higher form of order out of
the entropy that is an inevitable condition of living. This means taking each
new challenge not as something to be repressed or avoided, but as an
opportunity for learning and for improving skills. When physical vigor fails
with age, for example, it means that one will be ready to turn one’s energies
from the mastery of the external world to a deeper exploration of inner reality.
… But it is difficult to accomplish this unless one has earlier acquired the habit

of using solitude to good advantage. It is best to develop this habit early, but
it is never too late to do so. In the previous chapters we have reviewed some
of the ways the body and the mind can make flow happen. When a person is
able to call upon such activities at will, regardless of what is happening
externally, then one has learned how to shape the quality of life.” (172-173)
Of course every rule has its exceptions, and even though most people dread
solitude, there are some individuals who live alone by choice. The individuals
that choose this willingly and thrive, do it by structuring their space and, most
importantly, their time. “One can survive solitude, but only if one finds way of
ordering attention that will prevent entropy from destructuring the mind.”
(174)
“[But] is coping with loneliness by letting unnecessary yet demanding rituals
give shape to the mind any different from taking drugs or watching TV
constantly? … Yet how one copes with solitude makes all the difference. If
being alone is seen as a chance to accomplish goals that cannot be reached
in the company of others, then instead of feeling lonely, a person will enjoy
solitude and might be able to learn new skills in the process. On the other
hand, if solitude is seen as a condition to be avoided at all costs instead of as a
challenge, the person will panic and resort to distractions that cannot lead to
higher levels of complexity. Breeding furry dogs and racing sleds through
arctic forests might seem like a rather primitive endeavor, compared to the
glamorous antics of playboys or cocaine users. Yet in terms of psychic
organization the former is infinitely more complex than the latter. Lifestyles
built on pleasure survive only in symbiosis with complex cultures based on
hard work and enjoyment. But when the culture is no longer able or willing to
support unproductive hedonists, those addicted to pleasure, lacking skills
and discipline and therefore unable to fend for themselves, find themselves
lost and helpless. … A person can master flow activities in almost any
environment… Unless a person learns to enjoy it, much of life will be spent
desperately trying to avoid its ill effects.” (175)

MARRIAGE + FAMILY
“Some of the most intense and meaningful experiences in our lives are the
result of family relationships.” (175)
“It is clear that the family can make one very happy, or be an unbearable
burden. Which one it will be depends, to a great extent, on how much

psychic energy family members invest in the mutual relationship, and
especially in each other’s goals.
Every relationship requires a reorienting of attention, a repositioning of
goals…. When two people choose to focus their attention on each other, both
will have to change their habits; as a result, the pattern of their consciousness
will also have to change. . . . All this can be very hard work, and it can also be
very frustrating. If a person is unwilling to adjust personal goals when starting
a relationship, then a lot of what subsequently happens in that relationship
will produce disorder in the person’s consciousness, because novel patterns
of interaction will conflict with old patterns of expectation.” (177) So as long as
you hold onto your old, conflicting desires, goals, wants, and wishes, you will
feel frustrated and uneasy. If you change your goals, you have to recognize
and accept that your self, being the sum and organization of your goals, will
change as a result. What this means is that entering any relationship entails a
transformation of the self.
“Until a few decades ago, families tended to stay together because parents
and children were forced to continue the relationship for extrinsic reasons. If
divorces were rare in the past, it wasn’t because husbands and wives loved
each other more in the old times, but because husbands needed someone to
cook and keep housewives needed someone to bring home the bacon, and
children needed both parents in order to eat, sleep, and get a start in the
world. The “family values” that the elders spent so much effort inculcating in
the young were a reflection of this simple necessity, even when it was cloaked
in religious and moral considerations. Of course, once family values were
taught as being important, people learned to take them seriously, and they
helped keep families from disintegrating. All too often, however, the moral
rules were seen as an outside imposition, an external constraint under which
husbands, wives, and children chafed. In such cases the family may have
remained intact physically, but it was internally riven with conflicts and
hatred. The current “disintegration” of the family is the result of the slow
disappearance of external reasons for staying married. The increase in the
divorce rate is probably more affected by changes in the labor market that
have increased women’s employment opportunities, and by the diffusion of
labor-saving home appliances, than it is by a lessening of love or of moral
fiber. … If the trend of traditional families keeping together mainly as a
convenience is on the wane, the number of families that endure because
their members enjoy each other may be increasing. Of course, because

external forces are still much more powerful than internal ones, the net effect
is likely to be a further fragmentation of family life for some time to come. But
the families that do persevere will be in a better position to help their
members develop a rich self than families held together against their will are
able to do.
There have been endless discussions about whether humans are naturally
promiscuous, polygamous, or monogamous; and whether in terms of cultural
evolution monogamy is the highest form of family organization. It is
important to realize that these questions deal only with the extrinsic
conditions shaping marriage relationships. And on that count, the bottom
line seems to be that marriages will take the form that most efficiently
ensures survival. Even members of the same animal species will vary their
patterns of relationships so as to adapt best in a given environment…. The
form the human family takes is a response to similar kinds of environmental
pressures. In terms of extrinsic reasons, we are monogamous because in
technological societies based on a money economy, time has proven this to
be a more convenient arrangement. But the issue we have to confront as
individuals is not whether humans are “naturally” monogamous or not, but
whether we want to be monogamous or not. And in answering that question,
we need to weigh all the consequences of our choice. It is customary to think
of marriage as the end of freedom, and some refer to their spouses as “old
ball-and-chain.” The notion of family life typically implies constraints,
responsibilities that interfere with one’s goals and freedom of action. While
this is true, especially when the marriage is one of convenience, what we tend
to forget is that these rules and obligations are no different, in principle, than
those rules that constrain behavior in a game. Like all rules, they exclude a
wide range of possibilities so that we might concentrate fully on a selected
set of options.” (178-179)
By now, it should seem pretty obvious that all this church ultimately cares
about is that you live a healthy, happy, and conscious life. Therefore, we highly
encourage you to think about what you WANT in a relationship, not what
society tells you you should want. The International Church of Slacklife
condones all types of relations from gay to straight, from monogamy to
polyamory, polygamy, and anything else in between. It doesn’t even have to
have a name! Figure out what you’re into, and then structure your
relationships around it. Whatever floats your boat!

“Cicero once wrote that to be completely free one must become a slave to a
set of laws. In other words, accepting limitations is liberating. For example, by
making up one’s mind to invest psychic energy exclusively in a monogamous
marriage, regardless of any problems, obstacles, or more attractive options
that may come along later, one is freed of the constant pressure of trying to
maximize emotional returns. Having made the commitment that an
old-fashioned marriage demands, and having made it willingly instead of
being compelled by tradition, a person no longer needs to worry whether she
has made the right choice, or whether the grass might be greener
somewhere else. As a result a great deal of energy gets freed up for living,
instead of being spent on wondering about how to live.
If one decides to accept the traditional form of the family, complete with a
monogamous marriage, and with a close involvement with children, with
relatives, and with the community, it is important to consider beforehand
how family life can be turned into a flow activity. Because if it is not, boredom
and frustration will inevitably set in, and then the relationship is likely to break
up unless there are strong external factors keeping it together.” (179-180)
“To provide flow, a family has to have a goal for its existence. Extrinsic reasons
are not sufficient: it is not enough to feel that , well, ‘Everybody else is
married,’ ‘It is natural to have children,’ or ‘Two can live as cheaply as one.’
These attitudes may encourage one to start a family, and may even be strong
enough to keep it going, but they cannot make family life enjoyable. . . .
Positive goals are necessary to focus the psychic energies of parents and
children on common tasks:
Some of these goals might be very general and long-term, such as planning a
particular lifestyle-- to build an ideal home, to provide the best possible
education for the children, or to implement a religious way of living in a
modern secularized society. For such goals to result in interactions that will
help increase the complexity of its members, the family must be both
differentiated and integrated. [In the family context], differentiation means
that each person is encouraged to develop his or her unique traits., maximize
personal skills, set individual goals. Integration, in contrast, guarantees that
what happens to one person will affect all others. If a child is proud of what
she accomplished in school, the rest of the family will pay attention and will
be proud of her, too. If the mother is tired and depressed, the family will try to
help and cheer her up. In an integrated family, each person’s goals matter to

all others.
In addition to long-term goals, it is imperative to have a constant supply of
short-term objectives. These may include simple tasks like buying a new sofa,
going on a picnic, planning for a vacation, or playing a game of scrabble
together on Sunday afternoon. Unless there are goals that the whole family is
willing to share, it is almost impossible for its members to be physically
together, let alone involved in an enjoyable joint activity. Here again,
differentiation and integration are important: the common goals should
reflect the goals of individual members as much as possible. If Rick wants to
go to a motocross race, and Erica would like to go to the aquarium, it should
be possible for everyone to watch the race one weekend, and then visit the
aquarium the next. The beauty of such an arrangement is that Erica is likely
to enjoy some of the aspects of bike racing, and Rick might actually get to
appreciate looking at fish, even though neither would have discovered as
much if left to his or her own prejudices.
As with any other flow activity, family activities should also provide clear
feedback. In this case, it is simply a matter of keeping open channels of
communication. . . . Unless the partners invest psychic energy in the
relationship, conflicts are inevitable, simply because each individual has goals
that are to a certain extent divergent from those of all other members of the
family. Without good lines of communication the distortions will become
amplified, until the relationship falls apart.
Feedback is also crucial to determine whether family goals are being
achieved. . . . It is a fact of life that sooner or later all children will express the
opinion that common family activities are “dumb.” At this point, forcing them
to do things together tends to be counterproductive. So most parents just
give up and abandon their teenagers to the peer culture. The more fruitful, if
more difficult, strategy is to find a new set of activities that will continue to
keep the family group involved.
The balancing of challenges and skills is another factor as necessary in
enjoying social relationships in general, and family life in particular, as it is for
any other flow activity. When a man and a woman are first attracted to each
other, the opportunities for action are usually clear enough…. With time one
gets to know the other person well, and the obvious challenges have been
exhausted. All the usual gambits have been tried; the other person’s reactions

have become predictable. Sexual play has lost its first excitement. At this
point, the relationship is in danger of becoming a boring routine that might
be kept alive by mutual convenience, but is unlikely to provide further
enjoyment, or spark a new growth in complexity. The only way to restore flow
to the relationship is by finding new challenges in it.
These might involve steps as simple as varying the routines of eating,
sleeping, or shopping. They might involve making an effort to talk together
about new topics of conversation, visiting new places, making new friends.
More than anything else they involve paying attention to the partner’s own
complexity, getting to know her at deeper levels than were necessary in the
earlier days of the relationship, supporting him with sympathy and
compassion during the inevitable changes that the years bring.” (180-182)

RAISING CHILDREN
“Early childhood influences are also very likely factors in determining whether
a person will or will not easily experience flow. There is ample evidence to
suggest that how parents interact with a child will have a lasting effect on the
kind of person that child grows up to be.” (88)
“There is no need to visit far-off lands to see how flow can be a natural part of
living. Every child, before self-consciousness begins to interfere, acts
spontaneously with total abandon and complete involvement. Boredom is
something children have to learn the hard way, in response to artificially
restricted choices. Again, this does not mean that children are always happy.
Cruel or neglectful parents, poverty, and sickness, the inevitable accidents of
living make children suffer intensely. But a child is rarely unhappy without
good reason. It is understandable that people tend to be so nostalgic about
their early years. Many feel that the wholehearted serenity of childhood, the
undivided participation in the here and now, becomes increasingly difficult to
recapture as the years go by.” (229)
“[Thus] the same need to constantly increase challenges and skills applies to
one’s relationship with children. During the course of infancy and early
childhood most parents spontaneously enjoy the unfolding of their babies’
growth: the first smile, the first word, the first few steps, the first scribbles.
Each of these quantum jumps in the child’s skills becomes a new joyful
challenge, to which parents respond by enriching the child’s opportunities to

act. From the cradle to the playpen to the playground to kindergarten, the
parents keep adjusting the balance of challenges and skills between the child
and her environment. But by early adolescence, many teenagers get to be
too much to handle. What most parents do at that point is to politely ignore
their children’s lives, pretending that everything is alright, hoping against
hope that it will be.
Teenagers are physiologically mature beings, ripe for sexual reproduction; in
most societies (and in ours too, a century or so ago) they are considered ready
for adult responsibilities and appropriate recognition. Because our present
social arrangements, however, do not provide adequate challenges for the
skills teenagers have, they must discover opportunities for action outside
those sanctioned by adults. The only outlets they find, all too often, are
vandalism, delinquency, drugs, and recreational sex. Under existing
conditions, it is very difficult for parents to compensate for the poverty of
opportunities in the culture at large. In this respect, families living in the
richest suburbs are barely better off than families living in the slums. What
can a strong, vital, intelligent fifteen-year old do in your typical suburb? If you
consider that question you will probably conclude that what is available is
either too artificial, or too simple, or not exciting enough to catch a teenager’s
imagination. It is not surprising that athletics are so important in suburban
schools; compared to the alternatives, they provide some of the most
concrete chances to exercise and display one’s skills.
But there are some steps that families can take to partially alleviate this
wasteland of opportunities. In older times, young men left home for awhile as
apprentices and traveled to distant towns to be exposed to new challenges.
Today something similar exists in America for late teens: the custom of
leaving home for college. The problem remains with the period of puberty,
roughly the five years between twelve and seventeen: What meaningful
challenges can be found for young people that age? The situation is much
easier when the parents themselves are involved in understandable and
complex activities at home. If the parents enjoy playing music, cooking,
reading, gardening, carpentry, or fixing engines in the garage, then it is more
likely that their children will find similar activities challenging, and invest
enough attention in them to begin enjoy doing something that will help
them grow. If parents just talked more about their ideals and dreams--even if
these had been frustrated--the children might develop the ambition needed
to break through the complacency of their present selves. If nothing else,

discussing one’s job or the thoughts and events of the day, and treating
children as young adults, as friends, help to socialize them into thoughtful
adults. But if the father spends all his free time at home vegetating in front of
the TV set with a glass of alcohol in his hand, children will naturally assume
that adults are boring people who don’t know how to have fun, and will turn
to the peer group for enjoyment…. Most activities, including school,
recreation, and employment, are under adult control and leave little room for
the youths’ initiative. Lacking any meaningful outlet for their skills and
creativity, they may turn to redundant partying, joyriding, malicious
gossiping, or drugs and narcissistic introspection to prove to themselves that
they are alive.” (182-184) “Much of what we label juvenile delinquency--car
theft, vandalism, rowdy behavior in general--is motivated by the same need
to have flow experiences not available in ordinary life. As long as a significant
segment of society has few opportunities to encounter meaningful
challenges, and few chances to develop the skills necessary to benefit from
them, we must expect that violence and crime will attract those who cannot
find their way to more complex autotelic experiences.” (69-70)
“People who as adults develop coherent life themes often recall that when
they were very young, their parents told them stories and read from books.
When told by a loving adult whom one trusts, fairy tales, biblical stories,
heroic historical deeds, and poignant family events are often the first
intimations of meaningful order a person gleans from the experience of the
past. In contrast, we found in our studies that individuals who never focus on
any goal, or accept one unquestioningly from the society around them, tend
not to remember their parents having read or told stories to them as children.
Saturday morning kiddie shows on television, with their pointless
sensationalism, are unlikely to achieve the same purpose.” (236) “Instead of
seeking the complexity of enjoyment, an ill-treated child is likely to grow up
into an adult who will be satisfied to obtain as much pleasure as possible
from life.” (90)
“How to restructure such an environment so as to make it sufficiently
challenging is certainly one of the most pressing tasks parents of teenagers
face. And it is of no value simply to tell one’s strapping adolescent children to
shape up and do something useful. What does help are living examples and
concrete opportunities. If these are not available, one cannot blame the
young for taking their own counsel.

Some of the tensions of teenage life can be eased if the family provides a
sense of acceptance, control, and self-confidence to the adolescent. A
relationship that has these dimensions is one in which people trust one
another, and feel totally accepted. One does not have to worry constantly
about being liked, being popular, or living up to others’ expectations… Being
assured of one’s worth in the eyes of one’s kin gives a person the strength to
take chances; excessive conformity is usually caused by fear of disapproval. It
is much easier for a person to try developing her potential if she knows that
no matter what happens, she has a safe emotional base in the family.
Unconditional acceptance is especially important to children. If parents
threaten to withdraw their love from a child when he fails to measure up, the
child’s natural playfulness will be gradually replaced by chronic anxiety.
However, if the child feels that his parents are unconditionally committed to
his welfare, he can then relax and explore the world without fear; otherwise
he has to allocate psychic energy ot his own protection, thereby reducing the
amount he can freely dispose of. Early emotional security may well be one of
the conditions that helps develop an autotelic personality in children.
Without this, it is difficult to let go of the self long enough to experience flow.
Love without strings attached does not mean, of course, that relationships
should have no standards, no punishment for breaking the rules. When there
is no risk attached to transgressing rules they become meaningless, and
without meaningful rules an activity cannot be enjoyable. Children must
know that parents expect certain things from them, and that specific
consequences will follow if they don’t obey. But they must also recognize that
no matter what happens, the parents’ concern for them is not in question.
When a family has a common purpose and open channels of
communication, when it provides gradually expanding opportunities for
action in a setting of trust, then life in it becomes an enjoyable flow activity.
Its members will spontaneously focus their attention on the group
relationship, and to a certain extent forget their individual selves, their
divergent goals, for the sake of experiencing the joy of belonging to a more
complex system that joins separate consciousnesses in a unified goal.”
(184-185)
Thus “the family context promoting optimal experience could be described as
having five characteristics. The presence of these five conditions makes

possible the AUTOTELIC FAMILY CONTEXT - they provide an ideal training for
enjoying life. The five characteristics clearly parallel the dimensions of the
flow experience. Children who grow up in family situations that facilitate
clarity of goals, feedback, feeling of control, concentration on the task at
hand, intrinsic motivation, and challenge will generally have a better chance
to order their lives so as to make flow possible.
1. Clarity: The teenagers feel that they know what their parents expect
form them--goals and feedback in the family interaction are
unambiguous.
2. Centering: The children’s perception that their parents are interested in
what they are doing in the present, in their concrete feelings and
experiences, rather than being preoccupied with whether they will be
getting into a good college or obtaining a well-paying job.
3. Choice: Children feel that they have a variety of possibilities from which
to choose, including that of breaking parental rules--as long as they are
prepared to face the consequences.
4. Commitment: The trust that allows the child to feel comfortable
enough to set aside the shield of his defense and become
unselfconsciously involved in whatever he is interested in.
5. Challenge: The parents’ dedication to provide increasingly complex
opportunities for action to their children.
Families that provide an autotelic context conserve a greater deal of psychic
energy for their individual members, thus making it possible to increase
enjoyment all around. (88-89)

“One of the most basic delusions of our time is that home life takes care of
itself naturally, and that the best strategy for dealing with it is to relax and let
it take its course…. the family, like any other joint enterprise needs constant
investments of psychic energy to assure its existence.
To play the trumpet well, a musician cannot let more than a few days pass
without practicing. An athlete who does not run regularly will soon be out of
shape, and will no longer enjoy running. Any manager knows that his
company will start falling apart if his attention wanders. In each case, without
concentration, a complex activity breaks down into chaos. Why should the
family be different? Unconditional acceptance, the complete trust family
members ought to have for one another, is meaningful only when it is

accompanied by an unstinting investment of attention. Otherwise it is just an
empty gesture, a hypocritical pretense indistinguishable from disinterest.”
(185)

ENJOYING FRIENDS
“Compared to familial relationships, friendships are much easier to enjoy. We
can choose our friends, and usually do so, on the basis of common interests
and complementary goals. We need not change ourselves to be with friends;
they reinforce our sense of self instead of trying to transform it. While at
home there are many boring things we have to accept, like taking out the
garbage and raking up leaves, with friends we can concentrate on things that
are ‘fun.’ (185)
“Because a friendship usually involves common goals and common activities,
it is ‘naturally’ enjoyable. But like any other activity, this relationship can take
a variety of forms, ranging from the destructive to the highly complex. When
a friendship is primarily a way of validating one's own insecure sense of self, it
will give pleasure, but it will not be enjoyable in our sense--that of fostering
growth. For instance: [drinking buddies] . . . This type of interaction keeps at
bay the disorganization that solitude brings to the passive mind, but without
stimulating much growth. It is rather like a collective form of television
watching, and although it is more complex in that it requires participation, its
actions and phrases tend to be rigidly scripted and highly predictable.
Socializing of this kind mimics friendship relations, but it provides few of the
benefits of the real thing. Everyone takes pleasure in occasionally passing the
time of day chatting, but may people become extremely dependent on a
daily ‘fix’ of superficial contacts. This is especially true for individuals who
cannot tolerate solitude, and who have little emotional support at home.
Teenagers without strong family ties can become so dependent on their peer
group that they will do anything to be accepted by it. … If the young person
feels accepted and cared for at home, however, dependence on the group is
lessened, and the teenager can learn to be in control of his relationships with
peers.” (186-187)
“The company of peers, like every other activity, can be experienced at various
levels: at the lowest level of complexity it is a pleasurable way to ward off
chaos temporarily; at the highest it provides a strong sense of enjoyment and
growth. It is in the context of intimate friendships, however, that the most

intense experiences occur. . . . To enjoy such one to one relationships requires
the same conditions that are present in other flow activities. It is necessary
not only to have common goals and to provide reciprocal feedback, which
even interactions in taverns or at cocktail parties provide, but also to find new
challenges in each other’s company. … There are few things as enjoyable as
freely sharing one’s most secret feelings and thoughts with another person.
Even though this sounds like a commonplace, it in fact requires concentrated
attention, openness, and sensitivity. In practice, this degree of investment of
psychic energy in a friendship is unfortunately rare. Few are willing to commit
the energy or the time for it.” (187-188)
“Friendship allow us to express parts of our beings that we seldom have the
opportunity to act out otherwise. One way to describe the skills that every
man and woman has is to divide them into two classes: the instrumental and
the expressive. Instrumental skills are the ones we learn so that we can cope
effectively with the environment. . . . People who have not learned to find flow
in most of the things they undertake generally experience instrumental tasks
as extrinsic--because they do not reflect their own choices, but are
requirements imposed from the outside. Expressive skills, on the other hand,
refer to actions that attempt to externalize our subjective experiences….
When involved in an expressive activity we feel in touch with our real self. A
person who lives only by instrumental actions without experiencing the
spontaneous flow of expressivity eventually becomes indistinguishable from
a robot who has been programmed by aliens to mimic human behavior.
In the course of normal life there are few opportunities to experience the
feeling of wholeness expressivity provides. … It is only with friends that most
people feel they can let their hair down and be themselves. … It is in the
company of friends that we can most clearly experience the freedom of the
self and learn who we really are.” (188-189)
“Friendship is not enjoyable unless we take up its expressive challenges. If a
person surrounds himself with “friends” who simply reaffirm his public
persona, who never question his dreams and desires, who never force him to
try out new ways of being, he misses out on the opportunities friendship
presents. A true friend is someone we can occasionally be crazy with,
someone who does not expect us to be always true to form. It is someone
who shares our goal of self-realization, and therefore is willing to share the
risks that any increase in complexity entails.” (189)

“Unfortunately, few people nowadays are able to maintain friendships into
adulthood, We are too mobile, too specialized and narrow in our professional
interests to cultivate enduring relationships. We are lucky if we can hold a
family together, let alone maintain a circle of friends. …[But] just as with the
family, people believe that friendships happen naturally, and if they fail, there
is nothing to be done about it but feel sorry for oneself. In adolescence, when
so many interests are shared with others and one has great stretches of free
time to invest in a relationship, making friends might seem like a
spontaneous process. But later in life friendships rarely happen by chance:
one must cultivate them as assiduously as one must cultivate a job or a
family.” (189-190)

THE WIDER COMMUNITY
“A person is part of a family or friendship to the extent he invests psychic
energy in goals shared with other people. In the same way, one can belong to
larger interpersonal systems by subscribing to the aspirations of a
community, an ethnic group, a political party, or a nation…. In the ancient
Greek usage, “politics” referred to whatever involved people in affairs that
went beyond personal and family welfare. In this broad sense, politics can be
one of the most enjoyable and most complex activities available to the
individual, for the larger the social arena one moves in, the greater the
challenges it presents. A person can deal with very intricate problems in
solitude, and family and friends can take up a lot of attention. But trying to
optimize the goals of unrelated individuals involved complexities an order of
magnitude higher….The greater challenge is not only to benefit oneself, but to
help others in the process.” (190)
“Any involvement in the public realm can be enjoyable, provided one
structures it according to the flow parameters. . . . What counts is to set a
goal, to concentrate one’s psychic energy, to pay attention to the feedback,
and to make certain that the challenge is appropriate to one’s skill. Sooner or
later the interaction will begin to hum, and the flow experience follows.”
(190-191)
“The concept of flow is useful not only in helping individuals improve the
quality of their lives, but also in pointing out how public actions should be
directed. Perhaps the most powerful effect flow theory could have in the

public sector is in providing a blueprint for how institutions may be reformed
so as to make them more conducive to optimal experience. In the past few
centuries economic rationality has been so successful that we have come to
take for granted that the ‘bottom line’ of any human effort is to be measured
in dollars and cents. But an exclusively economic approach to life is
profoundly irrational; the true bottom line consists in the quality and
complexity of experience. A community should be judged good not because
it is technologically advanced, or swimming in material riches; it is good if it
offers people a chance to enjoy as many aspects of their lives as possible,
while allowing them to develop their potential in the pursuit of ever greater
challenges. Similarly the value of a school does not depend on its prestige, or
its ability to train students to face up to the necessities of life, but rather on
the degree of the enjoyment of lifelong learning it can transmit. A good
factory is not necessarily the one that makes the most money, but the one
that is most responsible for improving the quality of life for its workers and its
customers. And the true function of politics is not to make people more
affluent, safe, or powerful, but to let as many as possible enjoy an increasingly
complex existence.
But no social change can come about until the consciousness of individuals is
changed first. When a young man asked Carlyle how he should go about
reforming the world, Carlyle answered, “Reform yourself. That way there will
be one less rascal in the world.” The advice is still valid. Those who try to make
life better for everyone without having learned to control their own lives first
usually end up making things worse all around.” (191)

SUFFERING
“Many lives are disrupted by tragic accidents, and even the most fortunate
are subjected to stresses of various kinds. Yet such blows do not necessarily
diminish happiness. It is how people respond to stress that determines
whether they will profit from misfortune or be miserable.” (192)
“It would be naively idealistic to claim that no matter what happens to him, a
person in control of consciousness will be happy. There are certainly limits to
how much pain, or hunger, or deprivation a body can endure. . . . The relevant
point to be made here is that a person who knows how to find flow from life is
able to enjoy even situations that seem to allow only despair” (193)

“A major catastrophe that frustrates a central goal of life will either destroy
the self, forcing a person to use all his psychic energy to erect a barrier
around remaining goals, defending them against further onslaughts of fate;
or it will provide a new, more clear, and more urgent goal: to overcome the
challenges created by the defeat. If the second road is taken, the tragedy is
not necessarily a detriment to the quality of life.” (198)
Whether you are in the most ordinary of circumstances or the worst of
circumstances, try thinking about this: “Lost in Antarctica or confined in a
prison some individuals succeed in transforming their harrowing conditions
into a manageable and even enjoyable struggle, whereas most others would
succumb to the ordeal. Richard Logan, who has studied the accounts of
many people in difficult situations, concludes that they survived by finding
ways to turn the bleak objective conditions into subjectively controllable
experience. They followed the blueprint of flow activities. First, they paid close
attention to the most minute details of their environment, discovering in it
hidden opportunities for action that matched what little they were capable of
doing, given the circumstances. Then they set goals appropriate to the
precarious situation, and closely monitor progress through the feedback they
received. Whenever they reached their goal, they upped the ante, setting
increasingly complex challenges for themselves. . . .
Essentially the same ingenuity in finding opportunities for mental action and
setting goals is reported by survivors of any solitary confinement, from
diplomats captured by terrorists, to elderly ladies imprisoned by Chinese
communists. Eva Zeisel, the ceramic designer who was imprisoned in
Moscow’s Lubyanka prison for over a year by Stalin’s police, kept her sanity by
figuring out how she would make a bra out of materials at hand, playing
chess against herself in her head, holding imaginary conversations in French,
doing gymnastics, and memorizing poems she composed. Alexander
Solzhenitsyn describes how one of his fellow prisoners in the Lefortovo jail
mapped the world on the floor of the cell, and then imagined himself
traveling across Asia and Europe to America, covering a few kilometers each
day. The same ‘game’ was independently discovered by many prisoners; for
instance Albert Speer, Hitler’s favorite architect, sustained himself in Spandau
prison for months by pretending he was taking a walking trip from Berlin to
Jerusalem, in which his imagination provided all the events and sights along
the way.

An acquaintance who worked in United States Air Force intelligence tells the
story of a pilot who was imprisoned in North Vietnam for many years, and lost
eighty pounds and much of his health in a jungle camp. When he was
released, one of the first things he ask for was to play a game of golf. To the
great astonishment of his fellow officers he played a superb game, despite his
emaciated condition. To their inquiries he replied that every day of his
imprisonment he imagined himself playing eighteen holes, carefully
choosing his clubs and approach and systematically varying the course. This
discipline not only helped preserve his sanity, but apparently also kept his
physical skills well honed. ” (90-91)
As crazy as this sounds, this actually makes sense. Turns out visualization is an
essential flow hack that is backed by science. “Back in the 1930s, [Edmund]
Jacobson, [Harvard physiologist], found that imagining oneself lifting an
object triggered corresponding electrical activity in the muscles involved in
the lift. Between then and now dozens and dozens of studies have born this
out, repeatedly finding strong correlations between mental rehearsal-- i.e.
visualization-- and better performance. . . . We also know that the benefits
extend beyond the psychological (increased confidence and motivation) and
into the physiological.
In 2004, for example, Cleveland Clinic physiologist Guang Yue wanted to
know if merely thinking about lifting weights was enough to increase
strength. Study subjects were divided into four groups. One group tried to
strengthen their finger muscles with physical exercise; one tried to
strengthen their finger muscles by only visualizing the exercise; another tried
to increase arm strength through visualization; while the last group did
nothing at all. The trial lasted twelve weeks. When it was over, those who did
nothing saw no gains. The group that relied on physical training saw the
greatest increase in strength--at 53 percent. But it’s the mental groups where
things got curious. Folks who did no physical training but merely imagined
their fingers going through precise exercise motions saw a 35 percent
increase in strength, while the ones who visualized arm exercises saw a 13.5
percent increase in strength. How tightly are imagination and physiology
coupled? Strength is among the most baseline of all performance measures
and we humans can get stronger simply by thinking hard about it. [!!!!!!! emphasis, mine]

[Furthermore,] neuroscientists found no difference between performing an
action and merely imagining oneself performing that action--the same
neuronal circuits fire in either case. This means that visualization impacts a
slew of cognitive processes--motor control, memory, attention, perception,
planning--essentially accelerating chunking by shortening the time it takes
us to learn new patterns. Since the first stage of the flow cycle--the struggle
state--involves exactly this learning process, visualization is an essential flow
hack: it shortens struggle. Visualization also firms up aims and objectives,
further amplifying flow. ” (175-176, rise of superman)
So when every hope and dream are exhausted, when misfortune and
hardship threaten to cripple us, we need to re-establish control over our our
consciousness by seeking a new and meaningful goal in which to invest our
psychic energy and organize the self. A goal that lies outside the reach of
external forces. “Then, even though that person is objectively a slave,
subjectively he is free. Solzhenitsyn describes very well how even the most
degrading situation can be transformed into a flow experience: ‘Sometimes,
when standing in a column of dejected prisoners, amidst the shouts of
guards with machine guns, I felt such a rush of rhymes and images that I
seemed to be wafted overhead. . . . At such moments I was both free and
happy. . . . Some prisoners tried to escape by smashing through the barbed
wire. For me there was no barbed wire. The head count of prisoners remained
unchanged but I was actually away on a distant flight.’”
Okay, so if it IS possible to transform hopeless situations into ones of
meaning, then why don’t more people do it? Why can some people achieve
this while others can’t?
“Basically the answer is simple: those who know how to transform a hopeless
situation into a new flow activity that can be controlled will be able to enjoy
themselves, and emerge stronger from the ordeal. There are three main steps
that seem to be involved in such transformations:
1. Unselfconscious self-assurance: As Richard Logan found in his study
of individuals who survived severe physical ordeals . . . one common
attitude shared by such people was the implicit belief that their destiny
was in their hands. They did not doubt their own resources would be
sufficient to allow them to determine their fate. In that sense one would
call them self-assured, yet at the same time, their egos seem curiously

absent: they are not self-centered; their energy is typically not bent on
dominating their environment as much as on finding a way to function
within it harmoniously. This attitude occurs when a person no longer
sees himself in opposition to the environment, as an individual who
insists that his goals, his intentions take precedence over everything
else. Instead, he feels a part of whatever goes on around him, and tries
to do his best within the system in which he must operate.
Paradoxically, this sense of humility--the recognition that one’s goals
may have to be subordinated to a greater entity, and that to succeed
one may have to play by a different set of rules from what one would
prefer--is a hallmark of strong people. . . . Basically, to arrive at this level
of self-assurance one must trust oneself, one’s environment, and one’s
place in it. (203-204)
2. Focusing attention on the world: It is difficult to notice the
environment as long as attention is mainly focused inward, as long as
most of one’s psychic energy is absorbed by the concerns and desires
of the ego. People who know how to transform stress into enjoyable
challenge spend very little time thinking about themselves. They are
not expanding all their energy trying to satisfy what they believe to be
their needs, or worrying about socially conditioned desires. Instead
their attention is alert, constantly processing information from their
surroundings. The focus is still set by the person’s goal, but it is open
enough to notice and adapt to external events even if they are not
directly relevant to what he wants to accomplish.
An open stance makes it possible for a person to be objective, to be
aware of alternative possibilities, to feel a part of the surrounding world.
. . . In a threatening situation it is natural to mobilize psychic energy,
draw it inward, and use it as a defense against the threat. But this
innate reaction more often than not compromises the ability to cope. It
exacerbates the experience of inner turmoil, reduces the flexibility of
response, and, perhaps worse than anything else, it isolates a person
from the rest of the world, leaving him alone with his frustrations. On
the other hand, if one continues to stay in touch with what is going on,
new possibilities are likely to emerge, which in turn might suggest new
responses, and one is less likely to be entirely cut off from the stream of
life. (204 - 207)

3. The discovery of new solutions: There are basically two ways to cope
with a situation that creates psychic entropy. One is to focus attention
on the obstacles to achieving one’s goals and then to move them out of
the way, thereby restoring harmony in consciousness. This is the direct
approach. The other is to focus on the entire situation, including
oneself, to discover whether alternative goals may not be more
appropriate, and thus different solutions possible. . . . But these
transformations require that a person be prepared to perceive
unexpected opportunities. Most of us become so rigidly fixed in the ruts
carved out by genetic programing and social conditioning that we
ignore the options of choosing any other course of action. Living
exclusively by genetic and social instructions is fine as long as
everything goes well. But the moment biological or social goals are
frustrated--which in the long run is inevitable--a person must formulate
new goals, and create a new flow activity for himself, or else he will
waste his energies in inner turmoil. . . .But how does one go about
discovering these alternative strategies? The answer is basically simple:
if one operates with unselfconscious assurance, and remains open to
the environment and involved in it, a solution is likely to emerge.
We all start with preconceived notions of what we want from life. These
include the basic needs programmed by our genes to ensure
survival--the need for food, comfort, sex, dominance over other beings.
They also include the desires that our specific culture has inculcated in
us--to be slim, rich, educated, and well liked. If we embrace these goals
and are lucky, we may replicate the ideal physical and social image for
our historical time and place. But is this the best use of our psychic
energy? And what if we cannot realize these ends? We will never
become aware of other possibilities unless . . . we pay attention to what
is happening around us, and evaluate events on the basis of their direct
impact on how we feel, rather than evaluating them exclusively in
terms of preconceived notions. If we do so we may discover that,
contrary to what we were led to believe, it is more satisfying to help
another person than to beat him down, or that it is more enjoyable to
talk with one’s two year old than to play golf with the company
president. (207- 208)
In summary, “The most important trait of survivors is a “non self-conscious
individualism,” or a strongly directed purpose that is not self-seeking. People

who have that quality are bent on doing their best in all circumstances, yet
they are not concerned primarily with advancing their own interests. Because
they are intrinsically motivated in their actions, they are not easily disturbed
by external threats. With enough psychic energy free to observe and analyze
their surroundings objectively, they have a better chance of discovering in
them new opportunities for action. . . . Narcissistic individuals, who are mainly
concerned with protecting their self, fall apart when the external conditions
turn threatening. The ensuing panic prevents them from doing what they
must do; their attention turns inward in an effort to restore order in
consciousness, and not enough remains to negotiate outside reality.
Without interest in the world, a desire to be actively related to it, a person
becomes isolated into himself. Bertrand Russell, one of the greatest
philosophers of our century, described how he achieved personal happiness.
‘Gradually I learned to be indifferent to myself and my deficiencies; I came to
center my attention increasingly upon external objects: the state of the world,
various branches of knowledge, individuals for whom I felt affection.’ There
could be no better short description of how to build for oneself an autotelic
personality.
In part such a personality is a gift of biological inheritance and early
upbringing. Some people are born with a more focused and flexible
neurological endowment, or are fortunate to have had parents who
promoted unselfconscious individuality. But it is an ability open to cultivation,
a skill one can perfect through training and discipline.” (92-93, flow)
So how can we cultivate this trait and deal with stress?
“In trying to sort out what accounts for a person’s ability to cope with stress, it
is useful to distinguish three different kinds of resources. The first is the
external support available, and especially the network of social supports. . . .
The second bulwark against stress includes a person’s psychological
resources, such as intelligence, education, and relevant personality factors. . . .
And finally, the third type of resource refers to the coping strategies that a
person uses to confront the stress. Of these three factors, the third one is the
most relevant to our purposes. External supports by themselves are not that
effective in mitigating stress. They tend to help only those who can help
themselves. And psychological resources are largely outside our control. It is
difficult to become much smarter, or much more outgoing, than one was at

birth. But how we cope is both the most important factor in determining
what effects stress will have and the most flexible resource, the one most
under our personal control. There are two main ways people respond to
stress. The positive response is called a ‘mature defense’ or ‘transformational
coping.’ The negative response to stress would be a ‘neurotic defense’ or
‘regressive coping.’” (198-199)
“. . . Few people rely on only one or the other strategy exclusively. [When Jim
gets fired from his comfortable job at age forty], it is more likely he would get
drunk the first night ; have a fight with his wife, who had been telling him for
years that his job was lousy [immature, regressive coping]; and then the
following morning, or the week after, he would simmer down and start
figuring out what to do next [mature, transformational coping]. But people
do differ in their abilities to use on or the other strategy. [Some] are masters
at transformation coping. Others, however, when confronted by much less
intense levels of stress, might give up and respond by scaling down the
complexity of their lives forever.
The ability to take misfortune and make something good come of it is a very
rare gift. Those who possess it are called “survivors,” and are said to have
“resilience,” or “courage.” Whatever we call them, it is generally understood
that they are exceptional people who have overcome great hardships, and
have surmounted obstacles that would daunt most men and women. . . . It
makes sense, of course, that people should look up to this one quality more
than to any other. Of all the virtues we can learn no trait is more useful, more
essential for survival, and more likely to improve the quality of life than the
ability to transform adversity into an enjoyable challenge. To admire this
quality means that we pay attention to those who embody it, and we thereby
have a chance to emulate them if the need arises. Therefore admiring
courage is in itself a positive adaptive trait; those who do so may be better
prepared to ward off the blows of misfortune.” ( 200-201)
“The integrity of the self depends on the ability to take neutral or destructive
events and turn them into positive ones. . . . In each person’s life, the chances
of only good things happening are extremely slim. The likelihood that our
desires will be always fulfilled is so minute as to be negligible. Sooner or later
everyone will have to confront events that contradict his goals:
disappointments, severe illness, financial reversal, and eventually the
inevitability of one’s death. Each event of this kind is negative feedback that

produces disorder in the mind. Each threatens the self and impairs its
functioning. If the trauma is severe enough, a person may lose the capacity to
concentrate on necessary goals. If that happens, the self is no longer in
control. If the impairment is very severe, consciousness becomes random,
and the person “loses his mind” -- the various symptoms of mental disease
take over. In less severe cases the threatened self survives, but stops growing;
cowering under attack, it retreats behind massive defenses and vegetates in
a state of continuous suspicion.
It is for this reason that courage, resilience, perseverance, mature defense, or
transformational coping--the dissipative structures of the mind--are so
essential. Without them we would be constantly suffering through the
random bombardment of stray psychological meteorites. On the other hand,
if we do develop such positive strategies, most negative events can be at least
neutralized, and possibly even used as challenges that will help make the self
stronger and more complex.” (202)

CREATING A UNIFIED LIFE OF FLOW
Most of us are able to find flow and true enjoyment in at least one aspect of
our lives, but what about the others? Many of us are only truly happy while
doing the one thing we are passionate about, and revert to an unpleasant,
unfriendly, or awkward version of ourselves in the rest of our activities. Where
did all that grace and fluidity go?
This is where it is important to recognize that having achieved flow in one
activity does not guarantee that it will carry over to the rest of your life. “If we
enjoyed work and friendships and faced every challenge as an opportunity to
develop new skills, we would be getting rewards out of living that are outside
the realm of ordinary life. Yet even this would not be enough to assure us of
optimal experience. As long as enjoyment follows piecemeal from activities
not linked to one another in a meaningful way, one is still vulnerable to the
vagaries of chaos. Even the most successful career, the most rewarding family
relationship eventually runs dry. Sooner or later involvement in work must be
reduced. Spouses die, children grow up and move away. To approach optimal
experience as closely as is humanly possible, a last step in the control of
consciousness is necessary.
What this involves is turning all life into a unified flow experience. If a person

sets out to achieve a difficult enough goal, from which all other goals logically
follow, and if he or she invests all energy in developing skills to reach that
goal, then actions and feelings will be in harmony and the separate parts of
life will fit together--and each activity will “make sense” in the present, as well
as in view of the past and of the future. In such a way, it is possible to give
meaning to one’s entire life.” (214-215)

THE MEANING OF LIFE
“But isn’t it incredibly naive to expect life to have a coherent overall meaning?
It is true that life has no meaning, if by that we mean a supreme goal built
into the fabric of nature and human experience, a goal that is valid for every
individual. But it does not follow that life cannot be given meaning. Much of
what we call culture and civilization consists in efforts people have made,
generally against overwhelming odds, to create a sense of purpose for
themselves and their descendants. It is one thing to recognize that life is, by
itself, meaningless. It is another thing entirely to accept this with resignation.
The first fact does not entail the second anymore than the fact that we lack
wings prevents us from flying.
Creating meaning involves bringing order to the contents of the mind by
integrating one’s actions into a unified flow experience. . . . People who find
their lives meaningful usually have a goal that is challenging enough to take
up all their energies, a goal that can give significance to their lives. We may
refer to this process as achieving purpose. To experience flow one must set
goals for one’s actions. . . The goal in itself is usually not important; what
matters is that it focuses a person’s attention and involves it in an achievable,
enjoyable activity. In a similar way, some people are able to bring the same
sharp focus to their psychic energy throughout the entirety of their lives. The
unrelated goals of the separate flow activities merge into an
all-encompassing set of challenges that gives purpose to everything a person
does.
In this sense the answer to the old riddle “What is the meaning of life?” turns
out to be astonishingly simple. The meaning of life is meaning: whatever it is,
wherever it comes from, a unified purpose is what gives meaning to life.”
(214-217)

“There are very different ways to establish this directionality. Napoleon
devoted his life, and in the process gladly led to death hundreds of thousands
of French soldiers, to the single-minded pursuit of power. Mother Teresa has
invested all her energies to help the helpless, because her life has been given
purpose by an unconditional love based on the belief in God, in a spiritual
order beyond the reach of her sense. From a purely psychological point of
view, Napoleon and Mother Teresa may both have achieved equal levels of
inner purpose, and therefore of optimal experience. The obvious differences
between them prompt a broader ethical question: What have the
consequences of these two ways of giving meaning to life been? We might
conclude that Napoleon brought chaos to thousands of lives, whereas Mother
Teresa reduced the entropy in the consciousness of many. But here we will
not try to pass judgement on the objective value of actions; we will be
concerned instead with the more modest task of describing the subjective
order that a unified purpose brings to individual consciousness.” (216-217)

CULTIVATING PURPOSE
It is not enough to find a
purpose that unifies one’s
goals; one must also carry
through
and
meet
its
challenges. The purpose
must result in strivings;
intent has to be translated
into action. We may call this
resolution in the pursuit of
one’s goals. What counts is
not so much whether a
person actually achieves
what she has set out to do;
rather, it matters whether
effort has been expended to
reach the goal, instead of
being diffused or wasted.”
(216-217)
“Purpose gives direction to one’s efforts, but it does not necessarily make life
easier. Goals can lead into all sorts of trouble, at which point one gets
tempted to give them up and find some less demanding script by which to

order one’s actions. The price one pays for changing goals whenever
opposition threatens is that while one may achieve a more pleasant and
comfortable life, it is likely that it will end up empty and void of meaning.
No goal can have much effect unless taken seriously. Each goal prescribes a
set of consequences, and if one isn’t prepared to reckon with them, the goal
becomes meaningless. The mountaineer who decides to scale a difficult peak
knows that he will be exhausted and endangered for most of the climb. But if
he gives up too easily, his quest will be revealed as having little value. The
same is true of all flow experiences: there is a mutual relationship between
goals and the effort they require. Goals justify the effort they demand at the
outset, but later it is the effort that justifies the goal.” (223-224)
“But as the complexity of culture evolves, it becomes more difficult to achieve
this degree of total resolve. There are simply too many goals competing for
prominence, and who is to say which one is worth the dedication of an entire
life? A woman used to be content with being a housewife, partly because she
didn’t have other options, now she can be anything and it is no longer
‘obvious’ that being a wife and mother should be a woman’s first priority. . .
.Mobility has freed us from ties to our birthplaces: there is no longer any
reason to become involved in one’s native community, to identify with one’s
place of birth. If the grass looks greener across the fence, we can simply move
to the other field-- How about opening that little restaurant in Australia?
Life-styles and religions are choices that are easily switched. In the past a
hunter was a hunter until he died, a blacksmith spent his life perfecting his
craft. We can now shed our occupational identities at will: no one needs to
remain an accountant forever.
The wealth of options we face today has extended personal freedom to an
extent that would have been inconceivable even a hundred years ago. But
the inevitable consequence of equally attractive choices is uncertainty of
purpose; uncertainty, in turn, saps resolution, and lack of resolve ends up
devaluing choice. Therefore freedom does not necessarily help develop
meaning in life--on the contrary. If the rules of a game become too flexible,
concentration flags, and it is more difficult to attain a flow experience.
Commitment to a goal and to the rules it entails is much easier when the
choices are few and clear.” (224-225)

“The forms of psychic entropy that currently cause us so much
anguish--unfulfilled wants, dashed expectations, loneliness, frustration,
anxiety, guilt--are all likely to have been recent invaders of the mind. They are
by-products of the tremendous increase in complexity of the cerebral cortex
and the symbolic enrichment of culture. They are the dark side of the
emergence of consciousness.
The psychic entropy peculiar to the human condition involves seeing more to
do than one can actually accomplish and feeling able to accomplish more
than what conditions allow. But this becomes possible only if one keeps in
mind more than one goal at a time, being aware at the same time of
conflicting desires. It can happen only when the mind knows not only what is
but also what could be. The more complex any system, the more room it
leaves open for alternatives, and the more things can go wrong with it. This is
certainly applicable to the evolution of the mind: as it has increased its power
to handle information, the potential for inner conflict has increased as well.
When there are too many demands, options, challenges, we become anxious;
when too few, we get bored.” (227-228)
“The complexity and freedom that have been thrust upon us, and that our
ancestors had fought so hard to achieve, are a challenge we must find ways
to master. If we do, the lives of our descendants will be infinitely more
enriched that anything previously experienced on this planet. If we do not, we
run the risk of frittering away our energies on contradictory, meaningless
goals. . . . Because there is no absolute certainty to which to turn, each person
must discover ultimate purpose on his or her own. Through trial and error,
through intense cultivation, we can straighten out the tangled skein of
conflicting goals, and choose the one that will give purpose to action.
Self-knowledge--an ancient remedy so old that its value is easily forgotten--is
the process through which one may organize conflicting options. “Know
thyself” . . . The reason the advice is so often repeated is that it works. We
need, however, to rediscover afresh every generation what these words
mean, what the advice actually implies for each individual. And to do that it is
useful to express it in terms of current knowledge, and envision a
contemporary method for its application.” (225)
“Inner conflict is the result of competing claims on attention. Too many
desires, too many incompatible goals struggle to marshal psychic energy

toward their own ends. . . . Two ways to reduce conflict and sort out essential
claims:
1. Vita activa: A person achieves flow through total involvement in
concrete external challenges. In this way harmony is restored to
consciousness indirectly--not by facing up to contradictions and trying
to resolve conflicting goals and desires, but by pursuing chosen goals
with such intensity that all potential competition is preempted. . .
.Action helps create inner order, but it has its drawbacks:. . . often at the
price of excessively restricting options. . . .Sooner or later, postponed
alternatives may reappear again as intolerable doubts and regrets. .
.Was it worth the price I paid? In other words, the goals that have
sustained action over a period turn out not to have enough power to
give meaning to the entirety of life.
2. Vita Contemplativa: Detached reflection upon experience, a realistic
weighing of options and their consequences, have long been held to be
the best approach to a good life. . .. Activity and reflection should ideally
complement and support each other. Action by itself is blind, reflection
impotent.
If the habit of reflection is well developed, a person need not go through a lot
of soul-searching to decide whether a course of action is entropic or not. He
will know, almost intuitively, that this promotion will produce more stress
than it is worth, or that this particular friendship, attractive as it is, would lead
to unacceptable tensions in the context of marriage.” (225-227)
“It is relatively easy to bring order to the mind for short stretches of time; any
realistic goal can accomplish this. . . .But it is much more difficult to extend
this state of being through the entirety of life. For this it is necessary to invest
energy in goals that are so persuasive that they justify effort even when our
resources are exhausted and when fate is merciless in refusing us a chance at
having a comfortable life. If goals are well chosen, and if we have the courage
to abide by them despite opposition, we shall be so focused on the actions
and events around us that we won’t have the time to be unhappy.”(227)
When an important goal is pursued with resolution, and all one’s varied
activities fit together into a unified flow experience, the result is that harmony
is brought to consciousness. Someone who knows his desires and works with

purpose to achieve them is a person whose feelings, thoughts, and actions
are congruent with one another, and is therefore a person who has achieved
inner harmony. . . . Someone who is in harmony no matter what he does, no
matter what is happening to him, knows that his psychic energy is not being
wasted on doubt, regret, guilt, and fear, but is always usefully employed. Inner
congruence ultimately leads to that inner strength and serenity we admire in
people who seem to have come to terms with themselves.” (217)
“Purpose, resolution, and harmony unify life and give it meaning by
transforming it into a seamless flow experience. Whoever achieves this state
will never really lack anything else. A person whose consciousness is so
ordered need not fear unexpected events, or even death. Every living
moment will make sense, and most of it will be enjoyable. This certainly
sounds desirable. So how does one attain it?” (217-218)
“. . . building a complex meaning system seems to involve focusing attention
alternately on the self and on the Other.
1. First, psychic energy is invested in the needs of the organism, and
psychic order is equivalent to pleasure.
2. When the first level is temporarily achieved, and the person can begin
to invest attention in the goals of a community, what is meaningful
corresponds to group values--religion, patriotism, and the acceptance
and respect of other people provide the parameters of inner order.
3. The next movement of the dialectic brings attention back to the self:
having achieved a sense of belonging to a larger human system, the
person now feels the challenge of discerning the limits of personal
potential. This leads to attempts at self-actualization, to
experimentation with different skills, different ideas and disciplines. At
this stage enjoyment, rather than pleasure, becomes the main source
of rewards. But because this phase involves becoming a seeker, the
person may also encounter a midlife crisis, a career change, and an
increasingly desperate straining against the limitations of individual
capability.
4. From this point on the person is ready for the last shift in the
redirection of energy: having discovered what one can and, more

important, cannot do alone, the ultimate goal merges with a system
larger than the person--a cause, an idea, a transcendental entity.
Not everyone moves through the stages of this spiral of ascending
complexity. A few never have the opportunity to go beyond the first step.
When survival demands are so insistent that a person cannot devote much
attention to anything else, he or she will not have enough psychic energy left
to invest in the goals of the family or of the wider community. Self-interest
alone will give meaning to life. The majority of people are probably ensconced
comfortably in the second stage of development, where the welfare of the
family, or the company, the community, or the nation are the sources of
meaning. Many fewer reach the third level of reflective individualism, and
only a precious few emerge once again to forge a unity with universal values.
So these stages do not necessarily reflect what does happen, or what will
happen; they characterize what can happen if a person is lucky and succeeds
in controlling consciousness.” (222)
Though there are a number of different models describing the emergence of
meaning along a gradient of complexity, this is the simplest. “The number of
steps is irrelevant; what counts is that most theories recognize the
importance of this dialectic tension, this alternation between differentiation
on the one hand and integration on the other. From this point of view,
individual life appears to consist of a series of different ‘games,’ with different
goals and challenges, that change with time as a person matures. Complexity
requires that we invest energy in developing whatever skills we were born
with, in becoming autonomous, self-reliant, conscious of our uniqueness and
its limitations. At the same time we must invest energy in recognizing,
understanding, and finding ways to adapt to the forces beyond the
boundaries of our own individuality. Of course we don’t have to undertake
any of these plans. But if we don’t, chances are, sooner or later, we will regret
it.” (222-223)
“Instead of accepting the unity of purpose provided by genetic instructions or
by the rules of society, the challenge for us is to create harmony based on
reason and choice. Philosophers. . . have recognized this task of modern man
by calling it the project, which is their term for the goal-directed actions that
provide shape and meaning to an individual’s life. Psychologists have used
terms like. . . life themes. In each case, these concepts identify a set of goals
linked to an ultimate goal that gives significance to whatever a person does. .

. . With a life theme, everything that happens will have a meaning--not
necessarily a positive one, but a meaning nevertheless. If a person bends all
her energies to making a million dollars before age thirty, whatever happens
is a step either toward or away from that goal. The clear feedback will keep
her involved with her actions. Even if she loses all her money, her thoughts
and actions are tied by a common purpose, and they will be experienced as
worthwhile.
When a person’s psychic energy coalesces into a life theme, consciousness
achieves harmony. But not all life themes are equally productive. Existential
philosophers distinguish between two types of life themes:
1. Authentic or Discovered Life Themes: Authentic projects, or
discovered life themes, describe a person who realizes that choices are
free, and writes the script for their actions based on personal based on
a rational evaluation of his experience. It does not matter what the
choice is, as long as it is an expression of what the person genuinely
feels and believes. Authentic projects tend to be intrinsically motivated,
chosen for what they are worth in themselves.
2. Inauthentic or Accepted Life Themes: Inauthentic projects, or
accepted life themes, are those a person chooses because they are
what she feels ought to be done, because they are what everybody else
is doing, and therefore there is no alternative. A person is motivated by
external forces and simply takes on a predetermined role from a script
written long ago by others.
Both types of life themes help give meaning to life, but each has drawbacks.
The accepted life theme works well as long as the social system if sound; if it
is not, it can trap the person into perverted goals. Adolf Eichmann, the Nazi
who calmly shipped tens of thousands to the gas chambers, was a man for
whom the rules of bureaucracy were sacred. He probably experienced flow . . .
[and] he never seemed to question whether what he was asked to do was
right or wrong. As long as he followed orders, his consciousness as in
harmony. For him the meaning of life was to be part of a strong, organized
institution; nothing else mattered. In peaceful, well-ordered times a man like
Adolf Eichmann might have been an esteemed pillar of the community. But
the vulnerability of his life theme becomes apparent when unscrupulous and
demented people seize control of society; then such an upright citizen turns

into an accessory to crimes without having to change his goals, and without
even realizing the inhumanity of his actions.
Discovered life themes are fragile for a different reason: because they are
products of a personal struggle to define the purpose of life, they have less
social legitimacy; because they are often novel and idiosyncratic, they may be
regarded by others as crazy or destructive.” (230-231) Many of us living the
Slacklife struggle with this exactly. Looking in from the outside, the general
society sees us only as dirty hippies, circus freaks, nomads, or adrenaline
junkies. Yet many of us Slackers simply want to help others discover their life
theme and create a more complex purpose. We aim to share slacklining with
the world in order to help others discover their confidence, find their resolve,
and push the limits of their mind, but the method--the activity itself-- is still
so novel that few can comprehend it.
So how do people forge these discovered life themes? What kind of
explanations for one’s suffering lead end up leading to lives of order and
flow?
There are several common characteristics of how people find their
authenticity:
1. This type of theme is in many cases a reaction to a great personal hurt
suffered in early life--to being orphaned, abandoned, or treated
unjustly. But what matters is not the trauma per se; the external event
never determines what the theme will be. What matters is the
interpretation that one places on suffering.
If a father is a violent alcoholic, his children have several options for
explaining what is wrong: they can tell themselves 1) that the father is a
bastard who deserves to die; 2) that he is a man, and all men are weak.
3) that poverty is the cause of the father’s affliction, and the only way to
avoid his fate is to become rich; 4) that a large part of his behavior is
due to helplessness and lack of education. Only the last of these equally
likely explanations leads in the direction of a discovered life theme.
2. To find purpose in suffering one must interpret it as a possible
challenge.

If a child abused by a violent father concluded that the problem was
inherent in human nature, that all men were weak and violent, there
would not be much he or she could do about it. How could a child
change human nature? Instead, formulating his problem as being due
to the helplessness of disenfranchised minorities subsequently
provides the child with a challenge to meet.
3. Then, one must develop appropriate skills to confront the challenges
at the root of what was wrong in the personal life. What transforms the
consequences of a traumatic event into a challenge that gives meaning
to life are dissipative structures.
Now that the child has a problem to be solved, he is able to develop
skills to confront the challenges he sees at the root of what had been
wrong in his person life (like legal training and education).
4. Finally, the challenge becomes generalized to other people, or to
mankind as a whole. (Discovered life themes are rarely formulated as
the response to just a personal problem.) In this way, whatever solution
is found to his own problems will benefit not only himself, but many
others besides.. This altruistic way of generalizing solutions is typical of
negentropic life themes; it brings harmony to the lives of many.”
(233-234)
“There are so many examples of [people who have made the most out of the
worst situations] that one certainly cannot assume a direct causal relation
between external disorder in childhood and internal lack of meaning later in
life. . . .All these people ended up inventing powerful and useful lives for
themselves. . . . If there is a strategy shared by these and by other people who
succeed in building meaning into their experience, it is one so simple and
obvious that it is almost embarrassing to mention. Yet because it is so often
overlooked, it will be valuable to review it. The strategy consists in extracting
from the order achieved by past generations patterns that will help avoid
disorder in one’s own mind. There is much knowledge-- or well-ordered
information-- accumulated in culture, ready for this use. Great music,
architecture, art, poetry, drama, dance, philosophy, and religion are there for
anyone to see as examples of how harmony can be imposed on chaos.. Yet so
many people ignore them, expecting to create meaning in their lives by their
own devices.

To do so is like trying to build up material culture from scratch in each
generation. No one in his right mind would want to start reinventing the
wheel, fire, electricity, and the million objects and processes that we now take
for granted as part of the human environment. Instead we learn how to make
these things by receiving ordered information from teachers, from books,
from models, so as to benefit from the knowledge of the past and eventually
surpass it.” (235)
“At its best, literature contains ordered information about behavior, models of
purpose, and examples of lives successfully patterned around meaningful
goals. Many people confronted with the randomness of existence have drawn
hope from the knowledge that others before them had faced similar
problems, and had been able to prevail. And this is just literature; what about
music, art, philosophy, and religion?” (236)
NOW WHAT?
Now that you are equipped with all these incredibly powerful new thoughts,
tools, and ideas, get out there and turn your mundane existence into an
awesome one! If you are struggling, just remember: it’s all in how you look at
it, and this book is always here if you need it :)
<3

Honor System
Everything we have is FREE… sort of.... not free to make. We believe
information on how to be safe, or in this case flow state, should be available to
everyone on the planet for free. We only make a small percent of the cost of
HowNOTtoHighline off youtube ads. The rest is ALL DONATIONS. I, Ryan, am
still the largest donor and I hope to at least break even so only my time, lots
and lots of time, is donated. We will always put 100% back into this channel.
It currently costs about $1500 a month if we don’t create new break test
machines to operate so if you watch all the episodes and read all of the
resources, please consider spotting us $20 on PayPal or Venmo or become a
monthly Patron, I did start an instant coffee business to help supplement the
cost of HowNOTtoHighline instead of making gear. We want to be fully
independent from gear companies, either paid sponsorship or making our

own branded gear.
Coffee.

So please support our new coffee business at Juno

Kimberly Weglin
Kim was inspired by what she read in FLOW by
Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi
and
what
she
experienced highlining. She wrote this book in
order to share her research of flow state to help
others understand the draw they may feel to the
slackline.

Kim was born and raised in Sacramento, California. For college, she attended
UC Davis where she earned a degree in Managerial Economics with a focus in
Agricultural, Environmental, and Natural Resource Economics. Like most
people, she was not passionate about her degree and never used it. Instead,
she decided to take a year off, travel the world while bartending, and then go
back to school and earn a law degree. After a year of traveling, mixing up
drinks at the Pub, and living the slacklife, she didn't want to stop. She was
soon accepted into UC Davis Law School, but that still didn't feel right to her.
She ended up turning that down in search of that career that lit her heart on
fire (or at least made her feel an ounce of passion). To live the slacklife more,
she started her own business, she dove headfirst into the wedding industry
making signage and writing calligraphy--a longtime hobby of hers. She knew
nothing about running a business, but she did her best to figure it out along
the way. Soon enough, she was able to quit bartending and work on growing
her business full time. From there, she started teaching herself about digital
design and graphic art, and is currently finding her passion and flow in the
world of design. She now lives in Colorado and you can follow along with all
her bendiness and shenanigans on Facebook and on Instagram.
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