
Humans and Their Societies – Bounded and Boundless
2016

Thomas A. Burns, Ph.D. Klamath Falls, Oregon

As humans, we categorize and name our world, and we rely on boundaries of all
different kinds.  But paradoxically, at the same time, we are tuned to exceed or
ignore them.  We live within this seeming contradiction.  In fact the dynamic that
this dilemma creates lies at the core of our being and defines our lives, our
societies, the cosmos, and the way we understand and experience the reality
within which we exist.

Boundaries reflect the many different ways we carve up, categorize and name
the  world.   Some  are  material  –  fences,  walls,  streets,  rivers,  rain,  trees,
mountains, etc.  Some are conceptual – conservative, religious, immortal, lazy,
ambitious, etc.  Some are sensory – colors, sounds, smells,  etc.  Some are
attitudes/feelings – hope,  faith,  love,  remorse,  hatred,  awful,  etc.   Some are
actions – war, ride, walk, hitch hike, etc.  Many are a mixture – nations, shapes,
oceans, laughter, dreams, early, beautiful, etc.

We need to make these distinctions so we can communicate verbally and both
recall and plan with one another.  And most of the distinctions we make are
housed in the conversational and written lexicon of our languages.  In this way,
we overlay existence with a vast set of agreed upon, named categories as a
map to describe reality in a set of manageable units.  And since these units are
so essential in our everyday existence [pragmatism], we naturally think reality is
captured by these verbally “housed” units.  And after all, our intellectual prowess
is founded on our verbally and mathematically grounded analytical abilities, and
the exercise of these abilities is the basis for science and the achievements of
the scientific method.  In this regard, our technological advances are the “proof”
in the material world that our categories and the analyses that follow from them
must accurately reflect the reality that is “out there.”.  Only when we run into a
culture and its language that carves up reality in a very different way do we get
an inkling of how artificial the categorical boundaries may be that we create.

For the most part, we do not even consider that our experience of reality is not
just verbal, intellectual, and analytical.  At a minimum, our experience is also
visual,  and  our  visual  experience  is  much  more  inclusive,  wholistic  and
synthetic,  perceiving  more  pattern  than  isolated  “things”  or  units.   And  we
depend fundamentally on this visually based, wholistic capability all  the time,
most notably when we move around.  Just try running or driving a car in urban
traffic analytically!!  Good luck!!  So, in terms at least of vision and motion, we do
not  experience  reality  as  a  set  of  categorical  units.   We  experience  it  as



flow/change in a wholistic visual pattern [kinetic imagery].  This is not the reality
that is captured by language and upon which we depend in defining what reality
is for us.  Most interestingly, we are entirely unperturbed by this fundamental
disjuncture; we are so accustomed to operating within this alternative verbal-
visual dynamic.  In fact, for the most part we are not even aware of the two quite
different views of the world within which we operate as we proceed through most
of our lives.  We get a hint when we realize how difficult it  is to describe in
language our experience of what we see.  Commonly, the feeling is that our
verbal description is clumsy and partial.  Something is missing, and at some
level we are aware that the instantaneous whole of the kinetic imagery that we
see is greater than the parts we lay out in sequence verbally.

Appreciating  the  significance  of  the  visually  based  human  capability  in
experiencing and understanding reality is just the beginning of the discovery of
the depth of the options that humans have for participating in reality from a more
wholistic  or  universal  perspective.   When  they  are  engaged  in  their  focal
activities,  accomplished artists  and  athletes  as  well  as  truly  capable  ascetic
practitioners of all kinds [shamans, psychics, mystics, prophets] experience the
world  more  through  their  wholistic,  intuitive  capabilities  than  their  analytical,
intellectual  capabilities.   As  such,  it  is  no  surprise  that  when  they  consider
themselves successful, athletes describe themselves as being in the flow where
the  otherwise  defining  intellectual  variables  of  time  and  space  disappear.
Likewise it is worth noting that outstanding ascetic practitioners are commonly
described as  visionaries.  Interestingly, even among scientists and inventors –
who prize the intellect very highly, there is the recognition that the intellect only
takes them so far in attaining their objectives.  They realize that especially in
pursuit of “big picture” goals, they often have to relax and let go of analysis and
intellect  and allow inspiration and intuition to  provide the major  input,  which
frequently comes in some visual form.

Awareness of the larger patterns of connections in reality – those beyond mere
visual capability are the ones that ascetics seek to know and experience, and
they have developed ways [eg. meditation] to access this awareness through
their  non-intellectual,  intuitive mental capabilities.  The ultimate experience of
these ascetic practitioners is to know reality as totally unified with no separate
parts.  That is, to know all components of reality – including the self – as so
totally interrelated and connected that all dividing boundaries, categories, units,
and names as understood from an analytical perspective dissolve and merge as
one.   Taken  to  its  extreme,  this  is  the  alternative  of  which  all  humans  are
capable in knowing and experiencing reality.   And while we rarely go to this
extreme, we are utilizing this capability to some degree nearly all the time – at a
minimum at the level of visual-motor operations.



Just as there is a continuum of more and less intense and sophisticated use of
the analytical faculty of the intellect, so there is a comparable continuum in the
use of the synthetic faculty of the intuitive.  And these two functions – together
with the emotions which give them charge – are designed to operate in parallel
and in wholly coordinated fashion.  Moreover, we experience this coordinated
condition  as  so  seamless  that  we  are  mostly  unaware  that  it  is  occurring.
Humans  have  to  be  prepared  to  deal  with  a  wide  variety  of  different  tasks
requiring  different  coordinated  combinations  of  these  two  mental  operations.
So, to be fully realized, humans need to develop both of these capabilities to
sophisticated levels so they can understand reality and themselves from both
perspectives  and  utilize  these  abilities  both  independently  and  in  fully
coordinated fashion most efficiently and effectively.

This  is  the  basis  for  the  dynamic  challenge  that  all  humans  face.   The
discreteness  created  by  conceiving  of  the  world  and  the  self  in  terms  of
boundaries is complemented by and coordinated with the wholeness created by
seeing  the  self  and  the  world  in  terms  of  connections  to  the  point  of  total
unification.   Reason, intellect and analysis reveal a reality defined by discrete
boundaries, categories and names.  Inspiration, intuition and synthesis reveal a
reality defined by connections on a scale of increasing unification.  Combining
these  functions  at  a  sophisticated  level  to  effectively  address  different
challenges is what all humans must grow/develop into and what all societies and
cultures must promote if they are to be maximally successful.  To the extent that
individuals,  societies  and  cultures  do  not  encourage  balanced  and  full
development of these coordinated capabilities in their citizens and to the extent
that  they  fail  to  create  institutions  that  reflect  and  respect  this  condition  of
development,  they  are  less  competent  and  less  likely  to  be  successful,
especially in the long run.

In  a  most  fundamental  sense,  humans  are  both  bounded  and  boundless.
Creatively managing this paradoxical but essential dynamic is at the very core of
what it means to be a realized individual and a productive society.

It is my contention that the greatest individual and societal happiness is located
at  the balanced intersection of  the developmental  dynamic described in  this
essay.  We might be surprised by the results of an evaluation along these lines
of different societies and cultures for their “happiness” ranking.  Indeed, for all
the  very  real  accomplishments  of  the  complex  civilized  state  of  humankind,
ranking  such  societies  for  dynamic  balance  and  happiness  often  does  not
produce the results we might expect.   Some simple aboriginal  societies with
very limited technologies may in fact be more highly ranked on these criteria –



better  dynamic  balance  and  the  expression  of  this  understanding  at  the
individual and social levels as well as ecologically.  In this regard, readers might
want to examine the work that inspired this essay: Bill Gammage, The Biggest
Estate on Earth:  How Aborigines Made Australia, Sidney (Allen & Unwin) 2011.
Gammage provides comprehensive evidence that  Australian aborigines were
managing  their  entire  continent,  with  all  of  its  ecological  diversity,  in  a  very
sophisticated  manner  that  must  qualify  as  full  cultivation  –  this  long  before
strictly  localized  agriculture  arose  under  evolving  civilized  conditions  in  the
Middle East.

Western  civilization,  with  its  representative  democracy,  regulated  capitalism,
and rule of law, should be celebrated for its vastly increased, science based
understanding  of  our  material  world  and  for  its  technological  achievements,
which at the physical level have improved the quality of life of its citizens.  As a
very young civilization, we can hope that it will have the ability, as many much
simpler aboriginal groups have had, to design its future development to achieve
better  dynamic  balance at  the  individual,  social  and  ecological  levels  –  and
thereby earn a higher overall happiness ranking.  Indeed, an idealized human
condition might well merge the best aspects of western civilization with the best
elements of “advanced” aboriginal societies – to become equally bounded and
boundless in all respects.


