
 

Chapter 3. Human Nature and design.  

 

Vitruvius, in his Ten Books of Architecture, arranged building designs around the human 

body and its actions, and he did not leave out the implications for surrounding room sizes 

and the size and proportions of the various parts of the body. As we move through the 21st 

century, we need to struggle to bring the human, as the design criteria, back into the 

center of design and policy. 

– John Carl Warnecke. 
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No major school of psychotherapy including the older  psychoanalysis 

looks at the way political and economic issues affect the dynamics  of 

humans, the human mind and heart. The way we are embedded in 

economy and politics goes unquestioned   but their influence and that of 
1

1 There are some important exceptions. Socrates said the unexamined life 

is not worth living,  but christianity (and most official religions) use 

human nature, while questing for the ethical life, against itself. Some of 

those who have been interested in the dynamics of society as the ground 



depth psychotherapy, has faded in the culture)   but could well be the 

major source of We need to be realistic about how to get through the 

bottleneck of unsolved problems. Since almost everyone wants to live in a 

mix of nature and civilization, why don’t we use our intelligence and 

wealth to go there? It will be important to consider the aesthetics, the 

landscaping and gardening, as well as the pragmatic issues of feeding and 

habitat for all of us.  

 We feeel deeply the inhumaity of institutions - slavery, colonilaism, way 

over exteded imprisonment, the drafting of innocents into wars.This is 

ground for rethinking the meaning of life, the good life, the quality of life. 

The Dali Lama says “ The purpose of life is to be happy. This is what all 

human beings have in common—the wish to lead a happy life. Many think 

that happiness is to be found outside us in material things, but actually it’s 

something that comes from within, from warm-heartedness and concern 

for others. 

It just may be that the fact that climate change and the destructive aspects 

of industrial/commercial civilization are becoming clear at the same time 

may be an opportunity to improve both that could not have been engaged 

one at a time. 

Humans are not mere observers of the cosmos but active participants in 

the matrix of life (fn. See the suggestive book Capitalism and the Web of 

Life,  by Jason Moore). It  is crucial to be as clear as we can be about who 

we are, us humans.  Such knowledge becomes the design guide for 

Gardenworld (or any other proposed future) because what we design 

should be support to human well being.  

Our lives are organized around food, sex and dignity. Putting those 

together is not easy, and is the work of culture, man’s “second nature”. The 

slow evolving set of habits that make up our character have led to a social 

character that is too competitive, too mean, too destructive. Gardenworld 

is, through the needed cooperation Gardenworld requires, the situation for 

growing more cooperative less selfish people, a second nature, shared 

character, that is quite different in feeling and tone than a competitive 

for the dynamics of the human psche   are Erich Fromm as, represented by 

Escape from Freedom and The Sane Society, and Theodore Roszak and 

eco-psychologvy in his book Voice of the Earth.  And earlier Alfred Adler ) 



society of mostly isolated individuals - who by the way are not very happy 

in their isolation.  

Our thinking is merged at every point in that body of feeling and 

experience. ( fn reality principle, rooted in body.  the ability of the mind to 

assess the reality of the external world, and to act upon it accordingly, as 

opposed to acting on the pleasure principle. - freud]  

I do not believe that I can be happy if others are not. What we do should 

make a better life for all. The promise of democracy was short circuited by 

an economy that uses the state by some to exploit others.  The happiness 

of all  should return as a guiding template against which to measure all 

initiatives. By “happiness” I don’t mean frothy contentment.  Jefferson (fn. 

See Gary Wells, Inventing America for a discussion of the origin of this 

idea in the Scottish Enlightenment of Fergusen and others.] , in “life 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness” of the Declaration  means , from “to 

happen” , the range of roles, a person has in society, actions that nail the 

experience to the body and engage one’s talents. 

That means looking at humans across the life cycle. We need to build 

environments good for children, parents and older people. Animals and 

insects too. Look at the environment as a whole that needs cultivation and 

management. It also means that we talk about  philosophy: what is the 

nature of the world, (more than standard science), and what is human 

nature in it?  To show how difficult and interesting this is, consider: 

 

The struggle between democratic and rational methods.”  

 

At first thought, how could rational and democratic be add odds? It is 

because rational is without feeling and democratic requires felt interests to 

be at play. This “struggle” will constantly arise in Gardenworld. 

There are several similar issues several related issues of importance also 

for lots of discussion. 

Starting with our biological inheritance.  We are not confined to our 

brain. Mind can only be understood when we understand its being a blend 

of brain and surrounding circumstances, including other people.We are 



like insects - eyes, legs, reproduction, hunger,  and much more. We are like 

mammals adding compassion and care for young, a full heart of feeling 

and concern. Our primate ancestors developed hands and feet and tail to 

swing in trees, and avoid capture for hungry others. Then down onto the 

plains and fast running upright. Slowly we became us. 

Play and learning 

 

John Huizingha Homo Ludens (man the player) ad Jean Piaget’s Play 

dreams and imitation in childhood , and Rudolph Steiner’s Humand 

Development, all speak to who we are better than most philosophy which 

is dour and antiseptic. 

 

Lot of thinkg these dayas about post human, the move of thinking into 

computers. Bt note, when a computer “plays chess”, it has, unlike us, not 

experience of winning if it wins, and no pleasure in playing the game. It 

has no experience of playing at all.  

Our brain is large, all of two pounds! Highly interconnected but  capable 

of interaction with itself (close your eyes and imagine scenes form the 

past) that it tends to live in a substitute reality. This is complex.We think 

we are seen by others, but mostly we are dressed in clothes that have a 

style, reflect a culture and community choices. Very little of ourselves is 

actually seen by others. We have beliefs but they also cover our thoughts 

with ideology and so our real thoughts are hidden from others by that 

covering of ritualized concepts and grammars. 

What s called “transcendence “ is that  we are potentially bigger than we 

are now, more complex, more aware, more creative, more related. The fact 

that we can be more than we are is always with us.  Society is not very good 

a supporting that potential, and may even be threatened by it. Our 

freedom gets in the way of group thinking. Garden world should support 

our being larger. I am convinced that we who are readers tend to discount 

the amazing intelligence of ordinary people able to mostly survive in a very 

complex world, much more complicate than the books we plow through. 

This will be crucial for Gardenworld challenges. 



Early humans developed fire, weaving, pottery, kinship systems 

, and much more, telling stores and singing (the birds as teachers). We 

might have stopped there, preferring to do what the group does than 

embrace new discoveries and patterns. But population created new 

anxieties and innovations, including choosing strong leaders, came to 

dominate. 

Under these pressures  the tendency of mind is to move off of major 

concerns - the philosophical and political - to the self serving of the little 

self, leaving the big self  behind, what Fromm called Escape from 

Freedom. Our anxiety masters us and we get stupid. 

Along with this tendency to avoid any controversy is our attitude 

towards ourselves and art. “I have no talent”. Did you ever try? “No”. If 

you did would the goal be to experiment and have fun or be famous? Part 

of Gardenworld is the continual rearrangement of the things we are using 

into pattens that are pleasing as well as work. Patterns that satisfy. 

Repurpose to better meet human needs rather than extraction from the 

land and from other humans. 

We have developed a limited view of what a human is, citizenship and 

belief have given way to consumerism: the view that all a person’s needs 

can be met by things they can buy. climate breakdown will be a major 

disrupter of this pattern and it is important to see that we may come out of 

this better off than we are going into it. Though it will be a rough ride with 

many serious hurt. Part of respect for human nature is to realize that much 

of life has to be lived, it can’t be solved.  

Sex, food and shelter:  We eat in order to reproduce. This is given by the 

deepest circumstances from one celled organisms to our most advanced 

self (short or robotic replacements where the prosthesis becomes the 

person). It is striking how much eating leads to cuisine and gourmet 

experiences. Along with sex comes love and sex becomes dressed in 

relationshis., so much that it is hard to get cause and effect between sexual 

dive and relationship drive. Sex is an “it depends” activity and hence very 

context sensitive to being respected along with curiosity and  caring . 

Hence love becomes involved.  We need to  realize how powerful it is, and 

that there seems to be no perfect solution between marriage and 



promiscuity, from randy children  to randy  senescence. There is also the 

pain of not being able to perform to the level of our imagination. 

A key basis for understanding our nature is our belief system. We are 

organic, not mechanical. The difference is critical for the world we need to 

build. For mechanical systems parts maintain their  integrity (static 

properties)  even when they become part in a larger system. For organic 

systems parts do not maintain their integrity when they become parts of a 

larger system. The flow, adapt, allow for emergent properties. Designing 

for the organic requires a kind of respect not needed for mechanical 

systems  

When I am talking with you, you have a model of me in you that touches 

all my neurons, flows with every hormone. And I am doing the same.  Feel 

how a room changes when you are alone in it and someone else enters. 

Everything changes. This is much more interesting and complex than most 

discussions allow. This is a subject for another conversation but please 

take it seriously. 

In fact, for all these questions, the best I can do is point you in the 

direction. The task here is to get you involved with Gardenworld as an 

intent toward future activity, not for me to be a university. You should feel 

an urgency to learn as much as possible about everything. Don’t be like the 

management consultant whom when asked if they read much said “Yes”. 

What? “Management books”. Gardenworld is an oppotuniay to be larger. 

Be a participant.  

Religions and philosophy have tried to understand the human 

experience. In the search for security these systems seem to start with the 

idea that there is a solid ground on which to build thinking . What if there 

isn’t? The idea that there is a solid ground is the projection downward 

(turtles all the way down) seem to me to be projection of the idea of solid 

object into the unknown. Part of the hope of religions and philosophy has 

been to escape the body - polluted - and reside only in the soul - pure. But 

this strategy leads in many ways to discounting the emotional and 

perceptions in ways that serve existing power. The Greeks took the idea 

that a rational God created the universe so the universe is knowable in 

principle, and by us hopefully. 

But the idea that the universe is created by a rational god is clearly a 

projection driven by a wish - to find that rock bottom solid basis for 



understanding. I take the view that we should accept that we are our body 

and thought in the midst of a relatively unknowable universe. If we are to 

work to design a replacement for the culture we have had, dependent on 

fossil fuels and borders and dominating elites - we need to know who we 

are so we can design for us, not for an ideology. 

There has been a tendency in society from fairly early to treat the body 

as somehow inferior. Often to treat the body as a shit bag, not as 

something marvelous made by god/nature. That we eat digest and 

defecate is a marvelous arrangement. That we come to each other and 

fertilize is extraordinary. These issues say a lot about  what kind of world 

to make, one that supports the idea of a sound mind in a sound body, not 

leaving the bad body to arrive at  bodiless experience. 

Another issue that will be played out in Gardenworld is  social status. 

Like quick awareness of sex,  when someone you don’t know enters the 

room you know before you can catch the thought what their social status 

is. We need to accept that such  tendency to ranking and placing is human 

and cannot be repressed. But we can move its expression away from stuff 

(remember “property” is what signified social rank, what is Proper”) to 

qualities of the person, not their belongings. A move toward amore 

equitable property society need not mean leveling of sense of self and 

person. In such a world difference in skin color become appreciated not 

leveling.  The range of our actual skin color is amazing, and we can learn to 

see each color as a complement to each other and the environment. 

There is no solid ground on which to base our understanding of who we 

are. It requires continual rethinking, experiencing, conversation, art, 

experiment. Gardenworld is aimed at being a place where we grow healthy 

people who are interested in  each other and can tolerate the anxieties of 

life - seeing themselves as part of the flow of nature yet aware of it all, 

seeing in war, with an easy smile for others. Cooperation, neighborliness, 

interest in helping others become, in Gardenworld, much more central to 

daily experiences. Circumstances of climate breakdown will force us to 

cooperate. At times it will be awkward and we will resist, but we need to do 

the hard work of being with each other for a new mode of survival. I think 

humans will be much happier in such a culture. Remember that as we 

make choices of what to build toward, what we build will in turn build us, 



because we are a reflection of our environment. I have further thoughts 

about design in Chapter 7. 

 

Erik Erikson and the human life cycle.  

 

I am going here into a bit more detail. Remember the task is a better 

society for real people. That means understanding people.  Skip this 

section if it is getting in the way, but do come back to it. 

Erik Erikson, a psychoanalyst and artist, took a deep look at human 

development as he tried to put together his psychoanalytic experience with 

children and his travels in different cultures. I had the opportunity to 

spend time with him first in Berkeley and later at Harvard. I find his work 

helps to understand the way the social world and the natural world can 

support the development of individual human lives. Erikson’s perspective 

on the human life cycle can be very helpful in mapping human nature into 

institutions – and GardenWorld. Erikson, uniquely interested in children, 

was well aware that children are the core of the next generation. The path 

from childhood to maturity is thus a structure in time integrated with 

society and with surrounding generations. His simple model was 

self-body-society.  This forces awareness integration across the key 

elements of a good life and a template for Gardenworld ideas - do they 

work across the life cycle for children, parents,  the mature? 

It is becoming common to talk about “cradle to cradle” (that is, the 

end of one life is the beginning of another) design principles for materials 

and buildings. We need to extend that logic to social design and the cradle 

to cradle life cycle perspective on human development and the 

interweaving of generations. Erikson worked out a roadmap, of what life is 

all about, how the biological interacts with the social to create the self. 

Most importantly, each stage is an achievement –or failure – to be 

integrated into the next biologically emergent capacity. 

I am proposing that we use Erickson’s eight stages of life as a design 

template for GardenWorld. In his first work, Childhood and Society, he 

writes eloquently about the balance between the mind, the body and 

society. Any achievement or failure to achieve, by a growing person, 

involved all three at the same time. In that book, he presented the model 



of  the human life cycle, the stages of life, with echoes of Shakespeare, who 

wrote for Jacques (I quote at length because we need to be reminded that 

we have a culture.) 

 

All the world’s a stage, 

And all the men and women merely players; 

They have their exits and their entrances, 

And one man in his time plays many parts, 

His acts being seven ages. At first, the infant, 

Mewling and puking* in the nurse’s arms. 

Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel 

And shining morning face, creeping like snail 

Unwillingly to school. And then the lover, 

Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad 

Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier, 

Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard, 

Jealous in honor, sudden and quick in quarrel, 

Seeking the bubble reputation 

Even in the cannon's mouth. And then the justice, 

In fair round belly with good capon* lined, 

With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 

Full of wise saws and modern instances; 

And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts 

Into the lean and slippered pantaloon 

With spectacles on nose and pouch on side; 

His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide 

For his shrunk shank, and his big manly voice, 

Turning again toward childish treble, pipes 

And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all, 

 

 The stages of life provide a framework for thinking about how society 

works and could work. We can use Erikson’s work as a design template for 

society –that is to see what social institutions are necessary and attractive 

at each stage in the human life. He saw that each stage could be 

characterized by an opportunity and the crisis and the resolution of the 



stage provided the platform for the next stage with its own unique 

qualities. 

Writers like Erikson and Fromm are important in helping bridge 

between human nature, society and the planet. 

His original model shows that each stage is built on all the major and 

minor effects of the success or failures at previous stages. The stages build 

upwards as a life does and each stage is characterized by the emergence of 

a new biological capacity that creates opportunities for success or failure 

and all the possibilities in between. As you read these think of the 

implications for a good society. 

 

 

 

Approxi

mate Age 
Virtues 

Psychosoci

al crisis[3] 

Significan

t 

relations

hip 

Existential 

question[4] 

hide 

Examples[4] 

Infancy 

Under 2 

years 

Hope 
Trust vs. 

Mistrust 
Mother 

Can I trust the 

world? 

Feeding, 

abandonment 

Toddlerho

od 

2–4 years 

Will 

Autonomy 

vs. 

Shame/Doub

t 

Parents 
Is it okay to be 

me? 

Toilet 

training, 

clothing 

themselves 

Early 

childhood 

5-8 years 

[5] 

Purpose 
Initiative vs. 

Guilt 
Family 

Is it okay for 

me to do, 

move, and 

act? 

Exploring, 

using tools or 

making art 



Middle 

Childhood 

9-12 years 

[6] 

Compete

nce 

Industry vs. 

Inferiority 

Neighbors, 

School 

Can I make it 

in the world of 

people and 

things? 

School, sports 

Adolescenc

e 

13–19 

years [7] 

Fidelity 

Identity vs. 

Role 

Confusion 

Peers, Role 

Model 

Who am I? 

Who can I be? 

Social 

relationships 

Early 

adulthood 

20–39 

years [8] 

Love 
Intimacy vs. 

Isolation 

Friends, 

Partners 
Can I love? 

Romantic 

relationships 

Middle 

Adulthood 

40–59 

years [9] 

Care 

Generativity 

vs. 

Stagnation 

Household, 

Workmates 

Can I make 

my life count? 

Work, 

parenthood 

Late 

Adulthood 

60 and 

above [10] 

Wisdom 
Ego Integrity 

vs. Despair 

Mankind, 

My kind 

Is it okay to 

have been 

me? 

Reflection on 

life 

 

 

But we can add to the stages for the child the social conditions that 

are necessary to support each stage. There is a famous quote, “But who will 

teach the teachers?” We see that at every stage adults are necessary to help 

the developing child, and these adults themselves are in a specific  part of 

their own life cycle. 

That is, healthy development requires parents, schools, work, and 

society. 



* Our society needs to provide the conditions were ordinary human 

beings can, in their 20’s and ’30s be good parents, 

* Our society needs to provide educated and humane teachers and 

the settings for the education of their students. 

* Our society needs to provide work which provides for dignity and 

creativity at work and the resources for intimacy outside it. 

* Our society needs to provide an interesting milieu that allows each 

person to bring together the threads of their life into a meaningful and 

attractive pattern. 

Society is a complex mosaic of interdependent generations. My local 

county government is arguing with needs for new jails and the fact that 

jails are filled with people 70% drug dependent and 20% mentally ill, but 

the county has not talked to the schools about a joint program and joint 

metrics to cope with the obvious independencies. 

These life cycle and intergenerational dependencies are essential 

guidelines for GardenWorld. Taken together they can be used as a design 

template, or guidance, or reference point when looking at any policy in the 

GardenWorld context. If the policy does not work well in one or more 

phases the legislation or policy proposition should be redesigned, or at 

least more integrated into policies or implementations that can balance 

the consequences. Not only do we need conditions that support the 

growing person at each stage but we need people who themselves are 

growing to be available at each stage. The picture is of the 

interdependencies of generations rather than of one just replacing 

another. 

Children are really stressed in this society. Their choice of violence, 

drugs, and video games puts them in control in a world that is so afraid of 

them getting hurt, or causing hurt. Traffic, guns, and crowding have been 

lethal for childhood. Children used to be able to use the woods, fields, hills, 

and streams to come to know themselves in the context of nature. The lack 

of fit between children’s needs and the modern commercial environment is 

a serious design flaw. 

The intelligence of a community is largely the ensemble of skills and 

routines that are part of the life activity of the people in it. Our reservoir of 

skills is shifting. It is not clear how. Kids play in the interface with buttons 



rather cooperating through family, school, sports or work. Adults are also 

button pushers rather than tinkerers. Old crafts, especially in building, are 

gone. Newer autos and computers do not support tinkering and home 

repair. 

Using Erikson’s stages as a design template, and looking at the 

consequences for the older generation that administers each stage, we see 

a complex interweaving of generations with specific consequences age by 

age, that a good society should support. Put simply any social innovation 

should work across the lifecycle, having a positive or at least not negate 

impact, at each phase. This should be one of the frameworks for analysis 

any social policy ought to undertake. In parallel with environmental 

impact statement, we could have “Lifecycle” or “generational impact” 

statements. 

Erich Fromm 

As the person is integrated into society they become representative of 

that society, easily recognized. This is a complex process of character 

building and weaving of fate. This will happen in Gardenworld. Erich 

Fromm is famous for his Art of Loving and Escape From Freedom but I 

will make most use of his The Sane Society. He takes it as obvious that a 

society that can kill itself off is crazy. I agree, sort of. If part of human 

nature is to follow popular memes without question, then yes. But calling 

normal human nature insane feels important but rhetorical. Let's see what 

use we can make of this important thought. Fromm had a number of main 

ideas. First is Escape From Freedom, the idea that humans have created 

the possibilities of freedom (active mind unencumbered by repressive 

politics) but, out of fear and anxiety, avoided these possibilities and 

resulting in our  conformity, meme-dominated minds (my paraphrase), 

mechanization and deadening of the self and those around us. 

The second major idea is what he called social character. It is obvious 

that people are influenced by their families schooling and communities. 

What is less obvious is that many people share influences and tend to 

become a force in society. 

If you have spent your life preparing for and occupying an eight hour 

job, with all its routines - walking down the hall for coffee - how totally 

alone nd disorienting it feels to be in a garden, trimming a hedge, 

deadheading flowers, checking soil for dampness, This is social character; 



the deep shaping of the habits of a life into a mode of being. Gardenworld 

(or any other future alternative) will have to cope with most people feeling 

uprooted and unsettle and grieving for a recent past abandoned. 

This is not the place to lay out Fromm’s work, but I do considered it 

one of they frameworks to help us undersand people’s resistance to 

chnage. Background to Fromm’s own thinking was his appreciation and 

critique of both Freud and Marx.  The avoidance of both thinkers by 

moderns is symptomatic of denial and avoidance.The 19th century was 

rather closed in, “victorian.” Freud and Marx broke through to social and 

individual dynamics. The door was open, but we mostly , like stepping 

outside on a brisk day, went back inside. Sure there are dated aspects to 

their thinking, but social science threw out the brain with the haircut. His 

book, The Sane Society, draws out the implications of these two books for 

what our goals as a society should be, if we are to have healthy larger 

people. Fromm’s ideas about social character tell us a lot about how hard it 

is to change society - the momentum is built in to the character structure 

of those socialized. But He also is clear that the energy of character, which 

is the glue that holds society together,  when thwarted, can turn into the 

dynamite  of destructive forces. 

Fromm developed a powerful theory of how character structure (For 

example, liking to be on time, use of anger to control others ) is shared by 

groups in society based on their economic role. This is not yet the place to 

go into the details but they are profound. Such character structures are 

hard to change and are a conserving part of any society. I will have more to 

say about human nature when we get to the section on philosophy in 

Chapter 7. 
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